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The effect on the brain 
Our brain’s resource usage is more or less fixed (at about 20% of our body’s food intake) so that if we use one area 
of the brain intensively it starves another of resources.  This makes intuitive sense; if we are angry then anger 
subsides as we manage to engage our attention onto something else.  This leads to a rather helpful two-mind model.  
We call the two mind states in this model the blue zone – where we are at our best – and the red zone where we 
operate well below our full capabilities.  In terms of our brain’s resources these two zones or mind states represent 
having our resources in the most modern parts of the brain, the blue zone, and having them in the more primitive 
parts, the red zone. 

In the blue zone we are optimistic, collaborative and creative, our emotions are largely positive and we can handle 
complex tasks including higher order learning.  In the red zone we tend towards anxiety and pessimism, self-
centredness, we tend to generalise about our condition and we can only handle simple tasks effectively. 

The human brain is complex, massively connected and dynamic but for our purposes the following diagram takes a 
simplified model of the brain, splitting it into three major components: the brain stem and cerebellum (“reptilian 
brain”), limbic system (“mammalian brain”) and the cortex/neocortex (“human brain”).  These are not “brains” in their 
own right but from an evolutionary standpoint they evolved (and grow in the womb) in this order and the first two are 
derived from earlier evolutionary forms. 

 

Three “brains” with the red zone and blue zone superimposed 

The reptilian “brain” has been in evolutionary development for hundreds of millions of years and is very, very efficient 
at what it does.  It controls automatic processes such as body temperature and heart rate and this is where we store 
habits (in the cerebellum, the cabbage shaped protuberance in the diagram).  Anything that we do repetitively will be 
turned into a habit so that it can be repeated without conscious thought.  Much of what we do is made up of habits: 
getting out of bed, showering, dressing, having breakfast, driving to work.  Fight/flight responses are managed from 
here along with the control of rage – the sudden, impulsive response to an external stimulus. 

The mammalian “brain” evolved over sixty million years ago to allow adult mammals to have feelings for their 
offspring and vice-versa.  So this is the source of emotions, feelings and moods plus emotional memory.  Long-term 
memory is also here as is our ability to learn from experience.  The mammalian brain is pre-verbal so we “feel” this 
effect, some times called intuition.  When we become expert at something and simply “know” what to do then it is 
this part of the brain at work. It is surprisingly powerful, given its relative size, and many of our decisions are made 
here. 

The human “brain” has had at most a few hundred thousand years of evolution behind it. It is enormously powerful 
but rather energy intensive and inefficient.  This is the seat of awareness - including our ability to deepen our 
awareness – and our self-identity.  We manage our impulses from here.  This is where we can imagine a future 
different from today, plan to get there and monitor how well our plans are unfolding.  This is where we can share our 
plans with others, through language, and incorporate feedback.  We can think and solve problems, we can act as 
social beings.  This part of the brain is not physically, fully developed until adulthood. 

It is helpful to superimpose the red/blue zones on top of this model.  Thus the blue zone involves resources being 
held in the human and mammalian brains and the red zone involves resources being held in the mammalian and 
reptilian brains.  Thus in both states we have access to feelings and emotions, but coloured by the accompanying 
brain element. 

Today most people have experienced both mind states.  The easiest way to get into the blue zone is to get a good 
book and sit in front of a roaring fire (or a setting sun!) with a drink in hand.  We have all experienced the red zone 
mind state.  Standing in a supermarket queue and seeing all the other queues move more quickly will usually do it.  
We tend to think things like “this always happens to me” – a typical red zone, pessimistic and self-centred response. 
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One final, but important point before we look at the impact different forms of education have on these mind states 
and thus on the shape of our brains.  Our brains are designed to detect difference and this ability is linked directly 
into the reptilian brain.  We have probably all had the experience of walking into a room and thinking something has 
changed, something is different, and then looking around to find out what (e.g. a picture has been removed).  This 
ability switches resources into the primitive part of the brain and means that a red zone that is kept active can be 
“switched on” by external triggers.  From an evolutionary point of view this makes sense – if what we thought was a 
shadow turns out to be a predator we want to switch fight/flight on very quickly. 

Education 1.0 had the effect of holding a child’s brain resources preferentially in the red zone and over developing 
the habit forming part of the brain.  As the brain is plastic, continual usage makes using the brain in this way the 
“natural” way of using it.  The adult becomes an habitual, obedient person.  Having the red zone active means that 
“difference” will trigger massive red zone activity and make such a person very resistant to change or even the 
contemplation of change i.e. anything different from what they know. 

Education 2.0 has the effect of moving the child’s resources between the two zones.  When the child is conforming 
to what is required of them the conditions are created for the child to operate in the blue zone and higher order 
learning can take place.  The child engages with interesting and challenging content and this stimulates learning 
from experience.  When the child is not conforming the conditions for learning are withdrawn and the child’s red zone 
is triggered.  Thus Education 2.0 can lead to high levels of learning whilst maintaining the red zone active which 
means that people tend to be risk averse and uncreative and often have poor emotional intelligence.  Children who 
come into school operating in their red zones (from a home environment, for example) can often be kept there by 
their teachers and thus little learning takes place for them.  We see a persistent “performance gap”. 

Education 3.0 has the effect of holding the child’s resources in the blue zone and thus maximises the higher order 
learning that can take place.  We get better academic outcomes under 3.0 than under 2.0 or 1.0.  There is also a 
second effect equally, if not more, important and that is that a child held in this mind state can contemplate difficult, 
scary or challenging things (“difference”) without the red zone being triggered.  Do this a number of times and this 
ability will become a habit i.e. the child can contemplate these things in the absence of the teacher without the red 
zone being triggered.  Thus a child who is held in the blue zone will develop resilience (or “character” as it used to be 
called) i.e. the ability to face the vagaries of the world whilst staying in the optimal mind state to handle complex 
issues and change.  Thus we get better wellbeing outcomes under 3.0 than are possible under 2.0 or 1.0. 

   

Education 1.0 - Obedience Education 2.0 - Conformance Education 3.0  - Engagement 

The three forms of education stimulate different mind states/mind state combinations and thus shape the brain differently.  
Education 3.0 allows optimal development for a child. 

Both Education 1.0 and 2.0 create dependent adults prone to anxiety, anxiety that is allayed by strict certainty under 
1.0 and via external support (e.g. jobs-for-life, social security) under 2.0.  Education 3.0 creates adults who are able 
to think and act independently and are able to live free of anxiety even under difficult and dangerous circumstances. 

The key to holding a child in the blue zone is to have teachers operating fully in the blue zone.  A small number do 
this already (the outstanding teachers that we can remember from our own schooling) but most do not as they have 
been brought up under 2.0 and continue to operate in a system that supports 2.0, even as it fails to meet the needs 
of our children and society’s need for optimistic, collaborative, creative and resilient adults. 

The key to making the shift from 2.0 to 3.0 is in creating a “blue zone culture” within a school, a culture within which 
adults operate in the blue zone as a matter of course.  Just as children respond to the presence of a teacher 
operating in the blue zone by moving into the blue zone themselves then adults do the same (which is how cognitive 
coaching works) so that leaders operating in the blue zone are the means of creating such a culture. 

Developing leaders – and ultimately all teachers who can – to operate in this way is the means to make this 
transition with leaders being the starting point. 

Just as most people can be coached and be trained to coach others then most leaders can be trained to behave in 
ways that draw other people into the blue zone and the effort required to behave this way reduces the impact of the 
leader’s own red zone i.e. they begin to operate more in the blue zone themselves.  Thus it is possible to 
systematically create blue zone cultures within our schools. 

It is the shift from a culture of conformance/obedience to a culture of engagement – from Education 2.0/1.0 to 
Education 3.0 – that is the REAL Education Revolution, and it is scarcely underway. 


