


How this project started… 

• Hearing educators talk about what is happening in 
districts-opposite translations of common core 

• Tears and frustration 

• Anticipation about new initiatives 

• Thinking about student self-advocacy in the current 
educational climate 

• What do we know about the brain and learning that can 
be applied to curriculum and instructional practices so 

that learning is optimized? Where does joy come in? 

• Greater Madison Writing Project-Summer 2014 



That led me to: 

• The work of 

neurologist Judy 

Willis 

• Michael Opitz 

and Michael Ford 

Engaging Minds in 

the Classroom- The 

Surprising Power 

of Joy 

 



www.radteach.com 

Dr. Judy Willis- Neurologist turned 

Educator 

Her story… 











How do you define Joyful 

Learning? 

• Share with an elbow partner 

 

• Do you have a memory of a learning 

experience that brought you joy? What 

elements of the experience made it joyful? 



Engaging Minds in the Classroom: 

The Surprising Power of Joy 
Michael Opitz and Michael Ford 

 

“…acquiring knowledge or skills in ways that 

cause pleasure or happiness…what we are 

suggesting is that wrestling with new ideas and 

taking risk to learn new content requires 

persistence and the willingness to work through 

difficulties as they arise: through this experience, 

students experience joyful learning. 



JOY-O-METER 

Where are you at? 

Where are your colleagues at? 

Where are your students at? 

 

0    1    2    3    4 

 
Joyless Rarely Joyful Somewhat Joyful Mostly Joyful Joyful, Joyful! 



How does this connect? 

• With CCSS? 

• Testing data that focuses on reading and math 

scores/progress? 

• How districts are implementing CCSS and 

RTI? 

• Are we seeing joyful  

Students? 



Standardized Testing Culture and 

CCSS – Different Translations 

Prescribed Curriculums 

• Purchased Curriculums 

• Publishers driving 

content/curriculum 

• Everybody on same 

page/same day 

 

Personalized Learning/Project 
Based Learning 

• Opportunity for open-ended 

thinking, projects, 

collaboration 

• Creativity encouraged 

• Students part of goal 

process 





Relevant 

Motivating 



What tests measure and what they 
don’t. 







We take Joy in… 

• Create “Joy” statements with students 

• Specifically connect “Joy” statements with 

writing 

 

• We take joy in… 









Let’s take a few minutes and create 

some joy statements for learning 





Needs of Gifted and Talented 

Students 

• What do they need? 

• What stressors do 

do they face? 

Share some  

thoughts with the  

large group. 









Authentic Choice 





Challenge and Engagement 



Vygotsky- Zone of Proximal Development 



Flow… 



Our Students and self-advocacy 



RAD-Judy Willis 
Three Important Neuroscience Concepts to Consider 

 



Deb Douglas- Student Self-

Advocacy Workshops 

http://www.gtcarpediem.com/ 





We face real pressures in education 

today 















Testing, Testing, Testing… 



Getting students out of the dark 
tunnel  

of testing stress 





How do you feel when you  
are taking a test? 

Not at all confident 
Very Confident 





Writing Prompts 

Draw your head and write what you think about  
When you think of taking the ______test. 



Discuss results of writing prompts with 
the class. Helps process and de-stress! 



We are  more than the sum of our data 

















Research in Neuroscience  

Supports 
• Joyful Learning • Effective 

Information 

Processing 

• Long Term 

Memory 

Storage 

Positive Impact on Student Learning and Retention 



Neuroscience research connects to 

joyful learning 

In our research based, data and assessment 

driven educational system, leveraging the 

research on how the brain learns will help inform 

our conversations and prevent bad translations of  

 

• COMMON CORE STANDARDS 

• RESPONSE TO INTERVENTION 

• WE DON’T HAVE TIME FOR…. 

 

 



“It is crucial that educators 

use classroom strategies 

that reflect what we know 

about the brain and 

learning.” 
Judy Willis, The Neuroscience of Joyful Education 



…wrestling with new ideas and taking 

risks to learn new content requires 

persistence and the willingness to work 

through difficulties as they arise: 

through this experience, students 

experience joyful learning.  Engaging Minds in the 

Classroom: The Surprising Power of Joy, Opitz and Ford 

Let’s revisit the joyful learning definition… 



Perseverance 



The Neuroscience of Joyful 

Education 

• “When students are engaged and 

motivated and feel minimal stress, 

information flows freely through the 

affective filter in the amygdala and 

they achieve higher levels of 

cognition, make connections, and 

experience “aha” moments.” 

 
Judy Willis: The Neuroscience of Joyful Education, Educational Leadership 

 



Lost in translation… 

“Unfortunately, the current emphasis on 

standardized testing and rote learning encroaches 

upon many student’s joy. In their zeal to raise 

test scores, too many policymakers wrongly 

assume that students who are laughing, 

interacting in groups, and being creative…are 

not doing real academic work.” 

 
Judy Willis: The Neuroscience of Joyful Education, Educational Leadership 



 

• “We believe in principled 
practices-informed by 
professional experiences 
and consensus of expert 
opinion and research from 
the field.”  Opitz and Ford p. 4( reference from Vogt and 

Shearer, 2010) 

Reticulum/Amygdala/Dopamine 



Opitz and Ford- Framework for Joyful Learning 

Motivation Engagement 

Assessment 
and 

Evaluation 

Learning 
Environment 



Motivation 

• Self-Efficacy and Competence: beliefs the 

learner has about the ability to be successful 

• Control over factors that contribute to success 

or failure 

• Growth mindset vs fixed 

• Importance/Usefulness/Time and Effort 

required 

• Interest and Intrinsic Value 

• Goals Mastery-demonstration of ability 

 



Engagement 

• Attention 

• Commitment 

• Persistence 

• Value 



Assessment and Evaluation 

• Learners ability to self-assess 

• Teachers formative and summative 

assessments. Is feedback productive? Does it 

feed forward? Are summative assessments a 

true indicator of mastery or low-level recall? 

• Student created projects/research/products 

• School-wide configurations of assessments 

 



Learning Environments 

• School Community 

• Classroom 

• Large Group 

• Small Group 

• Individual 

What does a joyful learning environment look like 

in our buildings spaces/places? With groups and 

individual students?  





Because eliminating joy 

• Negatively Impacts 

Learning 

• Added stress 

• Anxiety 

• Low motivation 

• Lack of engagement 

• Lack of relevance 

• Lack of autonomy and 

control 



What is our role? 

• A Teacher’s Manifesto in a Time of 

Standardization 

 

 



Frame the Conversation 

Teachers: Use the 

neuroscience research on 

learning and the brain. 

It’s powerful! 

 

Students: Teach them the 

how the brain works so 

they can self advocate- It’s 

powerful! 

Judy Willis website: 

 http://www.radteach.com/ 

 

 

http://www.radteach.com/
http://www.radteach.com/


What kinds of activities do we 

ask students to do that matches 

with the science of Joyful 

Learning and connects with 

CCSS standards? 

APPLICATION 



CCSS-Grade 8 

• CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.8.2 
Write informative/explanatory texts to examine a topic 
and convey ideas, concepts, and information through 
the selection, organization, and analysis of relevant 
content 

• CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.6-8.1 
Cite specific textual evidence to support analysis of 
primary and secondary sources. 

• CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.6-8.2 
Determine the central ideas or information of a primary 
or secondary source; provide an accurate summary of 
the source distinct from prior knowledge or opinions. 

 

http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/W/8/2/
http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/W/8/2/
http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/W/8/2/
http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/RH/6-8/1/
http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/RH/6-8/1/
http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/RH/6-8/1/
http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/RH/6-8/1/
http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/RH/6-8/1/
http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/RH/6-8/2/
http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/RH/6-8/2/
http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/RH/6-8/2/
http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/RH/6-8/2/
http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/RH/6-8/2/


What kinds of writing do we ask 

students to do that meets criteria 

in the Joyful Learning Framework 

and connects with CCSS 

standards? 
Give-one-Get-one Activity 

10 minutes 

APPLICATION 



Photographs by Lewis Hine of  

Child Labor 



Primary Source Documents 



Who Is In Our Classroom? 



There are loads of ideas 

 in this very room! 



Wrapping Up 



Jog the Web 



Jog the Web-Resources-Neuroscience of  

Joyful Learning 

 

 

http://www.jogtheweb.com/run/AOkiCiFvvu57/Neuroscience-of-joyful-learning 

 

 

 

 

http://www.jogtheweb.com/run/AOkiCiFvvu57/Neuroscience-of-joyful-learning
http://www.jogtheweb.com/run/AOkiCiFvvu57/Neuroscience-of-joyful-learning
http://www.jogtheweb.com/run/AOkiCiFvvu57/Neuroscience-of-joyful-learning
http://www.jogtheweb.com/run/AOkiCiFvvu57/Neuroscience-of-joyful-learning
http://www.jogtheweb.com/run/AOkiCiFvvu57/Neuroscience-of-joyful-learning
http://www.jogtheweb.com/run/AOkiCiFvvu57/Neuroscience-of-joyful-learning
http://www.jogtheweb.com/run/AOkiCiFvvu57/Neuroscience-of-joyful-learning
http://www.jogtheweb.com/run/AOkiCiFvvu57/Neuroscience-of-joyful-learning


Litmus Test 

Will this 

resource/strategy/instructional method 

promote joyful practice that connects 

with the neuroscience on learning and 

engagement? 



Leveraging What We Know  

About How Students Learn 

Coordination of …  

• Curriculum Design 

• Instruction 

• Resources 

• Authentic Assessment  

     Practices 

So that we create and foster… 

• Student Engagement 

• Inquiry 

• Motivation 

• Student Choices 

• Context and Connection 

• Improved student outcomes 

 
“Joy and enthusiasm are absolutely essential for learning to 

happen—literally, scientifically, as a matter of fact and research. 

“The neuroscientific research about learning has revealed…the 

qualitative improvement in brain circuitry involved in memory and 

executive function that accompanies positive motivation and 

engagement.” 
 The Power of Joyful Learning, Judy Willis. School Leadership 2.0 

 















Standards of Joy 



Make a Joyful Learning Quotes 

Poster or Bulletin Board 









When they told me I was 

delusional… 

• I almost fell off my unicorn! 

 





QUESTIONS? 

Sharon Daly 2014 


