


ELT & the

Science of

Happiness



Positive

Psychology



Happy

students

Show more 

“grit”

Achieve more

Quinn & Duckworth, 2007
Duckworth, 2016



Happy

employees

Make more money

Perform better

Gilbert, D. 2009

Help coworkers



Goals



This is your brain

on happiness

a chemical story
dopamine

serotonin

oxytocin

cortisol

endorphin

BDNF



The kindness 

curriculum



Positivity:

Going deeper



depth

Casper Johansson @ Unsplash



frequencyJan Huber @ Unsplash







Sonja Lyubomirsky



Remember
good things



Say, 
“thank you.”



Do kind 
things



Friends 
& family



Forgive



Stay 
healthy



Notice good things



Deal 
with problems



Topics

Sonja Lyubomirsky, UC Riverside

Grammar
Functions

To be

happy



Dictation



good things

You say:

What number?

You say:

What’s your sentence?
You write it. 



good things



.com



to your 
brain

Welcome









This is your brain

on happiness



This is your brain

on happiness

a chemical story
dopamine

serotonin

oxytocin

cortisol

endorphin

BDNF



Inner Mammal Institute
Prof. Emerita

California State Uni. 
– East Bay



“…everything really 
influences

everything else…” 
- Tracey Tokuhama-Espinosa





5 pictures:
Good things 

in Marc’s life

X
1 

X



BBQ



’

Discourse strategy
Keep the conversation going



’

Active Constructive
Responses





Invisible photo gallery

A place you love.
A special gift.
A place you visited.
Someone special.
Your dream.



dopamine



dopamine

memory
motivation

focus



Emotion triggers dopamine



Image: biology4alevel.blogspot.jp/

To make synapse efficient

repetition

slowly



https://thebestbrainpossible.com/five-ways-experience-changes-your-brain/

To make synapse efficient
quickly

emotion



Other
dopamine

triggers

pleasure
sleep

exercise
goal completion



Today’s goals:
-
-
-
-

Celebrate 
small 
victories. 



Stress but
small rewards



Cliffhangers



serotonin



Your 

body 

is 

like a 

“second brain”

Especially 

the “gut”

where many

neurons are

located



Your brain Your body

Neurotransmitters 
identified:

> 100 > 40
Dopamine production:

50% 50% 
Serotonin production

5% 95%

Neurons:

85 billion 500 million

Both affect blood flow

Source: New 
Scientist & 
neuroscience
stuff.tumblr.com

85,000,000,000 500,000,000



Serotonin
triggers

bright light
exercise

meditation
feeling respected



• Insert video

out though mouth

deep
breathing



• savo

savoring



• savo

savoring

“to attend to, 
appreciate, 

and enhance 
positive experiences”

- Bryant & Veroff



Remembering 
positive 

events 
triggers 

serotoninWhat did you 
do over 
the weekend ?
that was
really good?



Think of a time 
you were 

very happy. 

Tell your partner.

Partner, shadow. 
Repeat the 
key words.



Oxytocin

The cuddle chemical
The hugging hormone



touching





bonding



With 
fur babies, 

too



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DLu2CFDBJk0

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DLu2CFDBJk0




Tyra BanksSmize



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EBharOWh4xM

:09-:31

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EBharOWh4xM


Note – Smize is NOT the science.  
We’ll get to that in a minute.



Let’s try.
Stand up. 
Face a partner. 
Mouth neutral.
Squint a little.
Smile with your eyes. 



Eye contact



Eye contact
triggers oxytocin



Oxytocin
The dark side



Envy &
jealousy



Tribalism



Violence
in aggressive people









Nature’s 
pain killer



Like
roller 

coasters?





That’s not
endorphin.

That’s
adrenalin.

(ephinephrine)



Runner’s high

Masks pain. 
20 minutes



Image: andyellowood



• Laugh

• Cry (or tear up)

• Eat spicy food

DIY – Do it yourself

Endorphin



Laughter yoga





Fake it
‘til you 
make it

eye contact

clap



Ho.    Ho. 
Ha!    Ha!    Ha!



Laughter practice
Beth Agnew

www.laughpractice.blogspot.com



Laughter practice



Stories 
that touch 
your heart.



Stories 
that touch 
your heart.



Stories 
that touch 
your heart.



Eating 
with 

mindfulness
slowly

Spicy →



Happy

“Day of the Dead”/

Dia De Los Muertos,

Margie!Margie!



• Laugh

• Cry (or tear up)

• Eat spicy food

DIY – Do it yourself

Endorphin



Parent 

protecting child.

Avoid fights

you’ll lose.

Scares you:

touching fire



20% less cortisol

when bathing

in winter
Photo: Rafaela Takeshita

Japan News



A. Brain Rules a work: (2021)Casper Johansson @ Unsplash

12% drop in 

cortisol

7% decrease in 

nervous system 

activity 

6% lowering 

heart rate 

Forest bathing 

Brain Rules a work,
Medina (2021)



BDNF

Brain-Derived 

Neurotrophic Factor



Exercise  increases BDNF

- John Ratey

Harvard

Hiryo

“Miracle-Gro

For the Brain”

肥料



http://depts.washington.edu/adrcweb/B
uchnerPresentation061307.pdf

Lab rats –
Aerobic
exercise,

learn 
mazes

2 – 12 x

faster

http://depts.washington.edu/adrcweb/BuchnerPresentation061307.pdf


Schools 
with PE 
classes, 
students 
better on   
science & 
math tests.



After 
exercise,  
20% faster   
learning
vocabulary.

2007 German study, cited in: High impact running improves learning   B. Winter, et al

Neurobiology of Learning and Memory 87 (2007) 597–609 





Wendy Suzuki, PhD
Neuroscientist
New York 
University



Single workout:

Increases dopamine, 
serotonin,
noradrenaline (+mood)

Increases ability to shift, 
focus attention. 
Increases reaction time 



Long-term:

Increases volume of 
brain cells in hippocampus
(memory) 
serotonin,
Noradrenaline

Increases attention
& + mood
Protects brain (hippocampus, 
PFC) from aging



Watch. 

Do what she does.

Repeat what
she says.





https://www.ted.com/talks/wendy_suzuki_the_brain_changing_benefits_of_exercise

From 11:15

https://www.ted.com/talks/wendy_suzuki_the_brain_changing_benefits_of_exercise


Let’s
move!



More ideas at
http://tinyurl.com/ELT-physical



Mind
massage

OK, this next
activity is a 
little strange.



Things “good English 

learners” say to themselves. 
Rost 2005

Learning English 
makes me feel good.



Things “good English 

learners” say to themselves. 
Rost 2005

I believe 
I’m a good student.



Things “good English 

learners” say to themselves. 
Rost 2005

I’m hungry 
for English. 



Things “good English 

learners” say to themselves. 
Rost 2005

Learning English 
is my passion.



Choose one you like. 
Learning English 

makes me feel good.

Learning English 
is my passion.

I believe I’m a good student.

I’m hungry for English. 



Choose one you like. 
Teaching English 

makes me feel good.

Teaching English 
is my passion.

I believe I’m a good teacher.

I’m hungry for good teaching. 



Positive 
peer neck 

massage



Make a circle 
or line of 8-10.

Massage your 
partner’s neck
& shoulders.

Repeat your
sentence
many times. 

Teaching 
English…



Positive peer 
neck massage



Sorta like this



Sorta like thisLearning 
is..

I believe..
…my 

passion.
.

…hungry for 
good 

teaching .. …feels 
good.



Partner, 

ENJOY.

Learning 
English…

J

BTW, massage 
stimulates

serotonin, too.



Well 
balanced 
students





Well 
balanced 
students What will you 

remember/do
from this week?



This is your brain

on happiness

Thank you.



MindBrained Think Tank+ 

 

Emotion 

 
  

Bulletin of the JALT Mind, Brain, and Education SIG 
Volume 4, Issue 5 May 1, 2018 

www.mindbrained.org
publications

Subscribe free



This is your brain

on happiness

Thank you.





MindBrained Think Tank+ 

 

Emotion 

 
  

Bulletin of the JALT Mind, Brain, and Education SIG 
Volume 4, Issue 5 May 1, 2018 

www.neuroELT.org
publications

Subscribe free



• The following are slides from a longer version 
of this presentation. 



Things they don’t believe.

I am a good 
person.

I don’t think

& now I’m a liar.



With 
fur babies, 

too







Appropriate, wanted
touching releases
oxytocin. It is related
to bonding, increasing trust 
and reducing fear.  

Source: http://psychcentral.com/

lib/about-oxytocin/0001386

http://psychcentral.com/




’

Active 
Constructive
Wow. Great. 
Tell me all 
about it.

Your partner got a job promotion.

Passive 
Constructive
Wow. Great. 
That’s nice.

Passive Destructive
That’s nice.  
What’s for dinner?

Active Destructive
Oh. Now you are 
going to be even 
busier than now. 



• Insert video

out though mouthout though the mouth

in through
the nose

Yoga
breathing



• Insert video

out though mouth

OUT - 2-3-4-5-6

Yoga
breathing

Hold - 2-3-4-5

IN - 2-3-4

Hold - 2-3-4-5



With 
fur babies, 

too



to your 
brain

Welcome

© 2021 Marc Helgesen
marchelgesen@gmail.com

May be used with students. 
Small portions may be use in non-
commercial teacher development sessions 
with attribution. 

Most photos © clipart.com. Used under 
license 

mailto:marchelgesen@gmail.com


Laughter practice

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jknMEqLnepI

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jknMEqLnepI

