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Iconoclast

A Neuroscientist Reveals How to Think Differently

By Gregory Berns

Harvard Business Press

i con o clast: a person who does something that others say can’t be done
The Case for Teaching Innovative Thinking

What we need today are individuals and teams who can clearly see the critical and complex issues facing us; understand how they relate to one another and their long-term implications;  individuals who can “imagine” solutions outside the norm; and have the social intelligence to communicate these solutions to others in a way that rallies their support and involvement.

Perception

In order to see things differently than other people and different than how one has seen before, the most effective solution is to bombard the brain with things it has never encountered before.  Novelty releases the perceptual process from the shackles of past experience and forces the brain to make new judgments.  (HET Connection:  Study Trips, Immersion, Guest Speakers, Social/Political Action)

Imagination

Automatic thinking destroys the creative processes that form the foundation of iconoclastic thinking.  While students need basic skills in order to function, calculate, and perform with automaticity, their thinking must be free to imagine.  Having skill mental programs firmly wired provides a tool for original thinking.  We cannot see that which we don’t know to look for.  The brain is dulled by food, drugs (prescription and street), television and computer games thus limiting imagination.  New experiences modify the connection between neurons such that they become more efficient at processing information. (HET Connection:  Allowing the development of patterns and programs to inform broader thinking)

Attention

The brain’s reticular activating system allows the withdrawal from some things to deal effectively with others.  The opposite is found in confused, dazed and scatterbrained states.  Iconoclastic thinkers are able to sustain a laser-sharp focus over extended periods of time.  (HET Connection:  Adequate Time, Meaningful Content, Mastery, Enriched and Focused Environment)

Mitigating the Fear Response

When we teach, we should always seek ways to mitigate the fear response in our students, fear from physical and emotional harm, social isolation and failure.  Repeated stressors cause changes in the brain related to decision making and iconoclastic thinking.  In order to become an iconoclastic thinker, one must address a natural tendency for risk aversion.  Fear can alter what a person sees and their expectations of what they are seeing (past experience determinants).

“Where loss looms, fear follows.”  Each of us has a neural fear response fingerprint:  cool cucumber to extreme dreader.

The key to trust is through reputation gilded with a perception of integrity and fairness.  (HET Connection:  Absence of Threat, The Role of Emotions in Learning, Collaboration, Community)

Five attributes of successful innovations:

1. offer an advantage

2. potentially novel, but compatible

3. attention to complexity

4. triability

5. results must be visible

(HET Connection:  Consider the attributes when presenting new information to students.  Consider many things you teach as innovations serving as a springboard for students.)

Highly Effective Teaching connections…..Enhancing Critical Thinking

1. The utter necessity of study trips and unique, relevant, meaningful experiences

2. The right of every student to a safe and predictable learning environment

3. The focus on transferable and generalizeble conceptual curriculum

4. The need for students to engage in the solution of real problems and creation of purposeful products delivered to an authentic audience

5. The opportunity to develop social and communication skills
Iconoclasts……

1. allow themselves to see differently than what they would expect

2. perceive things differently

3. use their imaginations as part of their iconoclasm

4. immerse themselves in novel experiences to remove categories

5. tame the fear response within

6. transform emotion into something else

7. view ambiguity as an opportunity to gain knowledge

8. know how to mitigate the fear response in others

9. recruit like-minded individuals

10. recognize fear to begin with and deconstruct it and don’t make judgments while under its influence

11. deal positively with bad news while maintaining a realistic perception

12. connect with others, thereby shrinking their worlds

13. calm the amygdalae of audiences by creating a sense of the familiar

14. minimize the chances of triggering the amygdalae

15. while building a social network, they create a perception of integrity and fairness

16. build a network through two fundamental approaches:  familiarity and reputation

17. by virtue of their passion, rally others

18. must present ideas in a way that are familiar even if they are not

19. successful icons: 

a. see things clearly for what they are

b. are not influenced by others

c. do not let fear rule their judgments and actions

20. successful iconoclast teams:


a.  have perceptual freedom


b.  are free from fear


c.  have strong social intelligence and the ability to communicate

“The real voyage of discovery lies not in seeking new landscapes but in having new eyes.”  Marcel Proust
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