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REPRODUCIBLE

Professional Development: A Deeper Dive—Taking Time 
for Teaching and Learning

Instructions: Psychologist and consultant Nate Regier has inspired me to develop a visual model to simplify the com-
plexity people bring to the school experience each day. We really cannot shed our baggage at the schoolhouse gate, as 
some might think. In this professional development activity, I am asking that you read a brief passage and become familiar 
with the layers that your students bring with them, as people, to school. Afterward, I’ll ask you to take one student whom 
you are having a particularly difficult time teaching as an assistant principal and generate new ways of thinking about this 
student that might provide you some inroads for a connection. 

First, review the following visual.

Factors of Who We Are

Temporality

Circumstance

Identity

Personality

Physiology

Source: Adapted from N. Regier, personal communication, July 27, 2008.

The illustration depicts the layers (or factors) of our humanity. Those of us who are spiritual might contend that the 
center of who we are is an essence or soul at our core. That is represented by the infinity symbol.

At or near our core, we also have our physiology. It comes to school each and every day. Physiology is rather fixed and 
fairly stable in all of its imperfections. Think about it. I am probably not going to be dunking any basketballs anytime soon, 
but taller people, including my son, would have a fighting chance.

Close to our core and a big part of who we are each day is our personality, which begins developing initially at or near 
our birth and becomes layered over time through experience (Kahler, 2008). Personality includes the way we see the 
world, preferences in how we work and interact, how we communicate, what motivates us, and even those needs we have 
that exist in Maslow’s (1987) hierarchy.

Moving outward on the illustration past identity for just a minute, we have our personal circumstance a bit farther from 
our core, yet still important to who we are. This has to do with whether we are rich or poor, experience happiness or 
heartache, and those sorts of things. It could be our socioeconomic status or ZIP code. Circumstance influences who we 
are through what we have or don’t have.
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Regier once discussed with me that identity helps us navigate the span between personality and circumstance 
(N. Regier, personal communication, 2007). Situated between the two, identity includes things like our self-concept, 
self-esteem, and self-efficacy. I like the way he thinks about it. He once used a computer metaphor and called it our 
operating system, bridging our hard drive and software (N. Regier, personal communication, 2007).

Temporality means that over time, we change. So as we can see from the illustration, people are complex. Yet, this com-
plexity is really simple to think about, if we let it be.

Quite simply, the layers students bring to school each day are complicated. Adults bring as many layers as the students. 
Within our structures, emotional hijacks can take place. “Such emotional hijacks are triggered by the amygdala, the brain 
radar for threat, which constantly scans our surroundings for dangers” (Goleman, 2013, p. 36). Fight or flight.

Use the following template to deconstruct the layers your most difficult student is bringing to school, and then 
reconstruct some supports or assets you can offer to help with any emotional hijacks that are taking place.

Factors or 
Layers of the 

Student’s 
Humanity

Key Question 
for You

Deconstruct what you 
see here: What is going 

on with the student 
in terms of the key 

questions in each of the 
areas below?

In this space, jot 
down an idea, support 
mechanism, or asset 
you or the school can 

offer to help with 
reconstructing a layer 
of this student’s life 
that is not providing 

what it should for 
connectedness and 

school success.

Intangible or 
Spiritual Factor 
or Layer (∞)

Does this student 
connect with anything 
intangible that either 
helps with school 
connectedness 
or hurts?

Physiological 
Factor or 
Layer

Are the student’s 
physiological needs 
being cared for outside 
of school?

Personality 
Factor or 
Layer

What are the 
personality differences 
or communication 
differences between 
this student, teachers, 
and even you?
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Factors or 
Layers of the 

Student’s 
Humanity

Key Question 
for You

Deconstruct what you 
see here: What is going 

on with the student 
in terms of the key 

questions in each of the 
areas below?

In this space, jot 
down an idea, support 
mechanism, or asset 
you or the school can 

offer to help with 
reconstructing a layer 
of this student’s life 
that is not providing 

what it should for 
connectedness and 

school success.

Identity Factor 
or Layer

How are this student‘s 
self-concept, 
self-esteem, and 
self-efficacy?

Circumstance 
Factor or 
Layer

Are there factors 
outside of school that 
are difficult for this 
student to deal with 
or incongruent with 
what is expected at 
school? What is being 
reinforced, and what 
is not?

Temporal 
Factor or 
Layer

Has this student 
changed over the time 
you have known each 
other? If so, how?
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