
JACK	HIROSE	SEMINARS	

November	19,	2025	

Copyright	2025		Gordon	Neufeld,	Ph.D.	All	rights	reserved.		

The	handout	is	intended	for	students	of	this	seminar	only.	Please	do	not	
duplicate	this	document	without	permission.	For	more	informaFon	regarding	
the	Neufeld	InsFtute	or	Dr.	Neufeld	and	his	work,	please	consult	the	website.		

www.	neufeldins8tute.org	

Gordon Neufeld, Ph.D. 
Clinical & Developmental Psychologist 

Vancouver, Canada 

Student Engagement 
HIDDEN	KEYS	TO	

Calgary,	Alberta	

Developmental	&	Emo.onal	Challenges	
with	Children	&	Adolescents	



Student	Engagement	-	Dr.	Gordon	Neufeld	 Hirose	Seminars	-	Nov	19,	2025	

Copyright	2025	Gordon	Neufeld	PhD	 1	

Gordon Neufeld, Ph.D. 
Developmental & Clinical Psychologist 

Founder of the Neufeld Institute 

op#mizing	learning	in	school		

Student Engagement 
HIDDEN	KEYS	TO	

Current	educaEonal	pracEce	assumes	that	any	student	could	
or	should	be	engaged	by	...			

a)	the	experience	of	failure	and	fu<lity	

b)	the	unfamiliar	and	unknown	or	by	giving	a	choice		

...	so	we	try	to	teach	lessons	by	arranging	experience	and	by	
correcEng	them	-	poinEng	out	the	error	of	their	ways	including	
their	mistakes,	failures,	and	the	fuElity	of	certain	endeavours		

...	so	we	inform	them	about	new	things,	instruct	them	about	a	
world	they	are	not	familiar	with,	and	give	choices	in	learning	

c)	informa<on	that	conflicts	with	their	current	thoughts	&	feelings	

...	so	we	confront	them	with	what	they	have	not	considered	
and	with	on-the-other-hand	thoughts	and	feelings			

Engage through failure and futility 

•	seKng	the	stage	for	making	mistakes	or	experiencing	failure	and	
leKng	that	inform	the	child		

•	poinEng	out	what	doesn’t	work,	can’t	work,	shouldn’t	work		

The	PROBLEM	is	that	it	only	works	for	those	who	can	feel	fu:lity	(and		

so	become	ADAPTIVE)	while	making	maEers	worse	for	all	the	others		

-	by	seGng	the	stage	for	experience	to	do	the	teaching	-	

•	providing	opportuniEes	to	get	things	wrong	so	feedback	or	
correcEon	can	be	provided		

•	seKng	limits	and	restricEons	and	then	imposing	consequences	on	
infracEons	to	teach	a	lesson		

•	using	trial	&	error	as	the	primary	instrument	of	learning	(esEmated	
to	be	about	80%	of	all	school	learning)	
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Engage through interests and agency 

• make room for initiative, creativity and originality 

• place in charge of their learning whenever possible 

• provide options and solicit intentions to get them in the driver’s seat 

• discover their aspirations and make teaching facilitative 

• give interests the lead when providing information 

• generate questions before providing the answers 

• provide opportunities for experimentation and exploration 

• do not preempt emergent energy with praise, rewards & incentives 

-	draw	out	what	exists	within	the	child	and	add	to	that	-	

The	PROBLEM	is	that	it	only	works	for	those	who	are	EMERGING	as	viable	

separate	beings	while	making	maEers	worse	for	all	the	others		

Engage through dissonance & inner conflict 

•		presenEng	different	points	of	view	

•		confronEng	with	the	element(s)	not	considered	

•		cooperaEve	learning	

•		using	argument,	debate	and	the	dialecEc	

•		forming	thesis	and	anEthesis	

•		revealing	the	subjecEve	nature	of	‘truth’	

•		defining	and	differenEaEng	various	perspecEves	&	reference	points	

Set	the	stage	so	that	resolu:on	cannot	be	reached	without	

considering	‘on-the-other-hand’	and	taking	a	‘this-and’	approach.	

The	PROBLEM	is	that	it	only	works	for	those	who	can	feel	conflicted	and	so	

develop	INTEGRATIVE	func:oning,	while	making	maEers	worse	for	the	rest	

In	reality,	these	engagements	are	far	from	universal.	Certain	

capaci<es	need	to	be	brought	to	school	in	order	for	the	student	

to	be	engaged	by	...	

curiosity	and		
sense	of	agency	

ability	to	learn		
from	mistakes	
and	failure	

ability	to	process	
dissonance	and	
feel	con5licted	

...	new	informaEon		
and	choices	regarding	
their	learning		

...	experiencing	
failure	and	fuElity	

...	informaEon	that	
conflicts	with	their	
thoughts,	feelings	
&	viewpoints	
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emergent	

adaptive	

integrative	

• viability as a separate being 
• full of vitality (not easily bored)  
• sense of agency & responsibility 
• full of interests & curiosity 
• venturing forth energy 
• a relationship with self 
• a strong quest for independence 

• learns from mistakes 

• resilient & resourceful 

• recovers from trauma 
• benefits from adversity 

• learns from consequences 

• adapts to circumstances 

• well-tempered  
• considerate & civilized 
• balanced / perspective 

• appreciates context 

• can solve problems 
• egalitarian values 

• learns from dissonance 

The Adaptive Process and Learning

The	pivotal	role	of	SADNESS	&	DISAPPOINTMENT	in	learning	

•	culEvates	the	strength	
and		confidence	to	
handle	the	failures	
involved	in	learning	

•	enables	recovery	from		
the	stress	of	school	and	

related	experiences	
including	peer	interacEon		

•	key	to	the	brain	
finding	work-arounds	
for	learning	disabiliEes	
and	fuEle	strategies		

•	key	to	emoEonal	
health	and	well-being	
as	well	as	to	healing	
and	transformaEon	

•	key	to	learning	from	
adversity	as	well	as	
encounters	with	fuElity		

•	key	to	all	trial	&	error	
learning	,	ie,	forwarding	
the	walking	through		
the	maze	

adaptive	
integrative	

emergent	

	engaged	by	the	unknown	
and	by	choices	

engaged	by	

failure	&	fu:lity	

	engagement	lies	in	
the	‘growing	edges’	
of	human	potenEal		

engaged	by		
what	conflicts	

school 

With	diminished	teachability,	less	and	less	of	our	teaching	

results	in	learning,	a	sure	recipe	for	teacher	stress	&	burnout.	
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emergent	

adaptive	
integrative	

about	ATTACHMENT	

•	a[achment	is	about	the	drive	
towards	TOGETHERNESS	in		
all	its	various	forms	

•	its	primary	purpose	
is	to	move	us	to	take		
CARE	OF	each	other	
–	a1achment	replaces	
survival	in	mammals	

•	a[achment	is	powerful,	
primal,	primordial	and	
PREEMINENT	–	with	
priority	over	the	PLAY	and	
ACHIEVEMENT	drives	

•	facing	separaEon	is		
our	greatest	threat,	the	
essence	of	STRESS	and	
emoEonally	evocaEve		

•	its	op<mal	purpose	is	to		
nurture	the	spontaneous	
realizaEon	of	inherent	POTENTIAL	

•	a[achment	is	the	CONTEXT	in	
which	all	mammals	(including	

humans)	are	meant	to	be	raised	
(including	parented	&	taught)	

•	the	PRIMAL	EMOTIONS	(alarm,	
frustraEon,	separaEon-triggered	

pursuit)	serve	a[achment	as	
automaEc	wired-in	a[empts	

to	reduce	the	separaEon	faced		

•	the	primary	purpose	
	of	LEARNING	is	to	

	support	a[achment	

	engaged	by	the	unknown	
and	by	choices	

engaged	by	

failure	&	fu:lity	

	engagement	lies	in	
the	‘growing	edges’	
of	human	potenEal		

adaptive	
integrative	

emergent	

Maturation

engagement	lies		
in	what,	whom	
and	how	a	child		
is	aEached	

engagement	lies		
in	what	isn’t	work	
or	outcome-based	

engaged	by		
what	conflicts	
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The	WORK	of	PLAY	

unfolds		
POTENTIAL	

facilitates		
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FEELINGS	
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	 CURIOSITY		

is	a[enEon		
at	play	

CREATIVITY		
is	problem-

solving	at	play	

Role of PLAY in learning and development

•	play	is	the	GREENHOUSE	for	all	tender	new	growth,	the	portal	into	
possibility	and	potenEal,	Plato’s	‘leap	ahead	into	frames	unknown’		

•	play	is	NATURE’S	‘school’	as	well	as	the	natural	educa#onal	system	
employed	by	tradiEonal	cultures	including	indigenous	cultures	

•	play	also	op<mizes	performance	as	long	as	outcome	is	not	the	focus		

•	BRAINS	are	constructed	in	the	rest	or	play	mode	–	only	play	can	build	
the	brains	that	are	required	to	truly	benefit	from	a	formal	educaEon		

•	the	more	complex	the	creature,	the	more	play	is	required	to	develop	
&	op<mize	all	the	systems	&	processes,	including	emoEon	&	learning		

•	play	is	a	state	of	ACTIVATED	REST	where	the	achievement	and	
a[achment	drives,	including	related	insEncts	and	emoEons,	can	sEll	
be	acEve	but	disengaged	from	their	actual	work		



Student	Engagement	-	Dr.	Gordon	Neufeld	 Hirose	Seminars	-	Nov	19,	2025	

Copyright	2025	Gordon	Neufeld	PhD	 6	

	engaged	by	the	unknown	
and	by	choices	

engaged	by	

failure	&	fu:lity	

	engagement	lies	in	
the	‘growing	edges’	
of	human	potenEal		Maturation

engagement	lies		
in	what,	whom	
and	how	a	child		
is	aEached	

engagement	lies		
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or	outcome-based	

Attachm
ent Tr

ue
  P

la
y

engaged	by		
what	conflicts	

	engaged	by	the	unknown	
and	by	choices	

engaged	by	

failure	&	fu:lity	

	engagement	lies	in	
the	‘growing	edges’	
of	human	potenEal		Maturation

engagement	lies		
in	what,	whom	
and	how	a	child		
is	aEached	

engagement	lies		
in	what	isn’t	work	
or	outcome-based	

Attachm
ent Tr

ue
  P

la
y

engaged	by		
what	conflicts	x 

x 

✔	

x 

✔	

TW
O
	P
HA
SE
	D
EV
EL
O
PM

EN
TA
L	M

O
DE
L	O

F	S
TU
DE
NT
	E
NG

AG
EM

EN
T		

INSIDE	of	

ATTACHMENT	

Tr
ue

 P
la

y

engagement	lies	
is	what	isn’t	work	
or	outcome-based	

engagement	lies	
in	what,	whom	
and	how	the		
child	is	a1ached	

STUDENT	
ENGAGE-	
MENT	

initial  launch  

Attachm
ent

OUTSIDE	of	

ATTACHMENT	

THE	TWO	UNIVERSAL	(BUT	HIDDEN)	KEYS	FOR	THE	IMMATURE	LEARNER	
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learning 

learning 

learning 

•	is	a	‘bottom-up’	arrangement	-	students	designate	their	true	
‘teachers’,	for	be[er	or	for	worse			

The Relational CONTEXT for Learning

•	if	the	a[achment	of	a	student	is	person-based	versus	role-based,	
learning	is	also	specific	to	the	person	and	therefore	not	transferable	

•	op<mizes	learning	by	harnessing	the	power	of	a[achment	and	
tapping	into	the	ulEmate	prioriEes	of	the	brain	

•	most	learning	is	automa<c	and	spontaneous,	not	formal	or	planned	

•	harnesses	a[enEon,	memory	and	moEvaEon	

•	creates	the	models	to	emulate		
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the	natural	but	HIDDEN	source	of	

•	seeking	to	
be	with	
•	seeking	to	

be	like	

•	belonging	
and	loyalty	

•	wanEng	to	
ma[er	to	

•	liking	and	
caring	about	

•	giving	one’s	
heart	to		

•	wan<ng	to	
be	good	for	

the impulse to be good is a function of attachment	

• look up to

• avoid alienating

• take cues from

• attend to
• listen to

• defer to

• conform to
• model after

• be loyal to

• share secrets with & �
  keep the secrets of

• take the side of

• find favour with

• make things work for

• assume the values of

• seek to please

• measure up to

• orient by

Empowering	Effect	of	A^achment	

•	inclined	to	FOLLOW	

•	likely	to	ATTEND	to	
•	able	to	feel	AT	HOME	with	
•	prone	to	assume	the	FORM	of	
•	predisposed	to	TALK	like	
•	apt	to	feel	like	being	GOOD	for	
•	willing	to	AGREE	with	
•	likely	to	TAKE	DIRECTION	from	
•	open	to	being	INFLUENCED	by	
•	predisposed	to	MEASURE	UP	TO	

We	are	more	…		

…	those	to	whom	we	are	a^ached.		
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The Relational IMPEDIMENTS to Learning

•	COUNTERWILL		

•	SHYNESS	

-	in	addiEon	to	the	lack	of	a[achment	power	when	students	are	not	
a[ached	to	their	teachers,	a	student’s	a[achment	insEncts	can	also	
work	to	acEvely	prevent	learning	from	the	teacher	

•	ALPHA	INSTINCTS	

If	aEachment	is	not	working	FOR	the	teacher,		

it	will	most	likely	be	working	AGAINST	the	teacher.	

reserved	for	one’s	people		(ie,	those	a[ached	to)				

-	the	greater	the	incompaEbility	of	a[achments,	the	more	likely	
that	shyness	will	interfere	with	learning	and	performance	

-	is	meant	to	keep	our	children	close	to	us	as	well	as	to	protect	
against	outside	influence		

The Relational IMPEDIMENTS to Learning

-	shyness	can	‘dumb	down’	a	student	considerably,	interfering	
with	both	the	receiving	and	retrieving	of	informaEon			

SHYNESS	as	a	defensive	a^achment	ins<nct	

to	be	
SHY	
is	to	be		

RESERVED	
for	one’s	people	

•	no	ma[er	how	shy	a	child	may	
be	to	the	outside	world,	they	
are	not	shy	INSIDE	their	
a[achments	

•	what	is	typically	RESERVED	are	
certain	forms	of	connecEvity		

like	eye-contact,	talking,		
touch,	receiving	comfort,		

and	even	smiles	
•	has	a	significant	GENETIC	
component	as	well	as	
shaped	by	culture	and	
child-rearing	factors	

•	becomes	more	PRONOUNCED	&	potenEally	incapacitaEng	as	the	
child’s	village	becomes	smaller,	a[achments	become	more	exclusive,	
and	society	increasingly	relies	upon	‘outsiders’	to	help	raise	children	

•	the	insEnct	is	ELEVATED	
when	dependency	needs	

are	high	as	in	the		
young	&	immature	

•	in	children,	is	typically	MISINTERPRETED	as	social	deficits,	social	
anxiety,	rudeness	or	insolence,	introversion,	anEsocial	nature,	selecEve	
muEsm,	parent	alienaEon	syndrome	and	reacEve	a[achment	disorder		

•	creates	huge	CHALLENGES	for	role-based	teaching,	child-care,	step-
parenEng,	foster	parenEng,	and	adopEve	parenEng		
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reserved	for	one’s	people		(ie,	those	a[ached	to)				
The Relational IMPEDIMENTS to Learning

	engaged	by	the	unknown	
and	by	choices	

engaged	by	

failure	&	fu:lity	

	engagement	lies	in	
the	‘growing	edges’	
of	human	potenEal		Maturation

engagement	lies		
in	what,	whom	
and	how	a	child		
is	aEached	

engagement	lies		
in	what	isn’t	work	
or	outcome-based	
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engaged	by		
what	conflicts	

PEER	
ORIENTATION	

PEER ORIENTATION 

Children	taking	their	cues	from	each	other	as	to	how	to	act,	what	
to	do,	how	to	talk,	what	to	wear,	how	to	express	oneself,	what	is	

valued,	what	is	expected,	what	is	right	and	what	is	wrong	

The	compe<ng	nature	of	most	peer	a^achments	today	(ie,	can’t	
be	close	to	both	peers	and	adults	simultaneously)	pulls	children	

out	of	orbit	from	around	the	adults	responsible	for	them.	
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THE	PROBLEMS	WITH	PEER	ORIENTATION		

•	the	more	peers	ma[er,	
the	more	separaEon	to	be	
faced,	resulEng	in	escalaEng	
wounding	and	distress	

•	robs	children	of	the	shielding	
and	protecEon	they	need	to	
live	in	an	wounding	world		

•	robs	adults	of	the		
power	they	need	to	
parent,	teach	and	treat	

•	can	result	in	chaoEc	
polarizaEon	&	tribaliza<on	
which	in	turn	can	create	a	
‘lord	of	the	flies’	scenario	

•	breeds	ALPHA	children,	
with	all	the	problems	

that	ensue	

•	fuels	an	obsession		
	with	digital	devices		
and	social	media,		

which	further	compete	
	with	family	&	

educaEon	

•	does	NOT	serve	survival	as	
children	were	not	meant	to	
take	care	of	each	other	

•	destroys	the	natural	
context	for	raising	&	
educaEng	children	

Teachers	go	to	school	to	teach	...		

...	but	students	go	to	school	to	be	with	their	friends.	

When	the	primary	agendas	of	teachers	

	and	students	are	in	conflict,	stress	results.	

The Relational Impediments to Learning
-	an	automa:c	and	ins:nc:ve	resistance	to	influence	and	felt	

coercion	when	aEachment	ins:ncts	are	not	engaged	-	

Counterwill	is	meant	to	protect	children	from	being	influenced,		
taught,	or	managed	when	outside	a	context	of	engaged	a^achment.	
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 child’s�
COUNTER•WILL

WILL of OTHERS
values & goals

designs & purposes

intentions & initiative

preferences & priorities

judgements & opinions

expectations & hopes

plans & decisions

wants & wishes

Counterwill	will	be	triggered	when...	

the pressure experienced  >  the pursuit of proximity	

commands > impulse to comply

obligations > urge to make it work

expectations > desire to please

demands > inclination to defer 

pressure > desire to measure up

forcefulness > desire to be good 

The Relational Impediments to Learning
stuck	in	alpha	displacement	ins:ncts	and	so	highly	resistant		

to	the	teacher’s	lead	and	instruc:on,	even	if	somewhat	aEached		

Alpha C
omplex 
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Typical	manifesta:ons	of	alpha	children		

boss
y,	co

ntro
lling

		

or	de
man

ding
	

seeks
	to	be

	on	to
p		

or	ta
ke	fro

nt	sta
ge		

compelled	to	take		
over	or	take	charge	

can	be	driven		

to	dominate	or		

show	superiority	

diffi
cult

y	w
ith	

	tak
ing	

dire
cEo

n	or
	

ask
ing	

for	
assi

stan
ce	

driven	to	trump	
interacEon,	to		

have	the	last	word		

may	need	to	be	in	

the	know	/	can	act	

as	a	know-it-all	

obsessed	with	
winning	or	being	
seen	as	the	best	

HOW	ELEVATED	DISPLACEMENT	INSTINCTS		
IMPACT	LEARNING	AND	THE	CLASSROOM	

-	CANNOT	COMMAND	their	
a[enEon	or	orchestrate	
their	behaviour		

-	they	do	not	accept	their	
teachers	as	authoriEes	
and	are	NOT	RECEPTIVE		
to	instrucEon		

-	tend	to	be	fraught	with	
ALARM	problems	(eg,	anxiety-

based,	agitaEon-based	and		
adrenalin-based)	

-	tend	to	be	fraught	with	
FRUSTRATION	problems	

(a[acking	energy,		
impulses	&	behaviour)	

-	their	peer	relaEonships	are	
ohen	fraught	with	CONFLICT,		
or	they	can	develop	significant	
followings	that	draw	students	
away	from	their	teachers			

-	tend	to	be	fraught	with	
ADAPTATION	problems	as		
not	able	to	feel	the	fuElity	

encountered	(eg,	sadness	&	grief)	

-	should	never	be	characterisEc	of	
an	individual,	only	an	a[achment	
DANCE	with	a	‘dependent’	in	need	

-	is	part	of	the	ATTACHMENT	

drive	which	is	Nature’s	answer	to	
SURVIVAL	for	birds	and	mammals	

-	requires	extensive	taming	
and	development	to	turn	the	
raw	displacement	insEncts	

into	an	effecEve	ALPHA	
CARING	RESPONSE	

-	it’s	ulEmate	purpose	is	to	
take	CHARGE	of	the	CARE	
of	one’s	dependents	

-	is	meant	to	create	a	LEAD	
in	the	a1achment	dance,	
inspiring	trust	and	
dependence	in	response	

-	if	characterisEc	of	a	CHILD,	
can	seriously	INTERFERE		

with	development	and	being	
taken	care	of,	including		

being	parented	or	taught		

-	successful	development	
	requires	ample	PRACTICE	in	a	
context	rich	with	FEELING,	yet	

preserved	primarily	for	adulthood	
for	the	purpose	of	taking	care	of	
one’s	offspring	and	one’s	mate	
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Ca
rin

g 

DEVELOPING	THE	CARING	ALPHA	RESPONSE

“neurons	that	FIRE	together	WIRE	together”			

True	play	is	the	perfect	medium	for		
kniKng	together	the	displacement	
insEncts	with	feelings	of	caring	and	

responsibility	(ie,	where	alpha		
insEncts	seek	safe	expression,	

high	engagement	ensures	caring,		
and	the	sense	of	agency	ensures		
ample	feelings	of	responsibility)		

narcissism		
compeEng	with	spouse	or	children	for	care	

obsessed	with		
winning,	placing,	status,	

	coming	out	on	top		

DIVERSE	MANIFESTATIONS	of	UNTAMED	ALPHA	

driv
en	t

o	be
	the

	

cen
tre	

of	a
[en

Eon
	

fuels	the	impulse		to	‘lord	it	over’	

drive	for
	superio

rity	

and	supr
emacy	

moved	to	exploit	the	
vulnerable	&	needy	
(the	bully	response)	

unrelenEng	drive	to	dominate	&	displace	

	auth
oritar

ianism
,	

racism
,	impe

rialism
,	

and	c
oloni

alism
		

unable	to		
depend,	submit		
or	take	direcEon	

chronic	resistance	or	opposiEonality	

the making of the bully response 

highly 

moved  

to displace 

Lacking feelings 
of caring & 

responsibility 

the BULLY  

response  

- to assert dominance by exploiting vulnerability -

to	perceived	needs,	
weakness,	threat		
or	vulnerability	

NEUFELD’S	ALPHA-AWRY	TWO-FACTOR	MODEL	OF	BULLYING		
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INSIDE	of	

ATTACHMENT	

Tr
ue

 P
la

y

engagement	lies	
is	what	isn’t	work	
or	outcome-based	

engagement	lies	
in	what,	whom	
and	how	the		
child	is	a1ached	

STUDENT	
ENGAGE-	
MENT	

initial  launch  

Attachm
ent

OUTSIDE	of	

ATTACHMENT	

THE	TWO	UNIVERSAL	(BUT	HIDDEN)	KEYS	FOR	THE	IMMATURE	LEARNER	

PLAY 
RELATIO

NSHIP 

Retreat to Relationship and Play to �
engage students in their learning
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idealis<c	systems	

based	on	assumed	

teachability	

state	systems	

based	on	roles	and	

replacing	family	

outdated	systems	

aimed	at	preparing	

soldiers	&	workers	

colonizing	systems	

based	on	imposing	

dominant	cultures	

outdated	systems	

aimed	at	preparing	

soldiers	&	workers	

		

idealis<c	systems	

based	on	assumed	

teachability	

state	systems	

based	on	roles	and	

replacing	family	

colonizing	systems	

based	on	imposing	

dominant	cultures	involve
s a

 ta
cti

cal R
ETR

EAT t
o ed

ucatio
n’s c

lassi
c r

oots 

	engaged	by	the	unknown	
and	by	choices	

engaged	by	

failure	&	fu:lity	

	engagement	lies	in	
the	‘growing	edges’	
of	human	potenEal		Maturation

engagement	lies		
in	what,	whom	
and	how	a	child		
is	aEached	

engagement	lies		
in	what	isn’t	work	
or	outcome-based	

Attachm
ent Tr

ue
  P

la
y

engaged	by		
what	conflicts	

OUTCOME-BASED	
APPROACHES	
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The	wisdom	of	play		

is	that	its	purpose	is	HIDDEN.	

PLAY	is	always	INDIRECT	as		

‘direct’	rarely	works	with	children.	

	PLAY	also	HIDES	the	agendas	of	adults		

as	well	as	the	poten#al	purpose	and	outcomes		

of	learning	ac#vi#es,	turning	the	work	of		

development	and	learning	into		

playful	engaging	ac#vity.		

The WISDOM of PLAY

Engage students in, and through, PLAY

A)		to	opEmize	a[enEon,	learning	and	performance	

B)		to	resolve	the	three	primary	relaEonal	impediments	to	
learning:	shyness,	counterwill	and	alpha		

C)		to	keep	frustraEon	from	disrupEng	the	classroom,	
wounding	others,	and	geKng	students	into	trouble		

D)		to	foster	emoEonal	health	and	well-being		

E)		to	prime	student-teacher	a[achments		

Engage in learning through PLAY

•	remember	that	when	a[enEon	becomes	playful,	a[enEon	problems	
resolve	and	learning	just	happens	(curiosity	=	a[enEon	at	play)	

When	primal	emo:ons	and	ins:ncts	can	express	themselves	through	

play,	trouble	is	averted,	rela:onships	are	preserved,	development		

is	fostered,	and	well-being	is	realized	(eg,	frustra:on,	alarm,		

pursuit,	sadness,	caring,	alpha,	counterwill,	detachment)	

•	create	playful	acEviEes	(eg,	games,	rituals,	rouEnes)	to	open	up	the	
student	to	new	informaEon	&	to	pracEce	the	skills	involved	in	learning	

•	use	a	playful	gesture	or	voice	(eg,	singing,	silly	voice)	to	camouflage	
coercion	when	orchestraEng	behaviour	or	when	student	is	‘out	of	line’		

•	inject	a	dose	of	play	or	playfulness	into	acEviEes	that	feel	coercive,	
trigger	alarm,	are	experienced	as	pressure,	or	are	too	much	like	work		

•	preserve	a	learning	environment	by	giving	primal	emoEons	&	insEncts	
plenty	of	room	to	play	(ie,	generous	access	to	emoEonal	playgrounds)	

PLATO	–	“Do	not	keep	children	to	their	studies	by	compulsion	but	by	play”	
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Reverse ATTENTION problems by engaging in PLAY

In	play,	most	aEen:on	deficits	can	be	temporarily	reversed		

and	the	effects	of	neurologically	rooted	problems	lessened	

•	CURIOSITY	is	‘aEen:on	at	play’,	so	one	can	harness	play	to	forward	
interest	in	the	unknown	as	well	as	the	exploraEon	of	new	learning	
territory	in	students	who	normally	lack	curiousity	in	real	life	

•	in	play,	the	deficits	of	a[enEon	caused	by	shyness,	counterwill	and	
alpha	insEncts	are	temporarily	reversed	

•	in	play,	a[enEon	is	automaEcally	captured,	thus	compensaEng	for	a	
lack	of	engaged	a[achment	or	a	peer	orientaEon	problem	

•	in	play,	the	adverse	effects	of	alarm	(can’t	concentrate)	and	its	
defenses	(can’t	a[end	to	what	alarms)	are	greatly	miEgated		

•	in	play,	the	deficits	of	immaturity	-	can’t	a[end	to	what	conflicts	and	
lacking	a	‘back	of	the	mind’	-	will	first	resolve	if	developmentally	
ready	

Reverse ALARM problems by engaging in PLAY

Alarm	is	NOT	at	work	in	the	play	mode,	thus	temporarily	

suspending	its	crippling	effects	on	learning,	memory	&	performance	

•	in	play,	the	adverse	effects	of	ALARM	(eg,	can’t	think	straight,	can’t	
concentrate,	can’t	focus,	can’t	remember)	are	greatly	reduced		

•	in	play,	the	a[enEon	deficits	that	result	from	being	DEFENDED	
AGAINST	ALARM	(eg,	cannot	a[end	to	what	alarms,	can’t	remember	
what	alarms,	becoming	agitated	and	restless	in	the	face	of	alarm	that	is	
not	felt)	are	temporarily	reversed	

•	in	play,	TEST	ANXIETY	can	be	greatly	reduced,	enabling	educators	an	
alternaEve	way	to	assess	the	learning	that	has	occurred	

•	in	play,	PERFORMANCE	ANXIETY	is	significantly	reduced,	thus	
providing	a	way	of	geKng	the	best	out	of	students	when	it	ma[ers		

Temporarily suspend SHYNESS through PLAY

•	resolve	selecEve	muEsm	by	engaging	in	play,	especially	where	not	
able	to	culEvate	a	working	a[achment	with	the	student		

•	use	the	protecEve	bubble	of	play	to	shield	against	the	crippling	
feelings	of	being	exposed	when	the	object	of	others’	a[enEon		

•	reverse	the	effects	of	shyness	on	intelligence	and	performance	when	
in	the	presence	or	company	of	those	they	are	not	a[ached		

SHYNESS	is	suspended	in	the	play	mode	as	the	
	aEachment	drive	is	temporarily	put	into	‘neutral’	

•	use	playful	interacEon	to	reverse	the	insEncEve	resistance	to	
a[ending	to	and	interacEng	with,	those	not	a[ached	to		

•	harness	the	power	of	play	to	engage	in	learning	acEviEes	when	the	
child	is	outside	their	own	village	of	a[achment		
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Circumvent COUNTERWILL by engaging in PLAY

The	WILL	(ie,	sense	of	agency)	is	automa:cally	preserved	in	play,	thus	

preven:ng	or	instantly	reversing	the	experience	of	coercion	or	

pressure	

•	harness	the	power	of	play	especially	for	children	who	are	not	
sufficiently	moEvated	by	a[achment	for	rewards	to	work,	or	where	
rewards	backfire	because	the	will	of	the	adult	is	revealed	when	
a[achment	is	not	engaged	

PLATO	–	“Do	not	keep	children	to	their	studies	by	compulsion	but	by	play”	

•	inject	a	dose	of	play	or	playfulness	into	acEviEes	that	feel	coercive,	
are	experienced	as	pressure,	or	feel	too	much	like	work		

•	use	a	playful	gesture	or	voice	(eg,	singing,	silly	voice)	to	camouflage	
coercion	when	orchestraEng	behaviour	or	when	student	is	‘out	of	line’		

•	create	playful	acEviEes	(eg,	games,	rituals,	rouEnes)	to	circumvent	the	
usual	resistance	to	pracEcing	the	skills	involved	in	learning	

Draw ALPHA INSTINCTS into PLAY

•	use	stories,	imaginaEon,	drama,	role	play	and	theatre	to	invent	or	
idenEfy	with	alpha	characters	who	always	come	out	on	top		

•	provide	playful	acEviEes	where	there	is	plenty	of	opportunity	for	
leading,	direcEng,	or	orchestraEng		

•	use	controlled	games	of	compeEEon	and	conquest	to	safely	vent	
the	quest	for	dominance	and	supremacy		

•	use	occasional	playful	games	and	acEviEes	where	students	get	to	
displace	the	adults	in	charge	–	eg,	being	the	boss,	having	the	last	
word,	giving	the	orders,	making	the	demands,	making	up	the	rules	

•	provide	ample	access	to	emoEonal	playgrounds	where	the	feelings	
of	caring	and	responsibility	are	more	likely	to	be	accessed		

•	encourage	or	support	alpha	caring	play,	where	alpha	insEncts	can	
hopefully	awaken	the	impulse	to	care		

...	to	remove	from	real	life	(including	the	crippling	effects)	as	
well	as	to	give	development	a	chance	at	civilizing	this	ins:nct	

Draw FRUSTRATION into PLAY in order to ...

...	foster	construcEve	outlets	to	frustraEon		

...	take	the	impulses	to	a[ack	or	destroy	out	of	real	life	(including	
the	classroom	and	social	interacEon)		

...	help	keep	other	students	from	being	a[acked	or	wounded,	
physically,	emoEonally	or	psychologically		

...	help	keep	frustrated	students	from	geKng	into	trouble		

...	reduce	disrupEons	and	thus	preserve	a	learning	environment	in	
the	classroom		

PLAY	should	always	be	the	interven:on	of	choice	with	students	
whose	frustra:on	erupts	in	aEack,	as	conven:onal	discipline	
aggravates	frustra:on	and	thus	the	resul:ng	behaviour			

...	reduce	frustraEon-rooted	suicidal	impulses	and	ideaEon		
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playful construction

provide	a	safe	place	to		

relieve	oneself	of	impulses	

	to	a^ack	or	destroy	where	

	it	doesn’t	count	for	real		

•	destroying	and	demolishing	

•	hiPng	and	throwing	

•	kicking	and	screaming	

•	war	games,	a1acking	games	

•	construc#ng	and	craQs	

•	organizing	and	orchestra#ng	

•	designing	perfec#on	

provide	a	safe	place	to	effect	

	change	&	make	things	work	

where	it	doesn’t	count	for	real	

•	making	things	work	

playful destruction

Draw FRUSTRATION into PLAY

Engage in emotional playgrounds in order to 
foster emotional health and well-being

Provide	ample	access	to	emo:onal	playgrounds	where	the	
ac:vity	is	truly	playful	vs	outcome-based	&	does	not	count	for	real		

FEELINGS are key 
to emotional health 

and emotional PLAY is 
instrumental to feeling

WHERE emotions like to PLAY
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How FEELINGS are fostered �
when EMOTIONS are at PLAY

Emo<ons	are	
freer	to	move	
and	so	more	
likely	to	be		
felt	and	
iden<fied	

Emo<ons	are		
not	at	work,		
so	the	inhibi<on	
of	feelings	is	
reversed	

Play	is	safe	so	
feelings	won’t	
get	hurt	

Emo<ons	are	
easier	to	feel	

when	one	step	
removed	from	

real	life	

Words	or	their	
lack,	do	not		

get	in	the	way	

The	feelings	
specifically		
involved	in	

adapta<on	and	
recovery	are	much	

easier	to	access		

PLAY has always been hidden but now is also endangered 

•	because	play	is	NOT	outcome	based,	it	is	wrongly	assumed	to	have	
no	outcomes	and	therefore	a	basic	WASTE	OF	TIME	(frivolous	and		
nonproducEve)	and	thus	to	be	relegated	to	one’s	spare	Eme		

•	was	ironically	DEFINED	in	science	as	ac:vity	without	a	purpose	

•	the	WORK	MOTIF	of	adult	society	is	constantly	being	imposed	upon	
children,	assuming	this	is	the	way	to	make	adults	of	them	

•	play	is	typically	associated	with	CHILDREN	as	well	as	with	toys,	
games	and	physical	playgrounds,	instead	of	thinking	of	play	as	one	of	
the	three	primary	drives	in	human	moEvaEon,	and	thinking	of	
playgrounds	as	a	place	where	our	insEncts	and	emoEons	can	safely	
come	out	to	play,	across	the	lifespan	

•	play	is	WRONGLY	ASSUMED	to	be	what	children	do	at	recess	or	aher	
school	OR	as	only	taking	place	when	something	is	actually	called	‘play’	
OR	as	actually	occurring	when	something	is	labelled	as	‘play’		

PLAY has always been hidden but now is also endangered

•	play’s	lack	is	not	recognized	by	the	MEDICAL	disorder	approach	as	the	
common	denominator	(and	eEological	factor)	in	diagnosed	disorders	
OR	as	the	universal	indicator	of	emoEonal	health	and	well-being	OR	as	
the	most	likely	acEve	ingredient	of	recovery	and	healing	(and	therapy)	

•	the	engagement	‘hole’	that	has	naturally	triggered	play	–	BOREDOM	–	
is	now	being	filled	instead	with	endless	sEmulaEon,	entertainment,	
and	false	outcome-based	play	(including	sports	and	videogames)	

•	the	concern	of	parents	for	their	children	to	get	ahead	has	ironically	
led	to	play	being	SQUEEZED	OUT	by	outcome-based	acEviEes		

•	today’s	pressure	on	outcomes	has	ironically	led	to	the	REMOVAL	of	
the	space	for	play	as	well	as	emoEonal	playgrounds	from	our	schools		

•	the	construct	of	play	does	not	actually	exist	in	LEARNING	THEORY	
(today’s	prevailing	paradigm	in	educaEon)	as	behaviour	is	assumed	to	
be	a	funcEon	of	its	outcome		

•	the	space	for	play	has	lost	the	protecEon	of	tradiEonal	CULTURE		
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STUDENT	
ENGAGE-	
MENT	

Attachm
ent Tr

ue
 P

la
yEMPOWERS		

learning	
OPTIMIZES		
learning	

•	OPTIMIZES	a[enEon,	
memory	&	performance	

•	MOTIVATES	both	
intrinsically	&	extrinsically	

•	a[achment	infuses	
REWARDS	&	reinforcements	
with	their	power		

•	play	is	PREEMPTED	when	
rewarded	or	when	the	
focus	is	on	outcomes	

•	challenge	is	to	ENGAGE		
the	a[achment	insEncts	
so	their	POWER	can		
be	harnessed		

•	challenge	is	to	ENGAGE		
the	play	insEncts	as	well	

as	to	carve	out	the	SPACE	
and	set	the	STAGE	for	play	

•	employs	the	FAMILIAR	&	the	
known	to	facilitate	learning	

•	fosters	EXPLORATION		
into	new	territory	

•	opens	learning	INSIDE		
of	a[achment	and	blocks		
learning	outside	of	the	
context	of	a[achment		

•	opens	learning	OUTSIDE	of	
a[achment,	reducing	

interference	from	shyness,	
counterwill,	and	alarm		

CULTIVATE	STUDENT-TEACHER	RELATIONSHIPS	

Engage in learning through ATTACHMENT 
•	take	stock	of	a	child’s	a[achments	(ie,	what	a	child	cares	about)	to	
uElize	as	vehicles	of	learning	when	needed			

•	uElize	exisEng	a[achments	to	caring	adults	(eg,	teachers,	staff,	
family,	extended	family)	to	create	contexts	for	learning				

•	create	structures,	rituals	and	rouEnes	that	children	can	a[ach	to	
and	orient	by,	which	in	turn	will	facilitate	the	learning		

•	provide	some	‘grounding	connec#on’	(eg,	in	sight,	in	sound,	in	
contact)	while	engaging	the	child	in	learning	in	order	to	put	to	rest	
interference	from	alarm	and	agitaEon			

•	matchmake	to	older	mentor-type	students	to	acEvate	and	empower	
contexts	for	learning		

First	and	foremost,	cul<vate	STUDENT-TEACHER	RELATIONSHIPS		
by	employing	the	three	primordial	instruments	of	a^achment		
to	create	a	context	of	connec<on	and	harness	the	power	of	
a^achment	for	learning	(collec<ng,	bridging,	matchmaking)	
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	-	MATCHMAKE	-		
to	embed	in	cascading	care	

•	collect	the	EYES,	some	

nods	and	some	smiles	

•	if	the	eyes	cannot		

or	should	not	be	

collected,	collect		

the	EARS	instead	

•	use	PLAY	as		

a	primer	for	

aEachment	

as	well	as	to	

circumvent	

shyness	

Cultivate a Culture of Connection  

PRIME ATTACHMENT THROUGH 
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	-	MATCHMAKE	-		
to	embed	in	cascading	care	

•	collect	the	EYES,	some	

nods	and	some	smiles	

•	if	the	eyes	cannot		

or	should	not	be	

collected,	collect		

the	EARS	instead	

•	use	PLAY	as		

a	primer	for	

aEachment	

as	well	as	to	

circumvent	

shyness	

Cultivate a Culture of Connection  
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	-	MATCHMAKE	-		
to	embed	in	cascading	care	

•	bridge	ALL	separa:on,	

problem	behaviour,		

and	insecuri:es	

•	bridge	

PROACTIVELY	

when	needed	

•	collect	the	EYES,	some	

nods	and	some	smiles	

•	if	the	eyes	cannot		

or	should	not	be	

collected,	collect		

the	EARS	instead	

•	use	PLAY	as		

a	primer	for	

aEachment	

as	well	as	to	

circumvent	

shyness	

Cultivate a Culture of Connection  

•	uElize	the	‘house	
	system’	if	possible,	to	
foster	cascading	care	

across	the	grades	&	ages	

•	our	aim	should	also	be	to	
matchmake	students	

hierarchically	so	that	every	
student	experiences	being	

both	cared	for	and	in		
charge	of	taking	care	of		

•	our	aim	should	be	to	shield	
students	at	risk	by	fostering	
an	a[achment	with	a	safe	
caring	adult	who	is	willing		
to	serve	that	role	

Embed in CASCADING CARE 

•	matchmake	the	more	
mature	students	with	

those	in	need,	to	
serve	as	HOME		
BASE	as	needed		

•	use	playful	acEviEes	
to	matchmake	
students	to	teachers	
and	across	the	grades	
and	the	ages	

•	matchmake	by	
presenEng	one	
as	the	ANSWER	
to	the	other	
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	-	MATCHMAKE	-		
to	embed	in	cascading	cares	

•	use	EXISTING	aEachments	to	create	new	aEachments	

•	ENDEAR	dependents	to	those	responsible	for	them	and	vice	versa	

•	use	PLAY	(eg,	dance,	music,	stories)	to	knit	together	the	genera:ons		

•	collect	the	EYES,	some	

nods	and	some	smiles	

•	if	the	eyes	cannot		

or	should	not	be	

collected,	collect		

the	EARS	instead	

•	use	PLAY	as		

a	primer	for	

aEachment	

as	well	as	to	

circumvent	

shyness	

•	bridge	ALL	separa:on,	

problem	behaviour,		

and	insecuri:es	

•	bridge	

PROACTIVELY	

when	needed	

Cultivate a Culture of Connection  

Where	matchmaking	is	important	

•	when	requiring	an	introducEon	to	get	to	first	base,	or	when	
needing	to	involve	others	in	the	student’s	life	

•	during	transiEons	and	when	needing	to	transfer	responsibility	
(eg,	passing	the	a[achment	baton)	

•	between	students	and	teachers	and	between	teachers	and	
parents	

•	to	culEvate	mentoring	relaEonships	with	appropriate	
socializaEon	agents	

•	between	students	of	different	ages	to	facilitate	care-taking	and	
reduce	peer	orientaEon	
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	-	MATCHMAKE	-		
to	create	a	village	of	working	a^achments	

•	use	EXISTING	aEachments	to	create	new	aEachments	

•	ENDEAR	dependents	to	those	responsible	for	them	and	vice	versa	

•	use	PLAY	(eg,	dance,	music,	stories)	to	knit	together	the	genera:ons		

•	bridge	ALL	separa:on,	

problem	behaviour,		

and	insecuri:es	

•	bridge	PROACTIVELY	

when	needed	

•	use	PLAY	to		

vent	emo:ons		

that	threaten		

connec:on	&	

to	circumvent	

counterwill	

•	collect	the	EYES,	some	

nods	and	some	smiles	

•	if	the	eyes	cannot		

or	should	not	be	

collected,	collect		

the	EARS	instead	

•	use	PLAY	as		

a	primer	for	

aEachment	

as	well	as	to	

circumvent	

shyness	

Cultivating a Relational Context for Student Engagement 

AS
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E	A
	C
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Assume a caring alpha lead in order to ... 

6.	FuncEon	as	a	SHIELDING	a[achment	as	needed	(for	wounding	that	
may	come	from	others	including	peers,	siblings,	parents	or	other	adults)	

4.	Serve	as	the	ATTACHMENT	IN	COMMON	in	one’s	class	in	order	to	
keep	children	from	revolving	around	each	other	and	ma[ering	too	
much	to	each	other	

3.	Possess	the	POWER	to	SCRIPT	the	behaviour	of	the	immature		

2.	Render	students	RECEPTIVE	to	your	instrucEon	and	MOTIVATED	to	
be	good	for	you,	thus	OPTIMIZING	their	learning	as	well	as	their	
behaviour	

1.	INSPIRE	the	DEPENDENCE	necessary	in	order	to	fulfill	one’s	
responsibiliEes	and	to	foster	healthy	development		

5.	Bring	the	followers	of	charismaEc	ALPHA	STUDENTS	under	your	
control	and	influence		

- shaming or  
put-downs 

- not feeling 
liked, 
wanted  
or valued 

- feeling too 
much to 
handle 

- peer or  
sibling 
rejection 

- wounding  
by others 

-  not being  
held on to 

- losses and  
lacks 

SELF	

OTHER	

we	must	HAVE	the	hearts	

of	those	we	which	to	

shield	and	protect	

Mastering the Lead in the dance of attachment

•	READ	the	needs	&	take	
the	lead	(don’t	ask	too	

many	quesEons)	

•	seize	the	lead	by	ANTIPICATING	
‘demands’	and	geKng	there	first	

•	be	GENEROUS	-	providing	
more	than	is	pursued		

•	INVITE	dependence	and	
make	it	SAFE	to	depend	

•	convey	CARING	and	find	a	
way	to	get	the	message	across	
that	you	will	take	care	of	
them	

•	assume	the	posture	and	
demeanor	of	the	ALPHA	in	
charge,	concealing	one’s	
own	needs	and	insecuriEes	

•	perceive	the	student(s)	
as	being	IN	NEED	of	
you,	as	an	ANSWER	to	
their	a[achment	needs	

•	ARRANGE	scenarios	where	
there	is	no	choice	but		
to	depend	upon	you	

•	WIN	the	alpha	ba[les		
you	can,	but	avoid	the	rest	

•	invite	the	INEVITABLE	to	
preserve	one’s	alpha	and	

convey	that	the	relaEonship	
can	take	the	weight		
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Assume the role of being their ANSWER
•	a	COMPASS	POINT	to	orient	by	(regarding	what’s	happening	but	
especially	regarding	their	strengths,	uniqueness	&	contribuEons)		

•	for	NURTURANCE	–	offering	a	‘TOUCH	OF	PROXIMITY’	to	hold	on	to		

-	a	likeness	or	similarity,	something	held	in	common	

-	a	sign	of	significance,	something	beyond	the	role	expectaEons		

-	a	touch	of	warmth	or	delight,	something	that	suggests	liking	

-	a	sign	that	we	truly	get	them	or	understand	them	

-	a	sign	of	belonging,	or	something	special	that	belongs	to	us	

-	a	touch	of	loyalty	–	that	we	will	come	to	their	side	and	alongside	

-	some	sign	of	being	welcomed	and	invited	into	our	presence	

•	a	HOME	BASE,	GUIDE	or	COMFORTER	if	needed	

PLAY 
RELATIO

NSHIP 

Retreat to Relationship and Play to assist 
increasingly distressed students and teachers 
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	engaged	by	the	unknown	
and	by	choices	

engaged	by	

failure	&	

fu:lity	

engaged	via	

aEachment	

engaged	

	via	play	

Attachm
ent Tr

ue
  P
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y

engaged	
	by	what		
conflicts	

birth 
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Gordon Neufeld, Ph.D. 
Developmental & Clinical Psychologist 

Founder of the Neufeld Institute 

op#mizing	learning	in	school		

Student Engagement 
HIDDEN	KEYS	TO	


