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Stress, Trust and the Learning Brain

Chronic, Unbuffered Stress 

Toxic levels of the stress hormone cortisol can, over time, change the structure and function of key brain areas 
for learning. These structures become primed to be on high alert for danger, and to react quickly, which can 
affect the ability to regulate emotion, attention and behavior, and to learn and remember – all key components 
of academic success. 

In the classroom, this might look like a student who is easily triggered and quickly escalated, has trouble paying 
attention or maintaining concentration, has difficulty waiting or taking turns, or has trouble adjusting to changes 
in a routine. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Trust is the Antidote to Stress 

The brain’s malleability can be a 
vulnerability in a negative context, but also 
an opportunity. Positive relationships can 
buffer the impact of stress on the 
developing brain. The hormone oxytocin, 
sometimes called the “love hormone,” 
offsets the damaging effects of cortisol and 
produces resilience to future stress. 
Relationships aren’t just a “nice-to-have,” 
they protect children, at the cellular level, 
and create the type of support that can 
fundamentally change the way a child 
develops. 
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