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Lesson #T5B: Brain Growth & The Elephant        Time: 50 minutes 
 
 
     

Overview    
This lesson covers Session Two of Emotional Competence—an indicator of thriving.  Young people begin the lesson thinking about 
brain growth and development. They learn about the vast adolescent brain growth that occurs, and how nature creates windows to 
learn certain skills at each stage of development from babies, toddlers to teens.  The material covers the opportunity for adolescents to 
discover their self-identity and define themselves in the world. Their developmental job is to learn social skills and emotional 
competence.   
 
Using the Thriving Wheel, the young people define and discuss Emotional Competence.  They use Thriving Conversation Questions 
starters with their peers, to unpack what Emotional Competence means in their own lives.  
 
As the session progresses, teams of young people participate in the Hula Hoop Challenge where young people can experience 
firsthand the emotional elephant and practice self-control in trying to lower a hula hoop to the ground together— using only the sides 
of two fingers. 
 

Goal  
Youth learn that regulating one’s emotions is fundamentally tied to life success, and they form the intention to grow that skill during 
the adolescent opportunity of vast brain growth.  
 

Objectives 
By participating in this lesson, young people will: 

1. Learn that regulating one’s emotions is fundamentally tied to life success. 
2. Learn scientific research about brain development and the adolescent opportunity to develop socio-emotional skills.  
3. Practice partnering the “emotional elephant”, with the cortical reasoning “rider”, in order to meet a group goal.   
4. Form an intention to grow emotional competence. 

 

FOR GROUPS
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Vocabulary 
• Emotional Competence — the ability to identify and mange one’s emotions.  (This includes knowing how to nourish your 

emotional state, the ability to take turns, delaying gratification and coping with failure and loss. It also involves knowing how 
to control impulses, use good judgment and adapt emotions in response to others’ emotions and reactions.) 

• Delayed gratification — the ability to wait in order to obtain something you want. Also called impulse control or self-control 
or willpower.  

• Amygdala— Center for emotions. The almond-shaped mass just above the ear, deep inside each brain hemisphere.   
• Frontal Cortex— front part of brain. Organizes thoughts and actions for reaching goals; makes decisions and moderates or 

controls social behavior.  
 

Materials 
• For Facilitator Background or optional materials: Brain Zooming Article and The Elephant Inside Us: Our Emotions 
• Powerpoint: Brain Growth & the Emotional Elephant 
• Thriving Conversation Questions for Emotional Competence: Cut up questions and place in a hat. 
• Thriving Wheel: Point out Emotional Competence 
• DVD Clip: Search Institute’s Dr. David Walsh speaking on Adolescent Brain Growth 
• Hula-Hoops (six participants and one observer/hoop) 
• Brain Fact Sheet 
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Lesson Outline Lesson Description 
ENROLL 
(3 min) 

Door Greeting 

Set the Stage 

 

 

 

Enrollment Question 

 

 

Build relationships as young people walk in the door.  
 
Have the powerpoint open to Slide #1 which is the title of today’s session.  
Slide #1: Brain Growth and the Emotional Elephant 
 
Say:  
• Remember the cartoons that we all drew the last time?  
• Self-control takes lots of practice and effort to become less draining. And, the 

good news is there are some great tips that we’ll begin talking about now and in 
the next session. 

• You have a special opportunity now because brains in adolescence skyrocket in 
terms of growth. You have incredible potential to develop a strong partnership 
between your Emotional Elephant and Rider. 

 
Ask: 
• What’s a fascinating fact about the brain? (Facilitator should be able to share 

several facts from the Brain Fact Sheet and sound excited!) 
 

LEARN & 
LABEL 
(6 min) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Brain Growth 
Opportunity 

 

 

Explore nature’s intent 
for each Growth Stage 

 

Slide # 2: Rapid Adolescent Brain Growth 
Say: 
• Major Adolescent Brain Growth shapes the Best Opportunity in your lives to 

learn how to smooth the path for the Emotional Elephant.  
• This is because you are going through major re-reshaping of your brain from 

age 10 through age 25.  
 

Slide #3: At Each Major Growth-Stage, Brain Wired to Learn Certain Skills 
Say: 
• At each major growth-stage, the brain is wired to learn certain life-skills.   
Ask and solicit ideas: 
• What do you think infants (babies) are wired to learn? 
• What do you think toddlers are wired to learn? 
• What do you think adolescents are wired to learn?  
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 Say:  
• Let’s see what the scientists say… 

 
Slide #4: Babies wired for face-like shapes 
Say: 
• We are born to focus on faces more than anything else.  We see faces everywhere. 

These are photos from outer space that astronauts took. They thought these 
features on the Moon looked like faces. 

Ask: 
• Has anyone spent some time with a baby recently? What happens when you look 

at them?  
• (Class Answers: They smile and lift up their eyebrows. They want your face to 

stay attentively looking at them.)  
• Why would nature create us that way?  
• (Class Answers: Nature’s Protection. The defenseless baby draws the attention of 

the adult, so the adult bonds and wants to protect the baby.  
Say: 
• Baby smiles help the bonding that is critical for survival.    

 
Slide #5: At each growth-stage, your brain is wired to learn important life-
skills….(filled in with answers.) 
Say: 
• We covered infants. The toddler’s job is to walk, talk and learn basic skills like 

using a spoon.  Right?   
• And the adolescent job is to develop your self-identify and define yourself in 

the world.  This is time for developing your social skills and your ability to 
manage your emotions for life success.   

• We call this ability to smooth the path for the Elephant, Emotional 
Competence.  
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EXPERIENCE 
(10 min.) 
 
 
 
 
 

Define Emotional 
Competence                        

 

Pass Hat  (2 min)                       
Develop Peer 
Conversations (5 min) 

                                                      

Share-out (3 min) 

Slide #6: Emotional Competence Definition 
Facilitator reads definition of Emotional Competence and then circulates a hat with 
conversation questions about Emotional Competence. Each young person picks a 
question from the hat.  
 
Say: 
• Let’s look at this definition of Emotional Competence.  
• Now, pair up and discuss as partners the conversation questions you picked.  
• You’ll have 5 minutes.   
 
 
Facilitator asks if some groups will share their conversations.  
 

LEARN & 
LABEL 
(7 min) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
DEMONSTRATE 
(5 min) 
 
 

David Walsh Video       
(3 min) 

 

Stages of Brain Growth  
(4 min) 

 

 

 

Slide #7: Your Brain: What’s Happening? 
Say: 
• Let’s watch this video about what happens in your brain as you grow. 
Facilitator shows video. 
Ask: 
• What did you hear about your brains? (Facilitator debriefs clip and emphasizes 

the opportunity at hand to grow emotional competence.)  
Say: 
• As you can see, science just discovered about ten years ago that your adolescent 

brain goes through an astounding time of growth.  
• Beginning at about age ten, your Amygdala starts to take off and grow. You 

feel lots of emotions and you see things vividly and in new ways.  
• The emotional Amygdala takes the information from your senses (sight, smell, 

hearing) and connects them to the brain. That’s why music is of such interest to 
adolescents. Music evokes emotion. You hear music and that fast-growing 
Amygdala of yours is wired to receive those musical signals. 

• Next, the Corpus Callosum takes off which is your creativity and problem-
solving center. The more you work that area, the more nature responds.   

• Then last, the reasoning center grows mature. It becomes mature at about age 
25.  
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Ask:  
• Can you think of a reason why nature does this order? 
      (Answer: The Amygdala growth enhances your ability to connect feelings with 
       memories of past situations that might be important.)  
 
Slide #8: Scientific Study: Reading Faces 
Ask:  
• What emotions do you see on the faces of these three people? (Elicit enough 

responses from young people to have multiple emotions for each face on the 
screen) 

 
Slide #9: Scientific Study: Reading Faces 
Read text of slide… 
• (Title): Let me tell you about a scientific study of youth and adults reading 

emotions on faces.   
• When youth and adults identify emotions on faces, brain magnetic imaging 

shows that the Amygdala fires in youth. 
• The Frontal Cortex fires in adults.  
Ask: 
• Therefore, what do you think happens?  
Facilitator solicits ideas. Then turn to slide #10 for scientist answer.  

 
Slide #10: Scientific Study: Reading Faces 
• With the Amygdala, youth apply their own emotions to the face-reading of 

another.  Adults use logic or judgment from the Frontal Cortex.  
• Therefore they often don’t agree.  (For example, the young man looks at his 

Mom’s face and decides she is angry, while his Dad reads her as thinking.) 
Ask:  
• Have you ever seen this happen?  
 
Slide #11:Adolescence: Your Opportunity 
• Nature wants you to carve the brain to strengthen your thoughts and actions.   
• Your brain is thickening its wiring between the Amygdala with your emotions 

and that Judgment Center in the front. It is thickening the wiring between brain 
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cells so that they fire together and think thoughts together.  
• Unused cell bodies are discarded. It’s use it or lose it. It’s all about practicing 

the thoughts you want to have or get good at.  
• Myelin coats thicken on cell trunks (axons)—speeding up electrical impulses to 

250 m.p.h. (The time it takes to fly from one side of the U.S. to another in 10 
seconds.) 

 
 

EXPERIENCE 
(10 min) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Hula Hoop Challenge 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Slide # 12:  It’s the Best Time to Challenge Your Elephant & Rider – Hula 
Hoop Challenge 
Facilitators give instructions for the Hula Hoop activity. 
Say: 

1. Break into groups of 5-6 and stand shoulder to shoulder in a circle. Select 
one person from each group to be the observer. 

2. Each person in the circle should hold out their pointer finger and middle 
finger on each hand – palms toward each other (not palms up).  The 
observer should stand outside the circle to observe what is happening 
among the teammates. 

3. Your fingers must maintain contact with the bottom of the hoop at all times 
and they cannot hook their hoop with their finger.   

4. Here is your mission: To lower the hula-hoop to the ground as quickly and 
evenly as possible. 

5. The observer for each team will take note as to what is happening with their 
team, but must remain silent for the first minute. I will tell the teams at 
which point they can ask for help from the observers, if they so choose. 
 

Facilitator places the hula-hoop on top of each group’s fingers. When everyone is 
ready, say go. The hula-hoop will start to rise, because it is so lightweight that the 
teams will keep trying to push up in order to maintain contact with it. (It will seem 
to rise upward like magic.) 
After 1-2 minutes, Say:  

1. Teams can now ask the observers for helpful hints, if they want to seek 
help. Observers should share what they see happening and any tips to help 
their team succeed. 
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Let the teams work through the activity until they are successful at lowering the 
hula-hoop to the ground. Facilitator can coach the observers as needed. (The trick 
to doing the activity easily is for all team members to pay attention to the slowest 
member and go at that speed. Relax fingers and resist the temptation to exert 
pressure on the hula-hoop to keep in contact.) 
Ask: 

1. What happened: What happened during the challenge? What were your 
Emotional Elephants feeling? Any tug-of-wars in your heads?   

2. So what: What were some adjustments you had to make during the activity?  
3. Now what: When a goal seems easy at first, and then becomes hard, what 

happens to your Elephant and what does your Rider need to do?  
(One answer: Your Elephant gets frustrated and may lash out at someone or get 
angry or bossy with others. The Rider would need to rein in those emotions and 
keep thinking about solutions. Use the logic.) 
Say:  
• The Hula-Hoop Exercise works when you think but not when you just react or 

get controlling or bossy. 
• When you don’t let emotions take over, you are exercising self-control.  

REFLECTION 
(9 min) 
 

Partners reflect on what 
was learned.  

 

 

Slide #15: Find a partner. Together, discover facts you will use from today… 
Facilitator distributes the article: Elephant Inside Us, and have elbow partners 
highlight what was new, interesting or useful in today’s discussions.   
 
• Thank young people for participating.  

 

Options 
 
 If the facilitator is running short on time, stop the lesson after the Hula Hoop Challenge and save 12 minutes.   
 
 There are three articles that support this Brain Growth and Emotional Competence series. They can be assigned at any point in the 

series to introduce concepts or reinforce the lessons. These articles are:   
o Brain Zooming (Written for 9th grade level; brain growth in adolescents) 
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o The Elephant Inside Us: Our Emotions (Written for 9th grade level) 
o Brain Facts  


