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Abstract: Students are increasingly coming into the learning centre schools diagnosed or selfdiagnosing themselves with anxiety disorders. This research report will delve into this situation
from the perspective of a smaller, alternative and secondary-level Social Studies classroom. The
method of analysis will be a mixture of qualitative and quantitative feedback in the form of
surveys, student and teacher reflections and class discussions. The research methodology will
be phenomenological, with a smattering of anecdotes along the way. This report will utilize a
three-pronged approach. First, the ultimate goal of this research is to better understand how
anxiety is a barrier to student school success. Additionally, to see how the cognitive tools of
imaginative education could help students to overcome their anxiety-related challenges. Finally,
as part of the new initiative in Social Studies education, this research will utilize the big six of
historical thinking concepts to give greater structure and focus that may help students to find the
historical meaning, which is more relevant, and invite reflection on the importance of looking at
history through key frameworks. The reflections will drive the narration of the project and this
report will try to do its best to relate the warm and collaborative spirit experienced in the
classroom for the entire time of the project. The report will conclude with a few suggestions as
to what can be done to minimize the effects of anxiety on student school success, as well as, what
could have been done better in the action research project to make it relevant and effective as a
way forward for those that experience stress and/or anxiety. Finally, it will reinforce the
beneficial quality of action research as a way of informing the pedagogy of the teacher, but as
importantly, the value of the human connection between teacher, students and the heroes whose
lives they will explore together.
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1. Introduction

This has been my twentieth year teaching at Guildford Learning Centre. As the years
have passed and the times have changed, I have noticed the nature and disposition of the students
have also changed. Specifically, in the last few years I have seen an increase in the number of
students enrolling in our school who are diagnosed with, or self-describe as having, anxiety.
Most relevant as a classroom teacher in an alternate school, among the most often cited
reasons for inconsistent attendance, coursework completion and achievement scores, has been
anxiety. According to Greenburg et al (2001), the recent years have witnessed a growing portion
of school aged children experiencing a myriad of social, emotional, and behavioral problems that
interfere with their interpersonal relationships, school success, and their potential to become
competent adults and productive citizens. There are quite concerning statistics associated with
children that suffer from anxiety (Cassady, 2010).

Source: Children’s Defense Fund, 2008
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The students I worked with ranged in age from 15 to 18 years old. The grades covered are
from ten to twelve. These students are designated mostly as category 333 or code H (Moderate
Behaviour/Mental Illness) to 328 or Code R (Moderate Mental Illness and Behavioural Issues)
(see Appendix #1). These students have experienced limited success in the mainstream high
schools and have found themselves, either through self-referral, or more frequently through
school referral, in our program. We are a district-based program in the Surrey School District.
As one of five learning centres in the district, Guildford serves the northern part of the
city. Its objectives are:
-To provide a small interpersonal learning environment where, through individual, self-directed
instruction, we help students reach their learning goals in the core subjects of the educational
curriculum.
-In recognition that the learning needs of our students are diverse, we strive to encourage
students to believe in their ability to be successful in reaching their goals; whether they are to
return to the regular school system, attain an adult graduation, or acquire specific skills towards
post-secondary education or personal needs.
-To provide learning in the context of the world around us, which includes not only academic
knowledge, but to teach students they have a responsibility to themselves and others to work
toward self-betterment. We will help our students become self-aware, to develop their conscience
and to become responsible, independent and contributing participants in the community.
(SD #36 - 2016)

In regards to the cognitive tools of Imaginative Education, I arranged the action plan
around the theme of people who made a difference in adverse situations, i.e.: a hero. This focus
is an extension on the Black History Month Unit, which occurred in February, when we learned
the story of Viola Desmond, an African-Canadian from Nova Scotia who refused to get up from
a seat because it was in a “Whites Only” section of a movie theatre.
Why did I choose this topic as the historical “soundtrack” of my project you may have
asked? I am very influenced by the ideal that my students are budding active citizens that have
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the potential to positively contribute to the greater society. Not too many scholars can express
this perspective as well as Maxine Greene. In fact, she takes it even further by combining the
belief in activism with the power of imagination.
One of the reasons I have come to concentrate on imagination as a means through
which we can assemble a coherent world is what, above all, makes empathy
possible…that is because, of all our cognitive capacities, imagination is the one that
permits us to give credence to alternative realities (Greene, 1995, p. 3).

And this is the second of the three rings of my “circus” (the first being the main focus of
anxiety). I used the phrase “three ring circus” analogy to describe to my students the focus of
my action research. Greene wonderfully introduces the possibilities of Imaginative Education
and its cognitive tools, such as a sense of agency, which further supports the view that learning
history is not characterized by inaction (Egan, 2005).
This then leads to my third ring, that of the Big Six of Historical Thinking. To connect
most relevantly to the other two rings, I cite the thinking concept of taking on historical
perspectives of the people and movements that were behind the social forces of change in our
past (Morton. & Seixas, (2012).
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2. Methodology

When it was first mentioned that we were to do an “action research project,” I thought of
myself as a lab-coated scientist counting the number of times a mouse was pushing a button to
receive a delectable reward! As we unraveled the concept I began to understand it as a feel-good
assessment of what old habits need to be put to sleep and what new pedagogical approach should
be embarked upon. I am now exploring those places where Kierkegaard, Husserl, Sartre and
Greene have left their stamps of influence (or is it existence?!). What I mean is, I am beginning
to see the benefits of hermeneutics and phenomenology, and how the two can work together, and
I want to know more. (Jardine, 2006). I also see the value of existentialism as a co-operating
principle in this venture (Feldman, 2002). I was even curious about educational poetics (Gitlin,
& Peck, 2005)! However, I am in the beginnings stages and in many ways I have questioned and
doubted what I am doing every step of the way, as Peter Strauss experienced (1995).

In a sense, the Social Studies classroom is our world (of course the greater world is also a
part of it!) and this is where our lived-experiences are particularly playing out. However, I still
am way out on the periphery when it comes to understanding them completely. I am still a
student of pedagogy (and of life!), and oh how this “journey” to understand the above
methodologies has really underscored that relationship! Essentially, what I do like about the
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methodologies that I have mentioned is the presence of myself, both as a teacher and member of
the classroom, and those of my students, and each of their unique presences. Our interactions are
subjective, our choices can be spontaneous or planned, but all are random and influenced at
particular moments of time.

I am using a mixed-method approach. I will be utilizing surveys, student reflections,
personal observations and informal discussions with my students in order to come up with the
data for my action research project. When I first began this project I thought I would use purely
qualitative methods, but as the reality set in I realized that a quantitative aspect needed to be
added to the process. There is some information that can be added to the overall picture which
can be gleaned by easy-to-answer questionnaires. I do wonder if I am “selling out”! In spite of
these concerns, I came up with a mixed survey form that had nine open-ended questions and four
multiple choice ones. I called it my Student Pre-Survey (see Appendix #).
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3. Results

Regarding the student surveys and reflections, a point is in order here: all students’ names
are pseudonyms, and we had fun creating them! The rule was students were to change their first
name to any other name (didn’t matter which gender) as long as it started with the same letter,
and the last name had to have the same first initial but be either a fruit or vegetable. I think most
of them figured it out!

A. My Personal Action Research Reflections (and Observations)
(samples can be found in Appendix #6):
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The student reflections put another perspective onto the project. Theirs were fresh, raw
and from the heart. On the other hand, mine were hesitant, awkward and clunky. However, I
will try here to create some “flow”.

Entry #1 – February 18, 2017
Well, here we begin this process. Friday’s I.E. class was just a few hours ago and my head is
swimming with ideas and darkness all at the same time! Too many ideas swirling around and not
enough time to tame them and sort them and then package them in time to be of use in the action
research! What to do?…What to do?!!!

Entry #2 – February 21, 2017
Morning Session (My note: we have two sessions every day, a morning and afternoon.):
Today was the pre-survey day for half my students, it went very well. I opened by explaining
again my Action Research Project and then we talked. No real feedback for the students. In
actuality, I guess, it didn’t so well! I needed some reaction! Even negative feedback is better
than none at all!

Afternoon Session:
I went through the pre survey with the students and I explained the difference between anxiety
and stress. Some students added their explanations. Some interesting discussion followed. Crafty
Fig said that to be human is to be stressed. Students filled out the surveys quietly (well, with the
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exception of Crafty) and do not appear affected by the lines of questioning. I felt a bit stressed by
the students’ reaction to the pre-survey!

Entry #3 – Tuesday, February 22, 2017
Spent most of the day getting those who missed yesterday’s class to complete the pre-survey. (My
note: There is a high absence rate at our school. Among the reasons why they could be referred
to us, school absences is one the most common. We are here for a few reasons!) In the
afternoon, I spoke to Aaron after she completed the survey and she said the questions are very
relatable and hit the main points of what she was experiencing. A sigh of relief comes over me!

Entry #4 – Wednesday, February 23, 2017
Morning class: I did a lesson on selecting a hero wiki entry. As the time began moving fast I
noticed a lot of nervousness among the students, a few surprisingly were focused.

Figure 1: Students Working On Wiki Entries. Note the Hero Brainstorms on the Glass.
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Afternoon session: Students are either discussing their wiki hero, getting down to work, or
appearing to be stuck.
After the halfway point of the first section (15 minutes) the students seemed to have gotten down
to their work. A couple students looked lost and are staring or side glancing at what others are
doing.
Now in the second part of the lesson the students are coming up with 5 comprehension questions
about their hero. Some of them are looking at me for ideas. A couple students are talking about
the issues in order to craft their questions. Well the afternoon students were working on their
Wiki entries, I started reading some of the morning student reflections. After reading Emily's
reflection I was thinking about the “flow” article we've read in the program (Csikszentmihalyi,
1996). What I mean by that is by the time the students got a better idea of what is expected they
have finally reached that flow in their attempt to reach an understanding of their activity.

Entry #5 – Thursday, February 24, 2017
Looking back on yesterday's afternoon lesson Allie mentioned to me that as I was instructing the
class, Eddie was in the back corner of class taking imaginary three points at a waste paper
basket in the opposite corner of the room. From his reaction it looked like nothing but net!
Imagine that, while a master teacher was leading a class on an amazing and inspiring journey in
social studies, a basketball star was sinking the winning basket at the NBA championships! What
a juxtaposition! Now how can we move that individual’s world and the passion he so obviously
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experienced into the same world as the rest of the class? For that matter, how do we validate
every student's world within that classroom?

Entry #6 – Monday, February 27, 2017
Morning Session
I only had four students and all were very quiet. We did some catch-up work for the Wiki
entries. Marshal asked a few questions about his Wiki layout, Joaquin hardly wrote anything.
He is very stuck, I don’t know how much of it is anxiety. He has a school file that is very thick!!!

@ 11:59 p.m.
Fears, freezes and the unknown. Where am I going with this process? My existential crisis with
the project begins!!! I had just a few students this morning and they were just catching up in
their Wiki entries. It’s disheartening to see Joaquin with a blank sheet of paper in front of him!
This is not new, either at our school or from the mainstream school. I need to make sure he
completed the pre-survey. However, the rest are working away. I am buoyed by the cooperative
spirit of the students. One of the English teachers, Randi, told me Friday that the students
enjoyed the lesson the day before (see my hand-written reflections). One of the students who
inspired me to take on this project, Sally, asked me today if we were going to do any more action
research lessons. I said quite hesitantly, “yyyeeesss?” And she said “Cool!” I feel fortunate to
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have such a great group. However, I think this causes me to go slower in the process. I want to
do this “right”, whatever that means! I still have a lot of questions though…

Entry #7 – Tuesday, February 28, 2018
Students are listening to the Martin Luther King Speech today. It is one of my key events in the
project. I passed out a script of the speech, it is condensed. I introduced it with his reference to
Abraham Lincoln and the Emancipation Declaration. Students were very attentive, I used my
“old voice” to accentuate the importance of his speech “Five score years ago…” I explained
the reference and gave the setting to the occasion. I asked them to underline any words or
phrases that are powerful to them. We also talked about the power of Metaphor (hello IE!) and I
ask them to note those. I like to emphasize the greatness of the 1960s, other than the fact it is my
decade!!! An incredible time of social, civil, economic, cultural, political, religious,
environmental change… All happened in the 1960s!!! I play the audio, the students are
engaged!!! After the audio is finished, we do a collective “Wow!” We spent a long time
focusing on the power of words. I mentioned that this audio was an artifact of the time, i.e.: A
primary resource, which is one of the tools of the Big 6 to use in their examination of history [As
Egan writes, to bring knowledge to life in students’ minds, we must introduce it to students in the
context of the human hopes, fears and passions in which it finds its fullest meaning. The best tool
for this is the imagination.”(2005)].

Entry #8 – Wednesday, March 1, 2017
Morning Session
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First day of March, I can feel Spring coming soon! Or is it my vacation!!! Focus Mark!!!!
There were only 5 students, and 2 are on the periphery, Columbus and Alabama (My note: Yes
those were the names they choose!) were not having great days. Actually, Alabama is a
wonderful person. He missed 2 years of school because of a tumour in his brain! It went into
remission, but he has recently been experiencing seizures. I hope it isn’t serious! He really
enjoyed my project and creating his Wiki Hero. I told the story about the three civil rights
workers who were killed by the KKK back in the 1960s which was made into the film
“Mississippi Burning.” Students were engaged, (were they horrified?). It made me want to go
into more descriptive detail. I was feeling a certain command for story-telling. It was dark, but I
sensed from the students that it wasn’t too dark, or that their anxiety was not negatively affected
by it. Checking their journal reflections, I can confirm that there really wasn’t any negative
association with the brutality of the story. That’s very interesting, or, more specifically,
disturbing in that they aren’t reacting in that way. Is it a desensitization, or is the story form not
as palpable? In the afternoon session a more mature group listened to the “Mississippi Burning”
story-telling. Crafty was the most animated and vocal during the discussion.
(My note: From this point onward I found it too hard to keep separate reflections for each
session, I will try but too many other things going on and my need to keep my focus on getting
through these lessons before Spring Break are the priorities.)

Entry #9 - March 3, 2017 @ 3:35 p.m.
Was going to have students complete their Wiki and trees which includes making sure they're
pivotal moments are done, and their hero's background has been identified. To also make sure
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they have identified their sources of information. Anyways, my action research project was
postponed today because of the school presentation by Kevin Brooks on behalf of ICBC. Kevin is
a paraplegic who 20 years ago was the driver in a car accident that killed his friend and
passenger, and left Kevin permanently handicapped. His story is very inspirational, he described
how he went through guilt and sadness to find a reason to live. He now speaks to young people
over 200 times a year. What I felt was noteworthy here is his use of narrative in his presentation,
and the sheer fact this change of context injects students with a fresh focus and a new
appreciation for the value of life, that could possibly give greater appreciation for the hero they
are learning about.

Entry #10 – Friday, March 3, 2017 @ 3:35 p.m.
Had a couple serendipitous exchanges yesterday and today with Kevin Brooks
(@wiggleyourtoes) and my lady (girlfriend), Sue, about anxiety. Specifically, the social anxiety
aspect and how social media exacerbates that. Hiding behind their phone rather than learn how
to deal with awkward or unravelling situations. What could follow is possibly cyber-bullying
and more introversion by the youth. I need to look into this issue a little more. Kevin noted he
has seen a gradual sense of disconnection with the students he talks to.
Switching focus, wow, found some wonderful Mandela quotes! Thanks to our resident South
African secretary! He is truly a giant of a hero!!! I’m feeling so inspired. I feel fortunate that I
am a teacher, I can give “service” to my fellow human everyday! I will have students reflect on
the quote next week.
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Figure 2: March 6, 2017 - Whiteboard Instructions

Entry #11 – Monday, March 6, 2017 @ 10:30 p.m.
Wrote on the board: “It is so easy to break down and destroy. The heroes are those who make
peace and build.” By Nelson Mandela (Mandela, 2012)
I described the legacy of South Africa’s Apartheid and the Mandela’s Truth & Reconciliation
Commission. Then I had students reflect on the quote. I wanted to highlight the heroic story of
Mandela. As well, this is a good jumping off point to talk about Canada’s Residential School
legacy and the parallel of our version of the Truth & Reconciliation Commission. We are
moving forward and finding closure to a dark chapter in our history and it wouldn’t have been
possible without Mandela’s vision of this type of a commission. There are not too many people
that can transform the violence and hatred of an entire country to one of peace and equality.
Some wonderful reflections on the quote (see Appendix #8, Reflection #5)!
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Entry #12 – Tuesday, March 7, 2017 @ 10:30 p.m.
Today was a cool day, I told the students the story of a certain person who lived in the United
States of America between the years of 1809 and 1864 and rose to an important position and
passed into law this important proclamation and…why am I teasing myself in my reflection?
Yes, it’s Abraham Lincoln! The story centred on his own debilitating anxiety and how he would
suffer from insomnia. He would sit at his desk all night and read. But because there wasn’t any
electricity back then he had to read by candlelight. We then talked about the symbolic quality of
the candlelight. How the light represented knowledge and the darkness was the challenges
around him. After that I asked the students to consider a metaphor that would work for their
hero. The story worked well for most students and they cheerfully returned to their Wiki
assignments having a new challenge to add to their work.

Entry #13 – Wednesday, March 8, 2017 @ 10:30 p.m.
Well, today was the penultimate day of my AR project. It felt like today was the best day of the
project (it could have been because I was quite done!). The lesson plan was tight, students were
focused, and we covered a lot of ground. Most of all, we finished the topics and connected them.

Entry #14 – Thursday, March 9, 2017
Last day of classes before Spring Break!!! It feels like I am on the last mile of a marathon, but in
a good way! What is left to do is for the students to complete their wiki pages of their heroes,
18
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hand out a few resources on anxiety, and take an online test on anxiety. We end with the students
completing the post-surveys. I ceremonially take down the poster paper of brainstorms of heroes
from our “Wall of Heroes” at the beginning of our unit and replace it with the finished products
of Wiki entries (My note: I thought I took a picture of our new “Wall of Heroes: but can’t find
it!). We started this unit two weeks ago, it feels like a very long two weeks! But it also felt like
one of the most worthwhile two weeks of teaching I had! Thoroughly engaging and inspiring! I
will miss it as I transition back to my regular way of teaching, or will I?!? The election is coming
up at the beginning of May, I don`t think I can just switch off and go into “auto-pilot” mode!
We’ll see how I feel when I get back from Spring Break!

Figure 3: March 9, 2017 - Final Whiteboard Instructions

B. The Student Pre-Survey (samples can be found in Appendix #7):
After a brief discussion of the rationale behind my project, I handed out the pre-survey. I
was quite proud of the final product. I had spent a lot of time crafting the questions, and then
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had my Critical Friends give me some initial feedback, and finally my school allies passed along
some final pointers.
Reviewing the responses to the first three questions, the students gave similar responses.
For Question 3: some mentioned depression, quick changes in emotion, violent shaking or
headaches/migraines, which all go a little beyond the normal symptoms. Other issues are present
in those cases.
Question 5 responses were very interesting. I asked them how old they were when they
first experienced anxiety (see below for my data chart). From their responses, I could see three
approximate time periods that the students first experienced them. The first age was 4/5 and it
was around the time that they first started school. Second stage was around the grade six to seven
period. Many students who identified this grade area remarked that it was due to increasing
homework being assigned. The last stage that was identified was at the grade 8 level. What all
three ages have in common are their connection to anxiety is school-related. The latter two stages
are probably influenced more by the increasing level of work assigned and expectations for the
students, as Kevin mentioned.
Question 5. – Distribution of Responses - When Student First Experienced Anxiety
Preschool/Gr.1

Gr.3

Gr.6-7

Gr. 8

Gr. 9-10

Total

9 (35%)

1.5

8 (31%)

5

2.5

26

Questions 6 to 9 were multiple choice questions. I thought these more quantitative
queries would be a bit unwieldy to interpret, but I was able to develop a really cool system to
“crunch the numbers!” (See below and check out Appendix # for my messy data collection)
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Data Calculation of Total Scores from Student Pre-Survey Questions 6-9.
Possible
Answer

A

B

C

D

E

Total

Questions
Completed

6.5

3.5

4.5

5

8.5

28

28

28

28

6. How often?

(30%)
1.85

4.26

3.77

2.27

7. When?

15.85
(57%)

5.48

4.2

8. Where?

8.3

6.02

3

27

27

2.66

3.3

27

27

(31%)
7.32

9. What?

3.65

10.05
(37%)

Looking at the above chart, what can be inferred is that the majority of students’
anxiety/stress manifests itself most often around school. Now question 9 seems a bit iffy. I could
have framed it better. If students choose “e.” then it could be interpreted 2 different ways. Either
they do not experience any triggers at school or the trigger is something else. The question is
what? I will keep that in mind as I continue interpreting the data.
I chunked the last four questions together (10 to 13), as they are similar in theme. The
students mostly identify a dislike for tasks that require grouping and reporting within and
without. As well, large assignments with a due date assigned. Hmm, I am setting myself up for
some potential resistance in the project, as I have included some of those unpopular activities!
I did add a fourteenth question afterwards, however only a few responded to it. It went
like this “Do you have any strategies for coping with anxiety/stress? If so, what are they?”
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Fortunately, I did reflect the spirit of that question into Post-Survey Questions 2 and 3 as well as
Reflection #2.

C. The Student Reflections (samples can be found in Appendix #8):
The reflections seemed to have yielded some wonderful nuggets. It appeared that the
responses were much more from the heart, and, of course, focused on their level of anxiety
during the course of events during class.
There were seven reflections during the project and they focused on the students’ state of
agitation while the project moved forward. The main issue the students considered was to:
“Reflect on what parts of today’s lesson you felt a heightened state of anxiety or stress.”
Here are a brief overview of some noteworthy responses:
Reflection #1: “Reflect on your feelings and emotions as you went through the above (Wiki
Entry #1) exercise. Did you experience any anxiety or stress in doing the work? Did Mark’s
instructions cause you anxiety or stress?”
Quite a few of the students remarked that they enjoyed and even were excited about the first
activity, which was the start of their “Wiki Page” of their hero, until they were given a time
warning that they had to wrap up the work for the day (so they can write the reflection
ironically!). A few said my wrap up was a little too quick, and they started to scramble. Note to
self: I need to better time-manage!
Reflection #2: “What are some of the strategies you use to deal with your anxiety or stress?”
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Some students mentioned general mindfulness strategies, i.e.: living in the moment. Many
talked about relaxation techniques such as breathing exercises, counting to ten, etc. I feel badly
for Alabama as his health situation has exacerbated his anxiety. Amazingly he doesn’t show it in
class. The consensus strategy here is BREATHE! And maybe a spot of tea!

Reflection #3: “Reflect on Martin Luther King’s speech. How did it make you feel? Any words
he used that were particularly powerful? Is he a true hero?”
Students used words like “Powerful!” I like what Alabama said: “You can hear the pain in his
voice.” Some students felt angry and, therefore, stressed. Sally liked the fact I told it in story
form. It was refreshing for her to hear it from the mouth of a teacher instead of bullet point on a
board or a YouTube video!
Reflection #4: “What parts of yesterday’s lesson were you engaged with? Which ones weren’t
you? Did any parts cause you agitation?”
Sara B. felt “frustrated” that we were still dealing with racism today! Many students commented
on the initial worry about the amount of work, but after the Speech they were inspired to get onto
their hero.
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Reflection #5: “It is so easy to break down and destroy. The heroes are those who make peace
and build.” By Nelson Mandela
Some really thoughtful responses to Mandela’s quote! A few students acknowledge it takes a
stronger person to keep their hands down and find common ground with their rivals or enemies.
In my martial arts teachings there is a saying: “when you go forth in anger keep your hands
down, and when you lift your hands in anger do not go forth.” Or something similar to that…
Reflections #s 6 & 7: “Reflect on which parts of todays’ lesson you felt a heightened
anxiety/stress”
Students were feeling some anxiety because they have to put all the parts of their Wiki entries
together (see Figure 3: March 9, 2017, Whiteboard Instructions). Students are wondering why
they are doing this activity in the first place. Some felt they didn’t quite understand.

D. Student Post-Survey (samples can be found in Appendix #9)::
It is interesting to note that compared to the 28 Pre-Survey forms collected, only 12 PostSurvey forms were completed. Talk about a battle of attrition! As I mentioned with the PreSurvey responses, many students said they were familiar with anxiety (Question 1), its causes
and the strategies they used to cope with it. In fact, a few mentioned the specific conditions (in
abbreviated form – i.e.: Minnie’s survey! - See Appendix #). However, in scrutinizing the
numbers I can say that fifty percent of the respondents learned something new after the action
research project. There was a wide variation of what they learned, positive self-talk and taking a
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walk being a couple mentioned. For the next question, if a friend is experiencing anxiety, the
two most common responses mentioned was to find someone that they feel comfortable to talk
with, and second breathing exercises. Therefore, for many it was not an unknown quality.
However, these experienced students, and even students not as familiar with the condition, did
appreciate a review of anxiety and stress. The brochure, top 5 information sheet and online quiz
resources (see Appendices #3 & 4) I gave students before the Post-Survey were probably top of
mind as they were completing their surveys. Question 3 may seem redundant but I thought some
might include strategies that they may not feel comfortable to do.

The most common response to Question 4 (In this action research project, what
experiences triggered anxiety/stress?) was “too much work!” Yes, the students covered a lot of
ground in a shorter period of time then they are used to. Interestingly, the Question 5 (In this
action research project, what experiences did you enjoy the most?) response mentioned the most
was more opportunities to learn about anxiety, with a Martin Luther King a close second.
Finally the most popular response to Question 6 (If you could suggest to the Social Studies
teacher how to make the course more anxiety/stress-free, what would that be?) was no
suggestions! Keep in mind the survey size is only twelve! Is that enough to give a good sample
size for the purposes of scientific investigation? Probably not!
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4. Conclusion (identifies the practical implications of the study):

Is it possible the results point to a generational change in attitude? Are students more
comfortable today to admit to suffering from anxiety compared to older generations? Can it be
that the taboo about revealing a weakness kept those generations quiet about their malady? Is this
generation better off to admit their condition and thereby move towards therapy or strategies that
help in neutralizing them as a factor in thwarting their lives?
The student responses in their reflections gave me pause to wonder whether their “time crunch”
sense was a clue to why their journey led them to us. I need to make clear that one of the aspects
of our program that works well for students, who lacked consistent success in the regular system,
is that we eliminate (I should say minimize) that as a factor for them. So for them to experience
it in our school could have conjured up old fears, and may even have been interpreted as a
betrayal of what we have been doing all along!
Another concern was when we were coming to the end of the project and students were
needing to wrap up their entries a few wondered if they were given time and clear instructions to
ensure they would get it done in time. I am duly noting this. Since this is not my usual way of
teaching, direct instruction, I can admit that my delivery might not be as polished as it could,
with lots of practice. However, normally I would just carry forward the assignment into the next
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day, or even next week if need be. For this project, I definitely did not have that luxury. A late
start, due to snow closures and questions about the parental consent forms, followed by
consecutive nasty bouts of the flu meant I had two weeks to do my action research plan! That
was because Spring Break would start fourteen days later! Ironically, my schedule caused me a
lot of anxiety! So in hindsight, my students did equally well (yes, I am giving myself a pat on
the back!) under those adverse circumstances!
With regard to the data methods, I wondered about some of the ways I framed the
questions about anxiety. Specifically, with the Pre-Survey, I wondered about multiple choice
question 9. I might have made it clearer in option “c” (External Pressure) to add something like
class/homework to it. I should have added to the survey why they believe they have anxiety.
Finally, I should have added the question about strategies they use to deal with anxiety earlier,
although I did add to Reflection #2 and Post-Survey #2 and #3. With respect to the Post-Survey,
I feel that I was a little too quick to give the students resources on strategies to deal with anxiety.
It might have been better to let them soak up the experience of the project first, that way they
have the time to reinforce or shape their experiences internally. Maybe let them try the online
anxiety quiz and then have them fill out the Post-Survey. It was a very fast and short two week
project for everyone involved!
It is also interesting to note that of the 28 students who started the project only 8 have
completely finished their Wiki project (see Appendix #10). Should I mention the students who
finished the Wiki project were all girls? Is this a phenomena of anxiety, school, or my
classroom? Another 4 have a draft of their entries, and a final group of 5 said they will
“complete” their entries. This means that, statistically speaking, 32% have finish their projects,
46% have done or are a couple days away from completing their projects, and lastly, 64% could
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potentially complete it within 2 months if someone follows-up vigilantly (i.e.: me!). How do
those numbers compare with the mainstream schools? Would it be a good idea to ask all 28
students why they completed or did not complete the Wiki project?

A. The I.E. & Historical Thinking Dimensions

What I found as the most powerful end product of this action research experience was
how the students became emotionally engaged with the stories. Specifically, the historical
narratives which they first experienced listening to Martin Luther King’s speech and then
listening to the story about Abraham Lincoln and his struggle with anxiety. Did those two
historical narratives engage them with their research into their chosen heroes? Although I had
tried to make the kinds of understanding based more on philosophical and romantic thinking, the
power of the story-telling probably had the greatest hold on their attention. The mental images
created from the aforementioned historical narratives were palpable, the talk about Mississippi
Burning left an indelible impression upon the students. The metaphors of the burning church in
that story, Abraham Lincoln’s candle and Martin Luther King’s powerful words about justice
flowing “like a mighty stream” made each lesson memorable (King & King, 1993).
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As for romantic understanding, the main topic was inspired by the heroic qualities of
King, Abraham and the civil rights workers. Their challenges can be seen as revolt and idealism
and the treatment of those who tried to fight oppression can be experienced through the students
experiencing the emotions of those heroes. I would hope that their exposure to stories would
inspire them to get to know their chosen heroes and invariably get them to experience their
values and principles. Just a connection here, the one of the big six historical thinking skills is
the ethical dimension. I did not have time to deliberately draw that out during the project, but it
would be a very important one to cover with this grade level of social studies. Instead, I worked
at their perspective-taking, which also gave them a sense of justice.
As for philosophical understanding, we tried to make sense with the incongruence of
“Black Lives Matter” from the perspective of an epochal-defining Civil Rights movement, and
the election of a two-term African-American president. It definitely is a puzzling reality! This
issue alone will focus on the three key tools of agency, grasping anomalies and search for
authority and truth. Need I say more? Did we completely cover those three tools over the course
of two weeks? Not at all, but we definitely made the beginning steps towards this. As a matter
of fact, I have started an elections unit where we have gone over these three tools in the first days
alone. As Crafty Fig stated, “We need to invite the Liberal Candidate to our school because I
want to ask them why they call themselves “Liberal” when they actually aren’t!” Ah, politics!!!
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B. Recommendations
What can I have done better? Well for one, according to the Jim Parsons et al (2013), I could
have used more common sense in my approach. What I mean is the most obvious question I
could have directly asked the students is how anxiety effects their educational performance?
Based on the pre-survey responses of my students, I would suggest a program in this area
at the onset of their schooling experience. In those responses, the largest group of my students
(35%) identified their onset of anxiety at a young age. Being away from home can be a very
difficult experience, as Ethan Honeydew stated in Question 5 in her struggle with separation
anxiety. What might be something to consider at school is a Mindfulness technique training
session that starts in the early years and continues on to secondary grades (Schonert-Reichel,
2010).

Personally, I would have liked more opportunities to change up the focus (context),
maybe go for walks to our nearby park or having a “seminar on breathing techniques.” Maybe a
genius hour for anxiety mediation? These are literally change of context situations that may
catch those students that initially were put off by my Wiki project activity. I want to be better at
time management, and work on these techniques with the students. As well, I can reassure
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students there will be time allotted to complete, especially to those who putting in effort.
Finally, as some of the students mentioned in their reflections, I need to be clear on instructions
and lesson flow.

In this project, my focus was on finding ways for my social studies students to enjoy their
learning and find success in the process despite their stress and anxiety. During this time, we
looked at the what, the how, the when, the where and even the who (Abraham Lincoln and the
students) of anxiety. What I haven’t included in this study is why students experience anxiety at least from their perspective? Would knowing that give me a better appreciation for their
situation? Would it help me to build a better plan? Are there more focused strategies, based on
their particular “disorder,” that could be more effective in dealing with it?”
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Alternatively, have we been making a bigger deal about anxiety? Some of the student
responses commented on that possibility. There is the view that anxiety is so universal that it
cannot be considered a specific phenomenon (Deb, S., Chatterjee, P., & Walsh, K., 2010). What
cannot be denied is the role social media has taken that dominates the lives of many, and almost
entire generations, such as our high school students.
As evidenced by the very timely (for me!) 60 minutes episode, there are more researchers
looking into the effect of technology in the lives of our youth (see Appendices #2 & 3). I feel
they may be onto something, but what are the chances of getting our young to go “off the grid”?
Can they learn to be able to handle life’s demands without having to rely on social media? Don’t
get me wrong, in the nearly quarter century that I have been teaching, I have seen benefits from
technology. Specifically, how we can use cell phones to open greater access to knowledge.
However, most popular technological ideas have a “duality” that may be problematic…and I
would say the problems with addiction and, the main focus of this report, anxiety is something
suspiciously connected to cell phone over-use and young people. Can we rise up against the
system to stop huge corporations like Facebook from destroying our younger generations? Can
we try to boycott them? At least being armed with awareness can possibly put Facebook on
notice that the dark side of social media addiction may be the next fake news fiasco!
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In the end, the best way to help students to overcome their anxiety in the classroom is for
me to be comfortable with myself! I need to be me!!! Students are very quick to pick up on
things, and the longer I have been around the more I can appreciate how they feed off that
impression of their teacher. That impression provides the precedent for the relationship that
follows and, in many cases, sets the tone for the possibilities of student success. Don’t get me
wrong, you cannot whittle teaching down to one or two acts or situations. Pedagogy is a weird
and hard word to pronounce because at its heart it is a complex process of ideas, understandings
and relationships (my nonsensical humour was intended!). What I meant in the beginning is that
at its core teaching is a social process, and that begins in the socio-emotional nature of the
environment and the inter-play that occurs there. Another important aspect is the need for
teachers to develop and nurture a relationship with their students. Just like every student has
their own unique personality, so does the nature and character of each teacher-student
relationship has to be personalized (Baker, 1999).
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What is key here is for the teacher to be comfortable in their own skin, to nurture positive
relationships and to invest in a class environment that is mutually supportive. If that can be done
then the socio-emotional state of the individuals could be optimistic and open to take risks in
their learning.
One question I have had is whether the eliciting of emotions in a lesson could be too
much? The example from my project - Martin Luther King’s Speech – might trigger in students
anxiousness or bring a sadness for those he talks about. I would like to think a good comparison
is the difference between good and bad cholesterol! One creates positive value to the individual
personally, while the other develops an unhealthy effect. This is where the magic of Imaginative
Education really brings positive benefits, through engagement by story-form and other tools.
As a teacher I would like to imagine my classroom is an “Island of Learning” that can
connect with other similar islands. However, focusing on my class alone I envision it a safe
place from the possible turmoil of many students’ lives, where they can feel free and supportive
enough to take “risks” for the benefit of their learning. Imaginative Education can play the role
of the “distraction” in that it becomes their tool to unlock the mysteries of knowledge in a safe
place. They can put their fears and frustrations aside for that time because they are enjoying
something newly-found, made possible by an engaging tool. What I hope could have been
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accomplished by the experience during this project is for them to imagine the possibilities as a
result of their learning. To begin to discover a sense of agency that will initiate them into active
citizenship that will benefit them and their “life world”.
To go to the beginning and McLuhan’s quote, the technology of social media is definitely
new, but the ways of dealing with it are not. These include older teaching concepts in the
classroom. Through the “newer” cognitive tools of Imaginative Education, I hope to engage
students in a social studies classroom that will allow them to forget their “disorders” for a
moment and investigate history through those tools. Have I been successful in finding the source
of the problem of anxiety in my students? Probably not, but what the exercise has done is to
bring it into the light and, hopefully, reassure my students that there are solutions to their
challenges and they have agency to overcome it, as well as putting aside time for their situations.
Has this experience transformed my teaching? Not necessarily, but it definitely enriched
it! A good phrase that applies here is “baby steps!” I have a new level of consciousness and
appreciation for the power of story-telling, and the inspirational quality of the heroic narrative. I
started this project wanting to learn more about my teaching, in the end I learned not only about
myself as a teacher, but more importantly as a social being trying to reach out to others. The
saying that applies here is “Rome wasn’t built in a day!” It would be grossly unrealistic to think
my first foray into action research would be flawlessly successful, and this absolutely wasn’t!
Such a complex process probably needs a few more attempts to become, at least for me,
comfortable with the experience. I proudly call myself a student of action research!
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5. Literature Review

The literature review for the report is not so straightforward. I have had difficulty finding
relevant resources on the subject of anxiety. Most research studies on anxiety dealt more with
issues such as test anxiety, English as a second language learning anxiety, or math anxiety.
There have only been a small sample of research reports that looked at anxiety in the social
sciences or anxiety for at-risk students.
Of the resources listed I would say Cassady is the most helpful, it is the most definitive source,
as it is a multi-volume book. Chapter 8 (Anxiety in Students with Learning Difficulties) is the
most relevant for my students. Dickson et al is also helpful, however it takes the issue of anxiety
to the next level where they search for solutions to anxiety through types of motivations. The
third I found interesting is McCann et al that looks at coping with stress among high school
students.

Al-Yagon, M. (2015). Externalizing and internalizing behaviors among adolescents with learning
disabilities: Contribution of adolescents’ attachment to mothers and negative affect. Journal
of Child and Family Studies, 24(5), 1343-1357.
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This study investigated incidence rates of internalizing and externalizing behaviors in the
at-risk population of adolescents with learning disabilities (LD) and explored the shared and
differing antecedents possibly underlying both maladaptive behavior types. The study aimed to
examine a model of three personal vulnerability and protective factors in adolescents—negative
affect, attachment to mothers, and sex—in predicting differences in externalizing and
internalizing behaviors among adolescents with LD versus adolescents with typical development.
Participants included 369 adolescents in Grades 10–11 (ages 15–17 years) from three
demographically similar urban public high schools. Descriptive analyses yielded significant
group differences on all three measures. Path analysis examined the contribution of this threefactor model for the adjustment of the LD and non-LD groups. A high fit emerged between the
theoretical model and the empirical findings, supporting the study hypotheses concerning the
role of all three personal factors in understanding differences in the two groups’ internalizing and
externalizing maladjustment. The present results also yielded partially different patterns of
relations for the two groups, especially regarding adolescents’ secure attachment to mothers and
adolescents’ sex as antecedents of maladaptive behavior. Results also indicated the mediating
role of adolescents’ negative affect in understanding how adolescents’ sex and attachment to
mothers were associated with their internalizing and externalizing behaviors. Discussion focused
on understanding the differential value of these personal factors for understanding well-adjusted
behavioral functioning in adolescents with versus without LD.

Baker, S. (2012). Classroom karaoke: A social and academic transition strategy to enhance the
first-year experience of youth studies students. Youth Studies Australia, 31(1), 25.
An innovative icebreaker initiative - 'classroom karaoke' - was deployed at the beginning
of a first-year undergraduate course in youth studies at an Australian university. The study used
karaoke as a social and academic transition strategy to enhance students' first-year experience at
university. Students responded positively to this lecture-based social integration tool and
reported that it made the learning environment less threatening, reduced anxiety and encouraged
student interaction.
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Cassady, J. C. (2010). Anxiety in schools: The causes, consequences, and solutions for academic
anxieties (Vol. 2). Peter Lang.
Anxiety in Schools presents current theory and research addressing both context- and
content-specific contributions to anxieties experienced in schools. The concept of academic
anxiety is a new construct, formed through the content within this book, and is proposed as a
unifying representation for various forms of specialized manifestations of anxiety in school
settings. With contributions from leaders in their respective fields of academic anxieties, the
book provides detailed and thorough explorations of the varied and specific orientations toward
anxieties in school settings. Explicit attention is given to the broader construct of academic
anxiety and the contextual influences that can be brought to overcome or mitigate the impact of
the many academic anxieties encountered by learners. It is a definitive volume.

Cowden, P. A. (2010). Social anxiety in children with disabilities. Journal of Instructional
Psychology, 37(4), 301-306.
Humans experience social anxiety to different degrees and in different areas. In school
settings, this can be a barrier to learning. The school is a social place and to experience anxiety
around peers can be challenging, especially if the student also has a learning disability. Social
anxiety problems are often associated with learning disabilities. Unfortunately, students with
special needs are frequently lacking necessary social skills needed to adapt to their environment.
These qualities in a person may lead to a student developing social anxiety. As a result, students
may feel apprehensive in their educational setting which can lead to major problems in their
learning. By being aware of social anxiety that can exist is students with learning disabilities,
teachers will have a better chance of helping their students overcome their fears and succeed in
their educational endeavors.

Dickson, J. M., & Moberly, N. J. (2013). Goal Internalization and Outcome Expectancy in
Adolescent Anxiety. Journal of abnormal child psychology, 41(3), 389-397.
Anxiety has been conceptualized in terms of increased avoidance motivation and higher
expectancies of undesirable outcomes. However, anxiety research has hitherto not examined an
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important qualitative aspect of motivation: the degree to which reasons for goal pursuit are
experienced as controlling and originating outside the core self. We asked 70 adolescents (34
boys, 36 girls; aged 16-18 years) to list their important approach and avoidance goals, and rate
the extent to which they pursued each goal for intrinsic, identified, introjected and external
reasons. Participants also rated goal importance, expectancies for goal outcomes, and completed
an anxious symptom measure. Broadly in line with predictions, anxiety was significantly
associated with introjected reasons for pursuing approach goals and external reasons for pursuing
avoidance goals but not with autonomous reasons for goal pursuit. As predicted, anxiety was
significantly associated with heightened expectancies of undesirable avoidance goal outcomes,
but not with expectancies for desirable approach goal outcomes. Results suggest that the salient
role of avoidance-based motivation in anxiety extends to introjected reasons underlying approach
goal pursuit. Our findings point to the theoretical and clinical importance of addressing
controlled reasons for goal pursuit in adolescent anxiety

Ely, R., Ainley, M., & Pearce, J. (2013). More than enjoyment: Identifying the positive affect
component of interest that supports student engagement and achievement. Middle Grades
Research Journal, 8(1), 13.
In this article we focus on the widely researched motivational construct, interest, with the
aim of identifying the character of positive affect associated with students' interests. There is a
well-documented association between interest and students' engagement with classroom
activities. It is also widely accepted that enjoyment plays a role in the dynamic processes
operating when students engage with interesting learning activities. We used an innovative
measure (MINE) that invites participants to explore and nominate their interests from a relatively
large pool of interests. Young adolescent students (N = 213, mean age 13 years 6 months)
explored this interactive space to select interests and then had the opportunity to expand on the
selected interests through text comments as well as ratings on affective and experiential scales.
On average students chose approximately 5 interests and we describe the distribution of interest
content for these choices. As expected there were differences between boys and girls in their
patterns of interests. Using the students' ratings of their interests on 7 affect terms we found that
across all of the nominated interests there was a consistent pattern; high ratings of happy,
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excited, and proud, moderate to high ratings for hopeful, and very low ratings for the negative
affect terms, frustrated, anxious, and sad. This pattern was consistent across interest content and
gender groups. Individual profiles of the affective responses associated with 2 students' chosen
interests are described and some of the insights these profiles offer to teachers are explored.
Knowledge of how specific positive feelings are active when students engage with the content of
their interests will assist practitioners to understand how interests might be used to personalize
learning activities and curriculum choices in the service of greater student engagement with
learning.

MacCann, C., Lipnevich , A. A., Burrus, J., & Roberts, R. D. (2011). The
best years of our lives? Coping with stress predicts school grades, life satisfaction, and
feelings about high school. Learning and Individual Differences, 22(2012), 235-241.
This study examines whether problem-focused, emotion-focused, and avoidant coping
strategies predict key outcomes in a sample of 354 high school students. The four outcomes
considered are: academic achievement, life satisfaction, positive feelings towards school, and
negative feelings towards school. Results demonstrate that coping incrementally predicts all four
outcomes above and beyond the effects of the Big Five personality factors, vocabulary, and
demographic variables. Incremental prediction is strongest for school feeling variables, where
coping predicts 17.4% of the variance in positive feelings, and 15.9% of the variance in negative
feelings. All three coping styles are important in predicting different outcomes: problem-focused
coping predicts grades, life satisfaction, and positive feelings about school; emotion-focused
coping predicts negative feelings only; and avoidant-focused coping predicts both positive and
negative feelings about school. Results suggest that coping styles are an important variable for
school outcomes, and that the effectiveness of different strategies differs depending on the
outcome considered.

McGovern, J. C., Lowe, P. A., & Hill, J. M. (2016). Relationships Between Trait Anxiety,
Demographic Variables, and School Adjustment in Students with Specific Learning
Disabilities. Journal of Child and Family Studies, 25(6), 1724-1734.
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The present study investigated relationships between dimensions of anxiety, age, gender,
and school adjustment in students with specific learning disabilities (SLD). The 177 students
with SLD completed measures of anxiety and school adjustment. The results of a hierarchical
regression analysis indicated that age and gender together were not significant predictors of
attitude to school, and that after the influence of age and gender had been removed students with
more physiological and social anxiety, but less worry tended to have poorer attitudes toward
school. A second hierarchical regression indicated that younger students reported more negative
attitudes toward teachers, and after controlling for age and gender, students with more social
anxiety reported more negative attitudes toward teachers. Implications for school personnel are
discussed.

Russell, G., & Topham, P. (2012). The impact of social anxiety on student learning and wellbeing in higher education. Journal of Mental Health, 21(4), 375-385.
This paper reports findings from two complementary web-surveys conducted in the UK,
in which 787 university students described their experiences of social anxiety. Aims: The aim
was to explore the impact of social anxiety on student learning and well-being in the context of
higher education. Method: Participants self-selected using a screening tool and completed a webbased questionnaire. Results: The findings are consistent with previous research on social
anxiety and suggest that for a significant minority of students, social anxiety is a persistent,
hidden disability that impacts on learning and well-being. Conclusions: The findings highlight
the need for enhanced pedagogic support for students with social anxiety. Social anxiety is a
common mental health problem that resides on a continuum of distress and disability. In its
mildest form, it may present as transient social apprehension, occurring in response to common
social-evaluative situations, while its more severe form is characterised by disabling, pervasive
fear and avoidance (Crozier, 2001; Liebowitz, 2003; Veale, 2003).

Tramonte, L., & Willms, D. (2010). The prevalence of anxiety among middle and secondary
school students in Canada. Canadian Journal of Public Health/Revue Canadienne de Sante'e
Publique, S19-S22.
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Adolescents' anxiety is associated with individual and contextual characteristics. The
purpose of this study is to estimate the prevalence of anxiety among adolescent youth in grades 6
to 12 and determine whether it is related to socio-economic status and perceptions of learning
skills and challenges. Nationally representative cross-sectional data from the Tell Them From
Me survey - Fall 2008 assessment - were used for this study. Item response theory estimates and
a cut-off point for anxiety were developed from six Likert items pertaining to anxiety.
Csikszentmihalyi's theory of flow was applied to create four different combinations of learning
processes and students' skills. Females had a higher prevalence of anxiety than males in both
middle and secondary schools. The prevalence of anxiety did not vary substantially among
schools for either middle or secondary schools. Less than one half of Canadian students can be
considered "in flow", that is, feeling confident in their skills and challenged in their classes.
Students who lacked confidence in their skills were nearly twice as likely to experience anxiety.
The relation between students' skills, the challenges presented to them at school and anxiety
problems deserves attention by parents and school staff. Further research could examine the
relationship between direct assessments of students' skills and measures of teaching practices and
school policies.

Wolters, C. A., & Pintrich, P. R. (1998). Contextual differences in student motivation and selfregulated learning in mathematics, English, and social studies classrooms. Instructional
science,26(1-2), 27-47.
Recent research on self-regulated learning has stressed the importance of both
motivational and cognitive components of classroom learning. Much of this research has
examined these components without consideration of potential contextual differences. Using a
within-subject correlational design, the present study assessed mean level differences in students'
task value, self-efficacy, test anxiety, cognitive strategy use, regulatory strategy use, and
classroom academic performance by gender and across the subject areas of mathematics, social
studies, and English. In addition, the relations among the motivational, strategy use, and
performance measures were assessed using multivariate regressions. The participants were 545
seventh and eighth grade students (51% females) who responded to a self-report questionnaire.
Results revealed mean level differences by subject area and gender in the motivation and
cognitive strategy use variables, but not in regulatory strategy use or academic performance. In
42
M.Maretic – 83101-8270

contrast, results indicated that the relations among these constructs was very similar across the
three subject areas examined. Findings are discussed in terms of their importance for
understanding the contextual nature of students' self-regulated learning.
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7. Appendices
Appendix # 1
Ministry of Education (SD #36 in brackets) designation codes:
Designated Students with special needs are identified by Ministry assessment procedures,
Including categories:

Low Incidence
A (319) Physically Dependent
B (334) Deaf/Blind
C (320) Moderate to Profound Intellectual Disability
D (322) Physical Disability or Chronic Health Impairment
E (323) Visual Impairment
F (324) Deaf or Hard of Hearing
G (325) Autism

High Incidence
H (333) Intensive Behaviour Intervention/Serious Mental Illness
K (327) Mild Intellectual Disability
P (332) Gifted
Q (326) Learning Disability
R (328) Moderate Behaviour Support/Mental Illness
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Appendix #2 –
Excerpt from 60 Minutes – April 9, 2017 Program

The following script is from “Brain Hacking,” which aired on April 9, 2017.
Anderson Cooper is the correspondent. Guy Campanile, producer.

What is "brain hacking"? Tech insiders on why you should
care
Silicon Valley is engineering your phone, apps and social media to get
you hooked, says a former Google product manager. Anderson
Cooper reports
Have you ever wondered if all those people you see staring intently at their smartphones -- nearly
everywhere, and at all times -- are addicted to them? According to a former Google product
manager you are about to hear from, Silicon Valley is engineering your phone, apps and social
media to get you hooked. He is one of the few tech insiders to publicly acknowledge that the
companies responsible for programming your phones are working hard to get you and your
family to feel the need to check in constantly. Some programmers call it “brain hacking” and the
tech world would probably prefer you didn’t hear about it. But Tristan Harris openly questions
the long-term consequences of it all and we think it’s worth putting down your phone to listen.
Tristan Harris: So Snapchat’s the most popular messaging service for teenagers. And they
invented this feature called “streaks,” which shows the number of days in a row that you’ve sent
a message back and forth with someone. So now you could say, “Well, what’s the big deal
here?” Well, the problem is that kids feel like, “Well, now I don’t want to lose my streak.” But it
turns out that kids actually when they go on vacation are so stressed about their streak that they
actually give their password to, like, five other kids to keep their streaks going on their behalf.
And so you could ask when these features are being designed, are they designed to most help
people live their life? Or are they being designed because they’re best at hooking people into
using the product?
Anderson Cooper: Is Silicon Valley programming apps or are they programming people?
Tristan Harris: Inadvertently, whether they want to or not, they are shaping the thoughts and
feelings and actions of people. They are programming people. There’s always this narrative that
technology’s neutral. And it’s up to us to choose how we use it. This is just not true.
Anderson Cooper: Technology’s not neutral?
Tristan Harris: It’s not neutral. They want you to use it in particular ways and for long periods of
time. Because that’s how they make their money.
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It’s rare for a tech insider to be so blunt, but Tristan Harris believes someone needs to be. A few
years ago he was living the Silicon Valley dream. He dropped out of a master’s program at
Stanford University to start a software company. Four years later Google bought him out and
hired him as a product manager. It was while working there he started to feel overwhelmed.

Tristan Harris: Honestly, I was just bombarded in email and calendar invitations and just the
overload of what it’s like to work at a place like Google. And I was asking, “When is all of this
adding up to, like, an actual benefit to my life?” And I ended up making this presentation. It was
kind of a manifesto. And it basically said, you know, “Look, never before in history have a
handful of people at a handful of technology companies shaped how a billion people think and
feel every day with the choices they make about these screens.”
His 144-page presentation argued that the constant distractions of apps and emails are
“weakening our relationships to each other,” and “destroying our kids ability to focus.” It was
widely read inside Google, and caught the eye of one of the founders Larry Page. But Harris told
us it didn’t lead to any changes and after three years he quit.

Tristan Harris: And it’s not because anyone is evil or has bad intentions. It’s because the game is
getting attention at all costs. And the problem is it becomes this race to the bottom of the
brainstem, where if I go lower on the brainstem to get you, you know, using my product, I win.
But it doesn’t end up in the world we want to live in. We don’t end up feeling good about how
we’re using all this stuff.
Anderson Cooper: You call this a “race to the bottom of the brain stem.” It’s a race to the most
primitive emotions we have? Fear, anxiety, loneliness, all these things?
Tristan Harris: Absolutely. And that’s again because in the race for attention I have to do
whatever works.
Tristan Harris: It absolutely wants one thing, which is your attention.

Now he travels the country trying to convince programmers and anyone else who will listen that
the business model of tech companies needs to change. He wants products designed to make the
best use of our time not just grab our attention.

Anderson Cooper: Do you think parents understand the complexities of what their kids are
dealing with, when they’re dealing with their phone, dealing with apps and social media?
Tristan Harris: No. And I think this is really important. Because there’s a narrative that, “Oh, I
guess they’re just doing this like we used to gossip on the phone, but what this misses is that your
telephone in the 1970s didn’t have a thousand engineers on the other side of the telephone who
47
M.Maretic – 83101-8270

were redesigning it to work with other telephones and then updating the way your telephone
worked every day to be more and more persuasive. That was not true in the 1970s.
Anderson Cooper: How many Silicon Valley insiders are there speaking out like you are?
Tristan Harris: Not that many.

We reached out to the biggest tech firms but none would speak on the record and some didn’t
even return our phone call. Most tech companies say their priority is improving user experience,
something they call “engagement.” But they remain secretive about what they do to keep people
glued to their screens. So we went to Venice, California, where the body builders on the beach
are being muscled out by small companies that specialize in what Ramsay Brown calls “brain
hacking.”

Ramsay Brown: A computer programmer who now understands how the brain works knows how
to write code that will get the brain to do certain things.

Ramsay Brown studied neuroscience before co-founding Dopamine Labs, a start-up crammed
into a garage. The company is named after the dopamine molecule in our brains that aids in the
creation of desire and pleasure. Brown and his colleagues write computer code for apps used by
fitness companies and financial firms. The programs are designed to provoke a neurological
response.

Anderson Cooper: You’re trying to figure out how to get people coming back to use the screen?

Ramsay Brown: When should I make you feel a little extra awesome to get you to come back into
the app longer?

The computer code he creates finds the best moment to give you one of those rewards, which
have no actual value, but Brown says trigger your brain to make you want more. For example,
on Instagram, he told us sometimes those likes come in a sudden rush.

Ramsay Brown: They’re holding some of them back for you to let you know later in a big burst.
Like, hey, here’s the 30 likes we didn’t mention from a little while ago. Why that moment-Anderson Cooper: So all of a sudden you get a big burst of likes?
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Ramsay Brown: Yeah, but why that moment? There’s some algorithm somewhere that predicted,
hey, for this user right now who is experimental subject 79B3 in experiment 231, we think we can
see an improvement in his behavior if you give it to him in this burst instead of that burst.

When Brown says “experiments,” he’s talking generally about the millions of computer
calculations being used every moment by his company and others use to constantly tweak your
online experience and make you come back for more.

Ramsay Brown: You’re part of a controlled set of experiments that are happening in real time
across you and millions of other people.
Anderson Cooper: We’re guinea pigs?
Ramsay Brown: You’re guinea pigs. You are guinea pigs in the box pushing the button and
sometimes getting the likes. And they’re doing this to keep you in there.

The longer we look at our screens, the more data companies collect about us, and the more ads
we see. Ad spending on social media has doubled in just two years to more than $31 billion.

Ramsay Brown: You don’t pay for Facebook. Advertisers pay for Facebook. You get to use it for
free because your eyeballs are what’s being sold there.

Anderson Cooper: That’s an interesting way to look at it, that you’re not the customer for
Facebook.

Ramsay Brown: You’re not the customer. You don’t sign a check to Facebook. But Coca-Cola
does.

Brown says there’s a reason texts and Facebook use a continuous scroll, because it’s a proven
way to keep you searching longer.

Ramsay Brown: You spend half your time on Facebook just scrolling to find one good piece
worth looking at. It’s happening because they are engineered to become addictive.
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Anderson Cooper: You’re almost saying it like there’s an addiction code.

Ramsay Brown: Yeah, that is the case. That since we’ve figured out, to some extent, how these
pieces of the brain that handle addiction are working, people have figured out how to juice them
further and how to bake that information into apps.
Larry Rosen: Dinner table could be a technology-free zone.

While Brown is tapping into the power of dopamine, psychologist Larry Rosen and his team at
California State University Dominguez Hills are researching the effect technology has on our
anxiety levels.

Larry Rosen: We’re looking at the impact of technology through the brain.

Rosen told us when you put your phone down – your brain signals your adrenal gland to
produce a burst of a hormone called, cortisol, which has an evolutionary purpose. Cortisol
triggers a fight-or-flight response to danger.

Anderson Cooper: How does cortisol relate to a mobile device, a phone?
Larry Rosen: What we find is the typical person checks their phone every 15 minutes or less and
half of the time they check their phone there is no alert, no notification. It’s coming from inside
their head telling them, “Gee, I haven’t check in Facebook in a while. I haven’t checked on this
Twitter feed for a while. I wonder if somebody commented on my Instagram post.” That then
generates cortisol and it starts to make you anxious. And eventually your goal is to get rid of that
anxiety so you check in.

So the same hormone that made primitive man anxious and hyperaware of his surroundings to
keep him from being eaten by lions is today compelling Rosen’s students and all of us to
continually peek at our phones to relieve our anxiety.

Larry Rosen: When you put the phone down you don’t shut off your brain, you just put the phone
down.
Anderson Cooper: Can I be honest with you right now? I haven’t paid attention to what you’re
saying because I just realized my phone is right down by my right foot and I haven’t checked it
in, like 10 minutes.
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Larry Rosen: And it makes you anxious.
Anderson Cooper: I’m a little anxious.
Larry Rosen: Yes.

We found out just how anxious in this experiment conducted by Rosen’s research colleague
Nancy Cheever.

Nancy Cheever: So the first thing I’m going to do is apply these electrodes to your fingers.

While I watched a video, a computer tracked minute changes in my heart rate and perspiration.
What I didn’t know was that Cheever was sending text messages to my phone which was just out
of reach. Every time my text notification went off, the blue line spiked – indicating anxiety caused
in part by the release of cortisol.

Nancy Cheever: Oh, that one is…that’s a huge spike right there. And if you can imagine what
that’s doing to your body. Every time you get a text message you probably can’t even feel it
right? Because it’s such a um, it’s a small amount of arousal.
Anderson Cooper: That’s fascinating.

Their research suggests our phones are keeping us in a continual state of anxiety in which the
only antidote – is the phone.

Anderson Cooper: Is it known what the impact of all this technology use is?
Larry Rosen: Absolutely not.
Anderson Cooper: It’s too soon.
Larry Rosen: We’re all part of this big experiment.
Anderson Cooper: What is this doing to a young mind or a teenager?
Larry Rosen: Well there’s some projects going on where they’re actually scanning teenager’s
brains over a 20-year period and looking to see what kind of changes they’re finding.
Ramsay Brown and his garage start-up Dopamine Labs made a habit-breaking app as well. It’s
called “Space” and it creates a 12-second delay -- what Brown calls a “moment of Zen” before
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any social media app launches. In January, he tried to convince Apple to sell it in their App
Store.

Ramsay Brown: And they rejected it from the App Store because they told us any app that would
encourage people to use other apps or their iPhone less was unacceptable for distribution in the
App Store.
Anderson Cooper: They actually said that to you?
Ramsay Brown: They said that to us. They did not want us to give out this thing that was gonna
make people less stuck on their phones.
Source: http://www.cbsnews.com/news/60-minutes-viewers-object-to-the-idea-of-brain-hacking/
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Appendix # 3
Source: Canadian Mental Health Association, 2014.
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Appendix #4:

Top 5
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Appendix #5:
Source: https://amp.theguardian.com/world/2016/may/22/screen-addicted-south-koreanscompete-in-space-out-contest
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Appendix #6: Martin Luther Kong’s “I Have a Dream” Speech
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Appendix #7 - Student Pre-Survey
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Appendix #8 – Student Reflections
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Appendix #9 – Student Post-Surveys
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Appendix #10 - Student Wiki Entries:
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