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  What is a learning block? Part 2

In this second part of the article we will explore stress on the learning process and the various kinds of blocks: mental, emotional and physical. Regardless the type of block the person has, we all know mind and body are interconnected. Consequently, a block in our minds also creates a block in our bodies and viceversa.

When we are under stress  many things happen at the same time in our bodies as well as in our brains . Stress creates a diminished state of awareness. Stress hormones are released  and at the muscular level the tendon guard reflex is triggered . The calf muscles shorten, the back of the knees are locked and we are prepared for  fight or flight. Either when a conflict, perceived as a threat by our system , crops up : we react by facing the situation in this stressful state ( fight) or by turning our backs and running away from it ( flight). When I say ¨danger¨, I mean what our mind body system perceives as a threat, there might not be real danger. Unfortunately , our ability to think clearly decreases a great deal. It might happen that a block could have been created at a subconscious level due to an early experience that is not consciously remembered, affecting the person outside his awareness.

Regarding mental blocks, a student may have a belief about himself that he is not good enough at a certain ¨subject¨ and this could set the stage for ¨difficult¨ learning. With regards to emotions, they also play a very important role  as they can cause blocks in learning. When we feel fear, pain, fear of increasing pain or we experience any negative emotion, this causes an interruption in some brain functions ( ¨shortcircuit¨)- It is no surprise that we may have difficulties in seeing, listening, coordinating and even expressing ourselves.

At the beginning I also mentioned physical blocks. When I say this I am referring to reflexes that aren´t integrated and can cause different types of disorders. For example, the fact that a baby may not have crawled well or enough can lay the foundation for learning difficulties in the future. The baby´s crosslateral crawling movement activates the development of the corpus callosum . This makes both sides of the corpus callosum work together including arms, legs, binocular vision and binaural hearing. Think about the importance of all this in relation to academic skills: reading, listening, and so on and so forth.

At this point , I would introduce the question: What are reflexes? Reflexes are defined as ¨natural body brain programmes which we depend on when our neural systems are immature or overloaded¨. If the reflexes are not integrated, they have priority over the body movements and interrupt the flow of impulses through sensory and motor pathways. This interferes with eye-hand skills and also with hemisphere integration for learning. However, the most wonderful news about all this is that they can be integrated at any age!!

Let´s take , for example, the case of a person who suffers from an asymmetrical tonic neck reflex. Nowadays , many adults don´t have this reflex integrated. I will mention some symptoms of this active reflex to you:

1- Balance affected by head movement from side to side.

2- Difficulty in crossing the midline

3- Poor handwriting and poor expression of ideas on paper.

4- Visual-perceptual difficulties, particularly in symmetrical representations of figures.

5- Difficulty in eyetracking.( Our eyes track when we read and write, for example).

Let me present another case. Somebody who has a symmetrical tonic neck reflex. This definitely affects concentration.

Symptoms:

1- Bad posture

2- Poor hand- eye coordination- a ) messy eater- b)  ¨clumsy child¨ syndrome.

3- Tendency to ¨slump¨ when sitting , particulary at a desk or table.

4- Can affect attention as a result of discomfort sitting in one position

5- Difficulties in readjusting his binocular vision ( up from the board , down to the notebook in front of him.

6-  Slow to copy things down.

As teachers, you may wonder: what can I do? The mere fact of observing  students ´ body postures all along their different academic activities  and check if they have any of these symptoms,  can give us a clue of what the child is going through.

Let´s leave reflexes aside and focus on practical examples of other learning blocks: inverting letters, figures, being unable to recall something during an exam and avoiding something, to name but a few.

You might wonder: avoiding something? The answer is YES. Here is another example.

Imagine I call Francisco, a primary school student, to read something in a loud voice.

Francisco begins to read and makes mistakes because he doesn´t know the meaning of a word or how to pronounce it. Every time he reads, the class laughs. He feels ashamed and begins to make even more mistakes. Next time I ask him to read aloud, his body remembers the experience . Then he stutters and feels ashamed of reading aloud. Now he doesn´t want to read aloud any more. This, in turn, affects the child´s self-esteem and he creates a poor self image, which does not contribute to fluid learning. When he knows that the following class will be his turn to read, he tells his mother he is not feeling well so as not to attend school. This is an avoidance block. If we can change our feelings regards past ¨traumatic¨experiences, they won´t have power over us.  This can be done easily.

It is important to be aware of these possible ¨difficulties¨ so as not to put even more pressure on the student who is suffering from these disorders and this may be one of the reasons why he does not enjoy his ¨ learning¨.  It is also convenient to include more integrating physical exercise besides consulting a specialist who can help him solve these problems.
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