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Learning Objective 1:
1) Participants will be able to describe theories of brain development 
and functioning in relation to felt-safety in the classroom.
Learning Objective 2:
2) Participants will be able to identify methods for building attunement 
and student co-regulation.
Learning Objective 3:
3) Participants will be able to identify ways to increase felt-safety in the 
classroom to facilitate an improved learning environment. 

http://www.ericarhoads.com/


Feeling Safe? How am I learning?



Maslow's 
Hierarchy 
of Needs

https://usergeneratededucation.files.wordpress.com/2023/01/needs-ladder-1.png

Freedom, autonomy, independence, and 
creative needs are met



Attachment - Bowlby & Ainsworth

• Bonding

• Relational Template

• Establishes 
Developmental Patterns

Primary 
Relationship 

• Responsive Care

• Proximity Seeking
Safe Base

• Exploration

• Self Confidence
Secure 
Harbor

• Insecure attachment bonds

• Poor relationship skills

• Unhealthy patterns

Impact of 
Trauma

• Inconsistent Care 

• Survival Behaviors

Dangerous 
Base

• Fear of exploration

• No Confidence

Lack of 
Harbor



Security Priming
Activating attachment-related mental 
representation to increase 
responsiveness to enhance a 
person’s sense of security

• Affect Outcomes

• Increased positive affect

• Improved emotion-regulation

• Reduced affective mental health issues

• Cognitive Outcomes

• Higher accessibility of positive attitudes

• Decrease in negative attitudes

• Behavioral Outcomes

• Increased Pro-Social tendencies

• Demonstrations of compassion and 
altruism

Gillath et al., 2022



Body Collapse/Immobility

FREEZE

Numbness

Depression

Dissociation

Helplessness

Conservation of Energy

DORSAL VAGAL

Shame

Trapped

Shut-Down

Hopelessness

Preparation for Death

“I Can’t”

Flight

FightFear
Panic
Worry
Anxiety
Concern

Frustration

Irritation

Anger

Rage

~~~~~~~~~~~~
SYMPATHETIC

“I Can”

Joy

In the Present

Groundedness

Curiosity

Compassion

Mindful
Connection*Safety*Oriented to Environment

SOCIAL ENGAGEMENT

VENTRAL VAGAL

Adapted version of slide by Ruby Jo Walker from Sanders, Wheeler, & Porges



What or Who 
makes you feel 
SAFE?



Ice Breaker
3 minutes

• Turn to someone you don’t 
know

•Ask for their name and 
where they live

• Find out 2 things you have in 
common



Connect: interact, use 
active listening, and 
playfulness

Focus on feelings of  
soothing, calming, 
safety, and belonging    
(Value the feelings)

Reflect: think things 
through, process events, 

express feelings, and 
consider solutions and plans

Input: heart rate, 
breathing, hunger, etc.

Touch, Taste, Hear, 
See, Smell

Bruce Perry, 2021

Bottom Up



State Dependent Learning

Bruce Perry, 2021



https://youtu.be/qFTljLo1bK8



Neuroplasticity

Mirror Neurons
Motor perception

Interpersonal cognition

Register shared intentions, goals, and emotions

Impact cohesion

Impact affective tone 

Increase Attunement

Resonance Circuits

Cammisuli & Castelnuovo, 2023 Siegel 2019

Resonating Physiologically with 
others

Pathway of mirror neurons to other 
areas of our brain that fall into sync 

with the internal state of others 
around us. 

More well-used, stronger connection



Questions So Far???



What causes feelings 
of “Not Being Safe”? Fight Freeze 

Flight Fawn 

Leads to Dysregulation

Attachment Ruptures
Trauma

Disconnection
Sin



Is it Safe for my Voice to be Heard?

Recognize power differentials and diversityRecognize

Establish ground rules Establish

Commit to dignity and respectCommit

Use thoughtful discourseUse

Own Opinions and beliefsOwn

Discuss carryover into the counseling settingDiscuss

Llera et al., 2009



Developing an 
Environment of 

Felt-Safety

• Safe: Provide a sense of safe 
harbor to allow others to take 
the needed risks for growth 
and change.

• Seen: Pay attention to 
emotions—both positive and 
negative. Strive to attune to 
what’s happening in the mind 
beneath the behavior.

• Soothed: Teaching how to 
cope when life gets hard and 
being there along the way: not 
just making everything easy. 
Projecting a feeling that one 
never has to suffer alone.

• Secure: When others can 
count on you, time and 
again, to show up—when 
you reliably provide safety, 
focus on seeing, and 
soothing in times of need, 
there will be trust in a 
feeling of secure 
attachment. 

Siegal and Bryson



Relational-Cultural Theory

• Growth-fostering relationships

• Empathy

• Mutual empathy

• Authenticity 

• Strategies to deal with Disconnection
• Central relational paradox 

• Relational images

• Relational resilience

• Relational competence

Duffy & Somody, 2011



Self-Kindness                 

Vs

Self 
Judgment

•Being supportive and sympathetic 
toward ourselves

•Benevolent and encouraging internal 
dialogue

•Discarding negative self-talk or 
judgment

Common 
Humanity

Vs

Isolation

•Recognize we are all works-in-
progress who make mistakes

•Life challenges and personal failures 
are part of being human

•Reframing "self" as bound with all 
that has made us a person

•Avoid isolating from others

Mindfulness

Vs

Over

Identification

•Being aware of the present moment 
and bearing witness to the painful 
thoughts and emotions

•Taking an objective view by avoiding 
over-identification with negative 
thoughts or feelings

SELF COMPASSION

With self-compassion, we give 
ourselves the same kindness and 
care we’d give to a good friend.

Kristin Neff
https://self-compassion.org/

Neff & Germer, 2017



Core 
Longings

For more information on Anne Halley
https://www.healingcare.org/



Increasing 
Felt-Safety

• Are we authentic

• Do we sit with them without 
judgment?

• Do we let them experience 
acceptance without shame?

• Know Students Names
• Instill Self-Directed Learning
• “Hear” What they have to Say
• Validate their Voice (Differentiate 

Voice and Content)
• Be Open to Conversation and 

Feedback
• Appreciate the Differences and 

Unique Contributions of Each 
Student

•  Provide Unconditional Positive 
Regard



Applications 
in the 

Classroom

• Feed, Water, Move

• Be a Thermostat

• Make Personal 
Connections (Instructor to 
class, peer to peer)

• Explore with Class what 
makes them Feel Safe

• Prime Safety 
(Images/Words)

• CoRegulate * Be the Calm

• Notice Body Language 
(Yours and Theirs)

• Look for Beauty, Glimmers

• Notice potential triggers in 
a room – where is the door?

• Use Playfulness and Humor

• Take Breaks in Longer 
Sessions

• Encourage self care

• Normalize experiences

• Anxiety, uncertainty, 
imposter syndrome

• Failure – Reframe as a 
learning opportunity

Your Ideas?



https://assets.website-files.com/6041732f1d681c54a3687046/607bbdd65186a2f399c8cfa7_Routes%20of%20Safety.pdf

copyright © 2020 Jake Ernst











https://wholeheartedschoolcounseling.com/product/free-sel-poster-if-feelings-could-talk-by-wholehearted-school-counseling/



For additional Information:

Erica Rhoads, MA, LPC, NCC

erhoads@liberty.edu

www.ericarhoads.com

Thank you for coming!

mailto:erhoads@liberty.edu


In order to receive the NBCC credit associated with this 
conference, all attendees must do the following:

1. Complete the session evaluation for each session 
attended.  (Please complete as soon as possible after 
each session. Available in the conference app)

2. Complete the overall Conference Evaluation (available 
in the Conference app)
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