Assertiveness is not a personality trait; it is a neurological state.
Here are some fascinating brain facts and resources to explain the neurobiology of
assertiveness and the "Big Voice."

1. The Neurobiology of the "Big Voice" (National Library of
Medicine)

The Vagus Nerve and the Larynx The "Big Voice" is deeply connected to the Vagus
Nerve (Cranial Nerve X). The vagus nerve is the superhighway of the
parasympathetic nervous system (the "rest and digest” state), and it directly
innervates the muscles of the larynx (vocal cords) and pharynx.

e The Fact: Because of this direct biological wiring, our vocal tone is an acoustic
broadcast of our autonomic nervous system.

e The Application: When an adult is in a "Survival® or "Emotional” state, the vagus
nerve withdraws its calming influence. The vocal cords literally tighten. The
voice becomes either thin, high-pitched, and strained (Passive) or loud,
forced, and tight (Aggressive). The "Big Voice" (Assertive) is only physically
possible when the ventral vagal complex is engaged, creating a warm,
resonant, and calm tone.

The Threat Response: Why Passivity and Aggression are Default Assertiveness
requires the Prefrontal Cortex to be fully online.

e The Fact: When humans anticipate conflict or misbehavior, the brain’s
amygdala often flags it as a physical threat. This triggers a release of cortisol
and adrenaline. In this state, the brain defaults to its evolutionary survival
mechanisms: Fight (Aggressive communication) or Flight/Fawn (Passive
communication).

e The Application: To use the Big Voice, educators must first regulate their own
nervous system. You cannot be neurologically triggered and assertive at the
same time.

The Neurology of "The Voice of No Doubt" In Conscious Discipline, Dr. Becky Bailey
teaches adults to find their assertive voice by thinking of an undeniable fact (like,


https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1h-z95N0doSXX0dCWCPycBsHT1-AzGBpAv-jWrW_hhTg/edit?usp=sharing
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"The ceiling is above us" or "The sky is blue") and then delivering their instruction ("It is
time to line up") with that exact same tone.

e The Fact: This is a brilliant neurological hack. Thinking of a concrete, objective
fact forces blood flow and electrical activity out of the emotional Limbic
System and up into the logical Prefrontal Cortex. It grounds the speaker's brain
in reality, instantly lowering cortisol and relaxing the vocal cords to produce
that safe, authoritative resonance.

In Conscious Discipline, the "Big Voice" is the voice of the assertive leader. Itis a
specific way of communicating, distinct from passivity or aggression. Its primary
goal is to provide safety and clear boundaries for children (or even adults) without
using fear or shame.

Here is a breakdown of what makes the Big Voice effective:

1. The Core Philosophy (Conscious Discipline)

The Big Voice is rooted in the idea that "I am in charge of keeping you safe, and you
are in charge of helping to keep it that way." It is not a loud or yelling voice; rather, it is
a firm, calm, and confident tone that tells the child exactly what to do.

2. Characteristics of the Big Voice

To use the Big Voice, you focus on three main physical and verbal traits:
e Tone: Even, calm, and rhythmic. It lacks the "up-talk” of a question (passive)
and the "sharpness” of a bark (aggressive).
e Body Language: Upright, assertive posture with direct eye contact.
e Language: Tells the child what to do rather than what to stop doing. It focuses
on the "usable information.”

3. Assertiveness vs. Aggression

Conscious Discipline distinguishes the Big Voice from other commmon communication

styles:
Style Tone Message Sent
Passive Whining, questioning, | "I'm not sure I'm in charge; please help
or pleading. me."



https://consciousdiscipline.com/blog/getting-over-the-finish-line-with-big-voice/#:~:text=The%20Skill%20of%20Assertiveness,The%20sky%20is%20blue.

Aggressive Yelling, shaming, or “I'm going to make you do this
threatening. because 'm bigger/stronger.”
Assertive (Big Firm, factual, and ‘I am here to keep you safe. Use your
Voice) direct. walking feet."
4. Why it Works

From a brain-state perspective, the Big Voice targets the Executive State.
e When a teacher or parent yells (Aggressive), it triggers the child's "Survival
State” (fight/flight), making learning impossible.
e When a teacher uses the Big Voice, it provides the structure and calm
necessary for the child to feel safe enough to regulate their own behavior and
follow directions.

How to Practice It

A simple formula for the Big Voice is:
1. Name the child.
State the desired behavior (e.g, "Sit in your chair,” not "Stop standing up”).
Use a "downward inflection” at the end of the sentence so it sounds like a
statement of fact, not a request for permission.

2. The Vagal Maneuver

How directly the nervous system is tied to the voice, have them do a quick physical
exercise. Have everyone tense their shoulders up to their ears, hold their breath, and
try to say, "I need you to sit down" in a calm, assertive tone. It's physically
impossible—it will sound strained or angry. Then, have them drop their shoulders,
take a deep diaphragmatic breath (with the exhale longer than the inhale—a proven
vagus nerve stimulator), and say it again. The difference in resonance is immediate.
The Neuroplasticity Angle reminds the audience that a child’s inner voice is built from
the voices of the adults around them. By using the Big Voice (clear, calm, and direct),
adults are firing and wiring new neural pathways in the child’s brain. We are literally
lending them our Prefrontal Cortex until theirs is fully developed.



3. Resources to Share

Here are excellent resources that bridge the gap between brain science and
behavior:

e The Polyvagal Theory in Education. While Dr. Stephen Porges’ original work on
Polyvagal Theory can be highly academic, exploring how his theory applies to
education clearly validates Conscious Discipline. His research explains exactly
why a teacher's facial expressions and vocal prosody (tone of voice) either
signal "safety” or "threat” to a child's nervous system.

e 'The Whole-Brain Child" by Daniel J. Siegel and Tina Payne Bryson. This is d
fantastic, accessible resource to recommend to teachers and parents. It
perfectly aligns with the Conscious Discipline Brain State Model, specifically
addressing how to integrate the "upstairs” (Prefrontal) and "downstairs”
(Limbic/Stem) brain through connection rather than coercion. Refrigerator
sheet

e The Conscious Discipline Podcast: "Teaching Kids to Use Their BIG Voice” Dr.
Becky Bailey has several podcast episodes and free articles specifically
dedicated to the mechanics of the assertive voice. Pointing your audience
toward the Conscious Discipline website's free resources on "The Skill of
Assertiveness” gives them actionable homework.

Interesting articles:

e Child engagement

e _Teaching Through a Polyvagal Lens: Using the Science of Safety to
Co-Regulate in the Classroom

e The Vagus Nerve: A Neuroscientist's Perspective

e Localresource bank

e Topics for future Community of Practice Discussions

Recommended Reading & Resources

Scientific & Professional Organizations

e The Neurosequential Model (Dr. Bruce Perry): Since the presentation

explicitly features Dr. Bruce Perry’s "Three R's" (Regulate, Relate,
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Reason), his official site provides extensive materials on brain-based
trauma-informed care.

o Website: bdperry.com

e Lurie Children’s Hospital: Cited in the presentation as a source for

information regarding early childhood brain development and "back to
front” maturation.

o Website: luriechildrens.org

e The Hand Model of the Brain (Dr. Daniel Siegel): The presentation

utilizes the "Hand Model" to explain the prefrontal cortex and limbic
regions. Dr. Siegel's "Mindsight Institute” offers videos and diagrams of
this model.

o Website: drdanseigel.com

° Stress workbook

For Children & Young People

e YoungMinds - Stress Bucket Activity: A comprehensive resource pack,
including a video and a printable worksheet, for young people to

identify their specific stressors and coping "taps’.
e Social Workers Toolbox: Offers a creative 1-page worksheet designed

for children to draw their stressors as water and their relief activities as
emptying taps.
e Down's Syndrome Association - Easy Read Booklet: A simplified visual

guide to the stress bucket concept, ideal for younger children or those
who benefit from clear, direct language.

For Adults & Professional Settings

e Psychology Today - Stress Wise Reflection: Provides a self-reflection
guide to identify "buffer zones" (the space between current stress and

overflow) and "release valves” like connection, solitude, or nature.
e Spurgeons Charity: Resource bank
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e Wellbeing in Your workplace: Tailored for the workplace, this guide

offers strategies for "emptying the bucket” through aerobic exercise,
organization, and social support systems.

"Stress Bucket” Signs of Overflow

e Emotional: Becoming snappy with colleagues, feeling "hopeless,” or
experiencing sudden outbursts.

e Physical: Insomnia, fatigue, and feeling "tired all the time" even after
rest.

e Behavioral: Social withdrawal, overspending, or avoiding tasks.

"How to Empty Your Stress Bucket” by Gin Lalli: This book specifically uses the
stress bucket metaphor to explain brain function and neuroscience in an

accessible way. It provides simple techniques to recognize negative thoughts
and prevent "overflow" before it leads to anxiety or depression.
Practical Application Resources

e The Sensory Toolbox: To support the presentation’s section on
proprioception, vestibular, and oral sensory inputs, educators and
parents can look for resources on "Sensory Diets.’

o Resource Idea: "Heavy Work" activities (pushing walls, carrying
books) to calm the brainstem.

e Co-Regulation Materials: Since self-regulation is a learned skill and
‘mirror neurons” play a critical role, resources from Conscious
Discipline or the Zones of Regulation (which uses the "Green Zone"
terminology mentioned) would be highly relevant.

The "Stress Bucket" (also known as the "vulnerability-stress model") is a
psychological metaphor that visualizes how we accumulate and manage
stress.

Core Components of the Model


https://www.purposeplus.com/uploads/Building-Positive-Organisations-pdf-version.pdf
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o The Bucket: Represents your personal capacity for stress. Its size varies
from person to person based on factors such as genetics, early
childhood experiences, and social support.

e The Water (Stressors): Represents day-to-day pressures such as work
demands, financial worries, relationship strains, or "sensory overload".

e The Overflow: When stress exceeds your capacity, leading to signs like
irritability, anxiety, fatigue, or *feeling stuck.

e The Tap (Coping Strategies): These are "release valves" or "holes" that
drain the bucket.

For the Science-Minded (The Fundamentals)

e The Whole-Brain Child by Dr. Dan Siegel and Tina Payne Bryson.
o The definitive guide to the "Hand Model" and practical
brain-based parenting.
o Link: Official Book Page
e The Boy Who Was Raised as a Dog by Dr. Bruce Perry.
o Explains the ‘Neurosequential Model” and how the brain develops
from the bottom up.
o Link: Child Trauma Academy Resources
e Harvard Center on the Developing Child
o Deep-dive articles and videos on executive function and
self-regulation.

o Link: developingchild.harvard.edu
For the Classroom (Educator Focus)

e Conscious Discipline (Dr. Becky Bailey)
o A comprehensive social-emotional learning program based on
brain state regulation.

o Link: consciousdiscipline.com/resources
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e The Zones of Regulation
o A framework designed to help students categorize their emotions
into four colored zones.
o Link: zonesofregulation.com

For the Home (Parent Focus)

e The Polyvagal Theory in Therapy (and Life)
o While academic, the work of Stephen Porges and Deb Dana
explains the "Safety vs. Threat” response in children.
o Link: Rhythm of Regulation
e Understood.org
o An excellent resource for understanding sensory processing and
learning differences.
o Link: Understood.org - Self-Reqgulation

Quick Video Tutorials

e Video:The 3 R's: Regulate, Relate, Reason (6 mins)
e Video: The Brain-Building Power of Serve and Return (2 mins)

Brain-Based Regulation: A Parent & Teacher Guide
1. The "Hand Model” Quick Reference

Hand Model of the Beain
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When a child’s behavior is "out of control,” their brain is physically
disconnected.
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¢ TheFlipped Lid: The Prefrontal Cortex (logic/reasoning) has gone
offline.

e The Alarm: The Amygdala (fear/anger) is in charge.

e The Goal: Do not try to teach or logic a child whose "lid is flipped.” Your
only job is to help them close the lid.

2. The 3 R’'s: The Sequence of Success
Follow these steps in order. You cannot skip to step 3 until steps 1 and 2 are
solid.

Step Action What to do/say
1. Regulate Calm the Focus on the physical. Rhythmic
Body movement, deep "belly” breaths, a

cool drink of water, or a firm hug.

2. Relate Connect the Use a soft voice. Get below their eye
Heart level. Validate the feeling: 1 can see
youre frustrated. This is really hard.”

3.Reason Teach the Only once they are calm: Reflect on
Mind what happened. Talk about
consequences or better choices for
next time.

3. The "Co-Regulation” Check-In
Before you intervene, check your own “Internal Weather.”



¢ Is my jaw clenched?
e Is my voice loud?
e Amlreacting out of anger or helping out of empathy?

Pro-Tip: Your calm is contagious. If you stay regulated, their mirror
neurons will eventually help them match your state.

4.Sensory "Reset” Buttons
When a child is overstimulated or “crashing,” try these 60-second resets:

e Heavy Work: Push against the wall or carry a stack of heavy books.

e Rhythm: Pat a steady beat on their knees or march in place.

e Proprioception: A "tight squeeze’ hug or wrapping up in a heavy
blanket.

e Temperature: A cold washcloth on the back of the neck or hands.

Remember:

Behavior is Communication. A dysregulated child is not giving you a hard
time; they are having a hard time. Their brain is temporarily unable to meet

the demands of the environment.

Practice Scenarios: "Name It to Tame It”"

Scenario 1: The Transition Terror (Classroom Focus)

The Situation: It is time to clean up the blocks and move to circle time.
5-year-old Leo refuses to stop building. When the teacher insists, Leo knocks
over his tower, screams, and throws a block across the room.

e The Brain State: Flipped Lid. Leo is in the "Limbic/Brainstem” zone. He is
reacting to the loss of his "work" and feels out of control.



e The Wrong Move: Threatening to take away outdoor time or lecturing
him on safety while he is screaming.
e The "3 R's" Approach:

o Regulate: The teacher moves closer but stays quiet. She uses a
"hushing” motion and may offer a sensory tool, such as a stress
ball.

o Relate: "Leo, you worked so hard on that tower. It's really sad to
see it go."

o Reason: Once he is calm, ‘Blocks stay on the floor to keep friends
safe. Next time, would you like me to take a photo of your tower
before we clean up?”

Scenario 2: The Grocery Store Meltdown (Parent Focus)

The Situation: You are at the checkout line after a long day. 3-year-old Maya
wants a candy bar. When you say "no," she drops to the floor, kicking and
screaming so loudly that other shoppers are staring.

e The Brain State: Total System Overload. Maya is tired, hungry, and
sensory-overloaded. Her "Limbic" system is sounding an alarm.

e The Wrong Move: Trying to explain the nutritional value of sugar, feeling
embarrassed, and yelling back.

e The "3 R's" Approach:

o Regulate: Ignore the onlookers. Get down on the floor with her.
Provide a "firm hug" (proprioception) or just stay physically
present to ensure she's safe.

o Relate: "You really wanted that candy. You are so disappointed.
I'm right here.”

o Reason: (Done in the car, 10 minutes later) "When we go inside
next time, we will pick out one fruit together so we don't get the

‘hungry-grumpies’.’



Scenario 3: The "Shut Down" (The Freeze Response)

The Situation: 6-year-old Sam is asked to write a sentence. He stares at the
paper, starts to tear the edges, and eventually puts his head on the desk and
refuses to speak or move.

e The Brain State: The Freeze Response. This is a "Bottom-up” survival
tactic. He isn't being "lazy’; his brain has perceived the task as a threat
he can't escape.

e The Wrong Move: ‘If you don't finish this, you'll stay in for recess.” This
increases the perceived threat.

e The "3 R's" Approach:

o Regulate: Change the sensory input. “Let’s do three wall-pushes
together.”

o Relate: "Sometimes a blank page feels really big and scary. It
happens to me, too.”

o Reason: "Let's just do the first letter together. Il hold the paper, you
hold the pencil.’

https://thinkkids.org/regulate-relate-reason/
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