
PARENTING BRAIN 
POWER-UP

Let ’s connect!

@JessicaSinarski

UPSTAIRS BRAIN: 
Calm & Curious 

(or Capable, 
Problem-solving, 
Compassionate, 

Patient, 
Reasonable…)

DOWNSTAIRS BRAIN: Fast & Furious (or Stuck, Shut Down, etc)

Brains get very protective!

The same things 
that keep kids 

alive get them in 
trouble later! 

Adults too!

1. Name it
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✓Grumpy 
✓Predicting the worst 
✓Complaining and blaming 
✓Irritable or snapping at others 
✓Turning away from others 
✓Rejecting new ideas 
✓Taking others’ behavior personally

PROTECTION MODE: PORCUPINE

Where do you feel it in your body? 
What do you need?

✓Taking frustration out on others 
✓Ready to explode 
✓Yelling, posturing, or getting in 

someone’s face 
✓Judge-y thoughts  
✓DO DO DO to “fix” the problem 
✓Jumping to power and control 

instead of cooperation

PROTECTION MODE: TIGER

✓Just wanting to blend in 
✓Looking for acceptance on 

social media 
✓Hiding the real you 
✓Feeling paralyzed & unsure 

of yourself 
✓Never feeling like enough

PROTECTION MODE: CHAMELEON

✓Zoning out or escaping reality  
✓Paralyzed by the weight of it all 
✓Not connecting with peers and 

other supports 
✓Doom scrolling on your phone 
✓Feeling sad and alone 
✓Avoiding others

PROTECTION MODE: TURTLE
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2. Befriend your 
(whole) brain
Even the parts that get extra protective!

BLOCKED CARE IS
•A protective mechanism in the nervous 
system that suppresses the higher brain 
functions needed for caregiving.A 

Coined by Dr. Jonathan Baylin

PRIMARY
✦ Blocked care in a primary 

caregiver (i.e. parent) who 
provides fundamental, life-
sustaining care for the well-
being of a child.  

✦ The relationship is not 
optional except under 
extreme circumstances.

SECONDARY
✦ Blocked care in an adult with 

a role that does not have full 
responsibility of sustaining 
the life and well-being of the 
child (i.e. teacher, day care 
provider, residential 
treatment worker, etc).  

✦ The responsibility is not 
permanent and can be 
ended by the adult. 

2 CATEGORIES OF BLOCKED CARE:

Light Up the Learning Brain
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When your amygdala detects a threat, it tells your stress response system, “ACTIVATE!” It sends chemical and 
electrical messages throughout your body and brain to get ready to fight the threat or run away. Heart pounds, 
blood rushes to the muscles, digestion shuts down. This is all super helpful if you are being attacked by a wild 
animal, but less helpful when the “threat” your amygdala senses is being a little tired or hungry, trying to fix 
the jammed copier, or a student throwing shade your way. Without some help from your Upstairs Brain, your 
Porcupine and Tiger brain will jump into action whether you really need them or not. Let’s look inside… 

DOWNSTAIRS BRAIN PROTECTION MODE: 
FIGHT OR FLIGHT

TIGER BRAIN
Think of a time you had a Tiger moment. 

Here are some clues to look for:
• Talking negatively about students
• Taking frustration out on others 
• Jumping straight to punitive consequences
• Getting in someone’s face 
• Jumping to power and control instead of 

cooperation 
• Yelling 

Where do you feel it in your body? Describe the 
sensations or feelings you notice.

_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________  
_________________________________________________________________

What do you need when you are having a Tiger 
moment?

_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________  
_________________________________________________________________

PORCUPINE BRAIN
Think of a time you had a Porcupine moment.

Here are some clues to look for:
• Grumpy 
• Predicting the worst
• Complaining and blaming
• Irritable or snapping at others
• Turning away from others
• Rejecting new ideas
• Taking others’ behavior personally

Where do you feel it in your body? Describe the 
sensations or feelings you notice.

_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________  
_________________________________________________________________

What do you need when you are having a Porcupine 
moment?

_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________  
_________________________________________________________________
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Another way our brains try to protect us is to SHUT IT ALL DOWN! “Freeze” is a combined state of fight-or-
flight activation and the shutdown state. You might have heard this collapse or “feign death” response called 
“playing possum.” It is an ancient survival system found in many species across the animal kingdom that helps 
conserve energy and escape reality. Let’s look at some of the signs that this part of our brain is running the 
show. 

DOWNSTAIRS BRAIN PROTECTION MODE:  
FREEZE OR FEIGN DEATH

TURTLE BRAIN
Think of a time you had a Turtle moment. Here are 
some clues to look for:

• Struggling to get out of bed
• Phoning in lessons with low student 

engagement
• Not connecting with peers and other supports
• Doom scrolling on your phone
• Feeling sad and alone
• Zoning out or escaping reality

Where do you feel it in your body? Describe the 
sensations or feelings you notice.

_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________  
_________________________________________________________________

What do you need when you are having a Turtle 
moment?

_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________  
_________________________________________________________________

CHAMELEON BRAIN
Think of a time you had a Chameleon moment. Here 
are some clues to look for:

• Just wanting to blend in
• Looking for acceptance on social media
• Joining the negative voices in staff meeting
• Hiding the real you
• Embarrassed by any attention, including praise
• Feeling paralyzed & unsure of yourself

Where do you feel it in your body? Describe the 
sensations or feelings you notice.

_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________  
_________________________________________________________________

What do you need when you are having a Chameleon 
moment?

_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________  
_________________________________________________________________
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✓ Am isolating myself from others  
✓ Feel defensive or irritable  
✓ Feel cynical about helpful ideas

✓Have lost my curiosity for the meaning 
behind their behavior 

✓ Jump straight to punitive consequences 
✓ Can’t stand the sight of them

✓ Feel like I can’t do anything right  
✓ Feel like a failure with this kid 
✓ Feel paralyzed or run over

✓ Feel burned out or fatigued 
✓ Feel apathetic or shut down 
✓ Feel no pleasure in parenting
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3. Get some 
(S)P A C E
To reawaken connection mode

(S) P A C E
▪ Self-Regulation (steadying practices) 
	 Neurobiological self-care and burnout prevention: 
	 physical health, sleep, grief, mental breaks, gratitude, etc. 
▪ Playfulness 

	 Joy plan, laughter, little moments of fun 

▪Acceptance 
	 A community that “gets it” without getting stuck 

▪Curiosity 
	 Someone who will non-judgmentally explore with you 

▪ Empathy 
	 From yourself, from trusted others

www.JessicaSinarski.com/RESOURCES

@JessicaSinarski
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