
 

 

 

General Background Knowledge 2025-26 

To teach the One Life programme well, it is essential that we all share the same background knowledge in order 

to draw our explanations from an informed place. This document draws together lots of the content shared in 

training. I have tried to includes the appropriate references where possible. This overview will focus on the main 

content and concepts from the programme. I have also tried to make connections for the C of E schools who are 

using the programme.  

What is Personal Development? 

Personal development is the conscious, lifelong pursuit of self-improvement to enhance one's knowledge, 

skills, potential, and overall quality of life. It involves setting goals, practicing self-awareness, and cultivating 

a growth mindset to achieve aspirations and become a more fulfilled individual. Key aspects include 

developing emotional intelligence, communication skills, and building confidence, and it can be a 

combination of formal education and informal learning experiences. (AI definition)  

• Children need to know that it is lifelong process where change is inevitable, but to GROW we must be 

INTENTIONAL. Therefore, we can tell children that ONE LIFE is the most important lesson of the week 

because the children might not do Maths forever, or Science forever but they will ALWAYS develop 

personally forever. It is complex process that requires an OPEN MIND and a WILLING HEART. 

Overcommunicate this to children so they have realistic expectations of the mission.  

Understanding the answer to the question WHO AM I? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Using Dr. Curran’s model, we can help children to understand that we are more than just our bodies (what 

we see). We are human beings with a spirit, soul, mind and body. It is undeniable that we are two dimensional 

as HUMAN BEINGS.  

In One Life, we refer to the spirit as our light (encourage children to think about where that light came from 

– God the creator? The universe? The science of the flash of light under a microscope?). It is important that 

children know that we are all born like this and ‘our rings’ are pure. It is our environments and conditioning 



that can sometimes create blockages in each of our rings which is normal for every human being (Christians 

believe that this is due to us living in the broken/fallen world). This model helps us to understand that life will 

have its up and downs and we will all experience things which could block our spirits/lights from shining 

bright. Personal development is about being AWARE of this, knowing who we are and doing the work through 

self-care and with intention to remove any blockages, so our spirits can shine and we can live our one lives 

well.  

This model is a great way to reinforce spiritual development for all pupils as part of SMSC, especially in CofE 

schools.  

We can define spirituality as…Seeking a deeper connection with something bigger than myself... 

It is looking for THAT feeling of love, joy, peace and fulfilment beyond the physical form (what we can see) 

and experience reality and truth in the spiritual sense (what we can’t see) which will give us all connection, 

meaning and purpose in our ONE LIFE. 

• It is important that children know they have a spirit/light and that spirit is inside of us. We are all born 

this way and the spirit/light is always ready to shine with love, joy, peace and fulfilment.  

• It is important that children know how they charge/fire up their spirit/light. We want children to know 

that this can only be done through seeking a deeper connection with something bigger than 

themselves. Spiritual experiences include: connecting with our inner selves through meditation, 

prayer, stillness and personal reflection, connecting with family and friends face-to-face, connecting 

with the world through nature, awe and wonder and curiosity and connecting with a higher divine 

power through worship, prayer and personal reflection.  

• We need to encourage children to think about their own spiritual experiences and where they get that 

deeper connection from which gives them meaning and purpose in their one life. 

• It is encouraging children LOOK UP beyond themselves and consider what their ‘lighthouse’ is and 

what is guiding them in their one life. Essentially it is trying to teach children that they are not god 

and we should always stay connected to our inner spirit, others and the world. Nobody Stands Nowhere 

– this is great video to support curiosity.  

Most people spend their lives trying to get THAT FEELING from external things like: power, money, status, 

over working etc. but we want children to know that THAT FEELING is already inside of them (the magic is 

inside of you) as THAT FEELING is your spirit/light and we just need to make space and time to connect with 

it, charge it, nurture it and allow it shine through without any blockages from our souls, minds and bodies. 

After all, the quality of our lives is determined by how much of THAT feeling we have – not the money in the 

bank, our status and material things but how much we had THAT feeling inside of us (Joseph Nguyen).  

As C of E schools, you can teach the spiritual connection to the 

trinity to ensure that your children understand, even if they do not 

believe, that Christians believe that the spirit is gifted from God, 

as God is the Creator. God created us in his likeness. When you 

are baptised in the Holy Spirit, that spirit helps you to become 

more like Jesus and the fruits of the spirit are the result of the 

transformation and sanctification process. Essentially you can 

explain it like this…Christians do not have to try to shine like this 

on their own through personal development and effort, the Holy 

Spirit which lives inside of them helps them, over time, to shine in 

this way. They become more loving, joyful, patient, kind, good, 

faithful, gentle and self-controlled over time if they stay close to 

God in word and prayer and believe that Jesus is Lord.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AFRxKF-Jdos&t=14s


 

Our Souls, Minds and Bodies: 

We all get blockages in these ‘rings,’ that is normal. Life has its ups and downs and we all experience intense 

emotions (energy in motion) which can get blocked in our souls. Emotions should only last in our bodies 

90 seconds: 

The statement that emotions should only last 90 seconds refers to the "90-Second Rule," a concept popularized 

by neuroanatomist Dr. Jill Bolte Taylor, which states that the initial chemical process of an emotional response 

lasts about 90 seconds. Any prolonged emotional state beyond this point is caused by replaying the triggering 

event in the mind, a process known as rumination. By recognizing the initial emotional wave and consciously 

choosing to shift one's thoughts, one can avoid getting stuck in an emotional loop and more effectively manage 

feelings. (AI) 

 

It is important that we keep over communicating the connection between ‘what we think, is how we feel. 

Is how we behave.’ Remembering that we can describe the thought as the noun -things that pop into our 

minds as the mind always works to protect us (some thoughts are helpful and others are not – especially 

when my amygdala is on high alert). If we allow that thought to pass and do not turn activate thinking (the 

verb) that emotion should pass in 90 seconds. But what happens is we activate the thought and turn it into 

thinking which causes the emotion to last, and then changes our behaviour. We need to help children 

understand this so they can ‘stop and catch’ themselves when they are over thinking, and when emotions 

get too big so they can know how to self-regulate and reduce the likelihood of acting on unhelpful urges. It 

is so important that we know that ‘our feelings come not from external events, but from our own 

thinking about the events.’ (Joseph Nguyen) This is essential to avoid children ‘blaming’ others for their 

feelings and not taking accountability for their reactions and behaviours. All feelings are created internally. 

Therefore, the more we know this, the more self-aware we become the more we can build our self-regulation 

skills and self-control.  

Using the hot cross bun method is a great way to neutralise 

shame and encourage self-control and accountability. 

Teaching children, the connection between thoughts, 

emotions, sensations and urges which lead to actions, can 

have a profound impact on our teaching of self-control and 

self-regulation.  

Over communicate this model, collect examples and 

encourage children to reflect in this way.  

 

 

 



It is essential that children know about the power of their minds and that its 

main job is to protect us.  

Primitive fear and the human mind are shaped by our ancestral tribal 

living, where social belonging was crucial for survival, leading to fears of 

ostracism, predation, and unknown dangers. This innate need for group 

acceptance and fear of the "other" became hardwired into our brains, 

creating a tribal psychology that influences our reactions to social threats and 

can be exploited by tribalism in modern society. While modern threats 

differ, our primitive fear responses, like anxiety, remain, but they can be managed by activating the more 

rational parts of our brain and engaging in positive social interactions. (AI explanation)  

It is important that we all have a basic understanding of the brain and how 

it works. Using a "house" or "upstairs-downstairs" analogy can help 

children understand how different parts of their brain manage their 

feelings.  

The downstairs (emotional) brain 

This is the part of the brain that develops earliest and is responsible for 

instincts and powerful, immediate emotions.  

Amygdala: Known as the brain's "emotional response center" or "barking 

dog," it is especially important for processing and reacting to strong 

feelings like fear and anger. It acts like an alarm system, sometimes 

reacting to a perceived threat before the "thinking" part of the brain can fully process what is happening. 

Hippocampus: This part of the brain helps store and retrieve memories and connects emotions to those 

memories. This is why a memory, like a past birthday party, can make a person feel happy all over again. 

Hypothalamus: It helps regulate the body's physical response to strong emotions. For example, if a child is 

excited, their hypothalamus might increase their heart rate.  

The upstairs (thinking) brain 

This area, also called the cerebral cortex, is responsible for higher-level functions, including logical thinking, 

problem-solving, and emotional regulation. It is the last part of the brain to fully develop.  

Prefrontal cortex: This part is like the "wise owl" that helps to think logically and calmly. It works to control 

strong emotional impulses from the downstairs brain and manages skills like self-control and flexibility.  

How the two brains work together 

The upstairs and downstairs brains are connected by a "staircase" that allows them to communicate.  

When a child is calm, the upstairs and downstairs brains work together smoothly, allowing a child to think 

through a situation and manage their feelings. 

When a child becomes overwhelmed with strong emotions, the downstairs brain can take over, making it 

difficult for the logical "upstairs" brain to function. This is why a child might have an emotional outburst and 

be unable to think logically at that moment. 

Parents and caregivers can help children manage their emotions by first helping them calm their downstairs 

brain. This allows the connection to the upstairs brain to be restored so they can talk and think about the 

situation.  



 

Ultimately our job is to try and create conditions through our environments and routines that encourage 

children to enter the flow state in our lessons. The morning routine is designed expertly in order to support 

that. Use the background knowledge to over communicate why each step matters and how they use these 

strategies in their one life moving forwards.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Our bodies can create many blockages and it is important that 

children understand what self-care is and why it matters. 

Reflecting on the basics every Friday is a great way to over 

communicate this point about intentional personal 

development to remove any blockages in our body. Exercise, 

nutrition, sleep and hydration make a huge difference to our 

wellness over time.  

 

 

It is only when we really KNOW ourselves (deeply) that we can actually GROW ourselves (intentionally). 

All of this really matters to ensure that all children develop a strong sense of self, a strong sense of 

direction and purpose, a strong sense of self-control which in turn will develop their self-esteem, self-

efficacy and self-worth. It is only then, that they will be more likely to live their one lives well!  

 

Why does this matter now more than ever? 

In The Anxious Generation, social psychologist Jonathan Haidt argues that a severe decline in adolescent 

mental health beginning around 2012 was caused by the combination of two major societal shifts: the rise of 



the "phone-based childhood" and the decline of the "play-based childhood". He details the harms of this 

"Great Rewiring of Childhood.’’ 

Starting around 2010, the widespread adoption of smartphones and social media led to a rapid shift of 

adolescent social life from the physical world to the virtual world. Haidt identifies four primary harms resulting 

from this transition:  

Social deprivation: As in-person interaction with friends declined, loneliness and isolation increased. Social 

media platforms, designed for maximum engagement, became "the most efficient conformity engines ever 

invented," creating intense pressure for young people. 

Sleep deprivation: The constant presence of smartphones, notifications, and social feeds has led to a 

significant increase in sleep loss among teens, which contributes to anxiety, depression, and poor learning. 

Attention fragmentation: The constant stream of notifications and information is intentionally designed to 

fragment attention, making it difficult for teens to focus, think deeply, or manage tasks. 

Addiction: The reward-based design of social media platforms exploits normal human psychology, creating 

addictive usage patterns similar to slot machines. 

Haidt notes that this phenomenon has affected boys and girls differently.  

For girls, social media platforms like Instagram and Snapchat intensify visual social comparison, 

perfectionism, and relational aggression. This has led to higher rates of anxiety and depression, and social 

contagion has allowed anxiety and eating disorders to spread more rapidly. 

For boys, the virtual world of video games and pornography has offered a withdrawal from real-world 

challenges, leading to social isolation and arrested development 

 

Dopamine and the reward system 

Pleasure and reinforcement: While often called the "pleasure chemical," experts suggest dopamine's role is 

more about motivation and reinforcement. It links pleasurable sensations to certain behaviors, motivating 

you to repeat them. 

Addiction: The reward-reinforcement loop is central to the development of addiction. Addictive drugs cause 

unnaturally large surges of dopamine, powerfully reinforcing the drug-taking behavior. Over time, the brain 

becomes desensitized to these high levels, decreasing the pleasure from other activities and creating a vicious 

cycle of dependency. 

Motivation and drive: A healthy balance of dopamine makes you feel motivated, happy, alert, and focused. 

It fuels your goal-directed behavior, influencing your desire to seek out and achieve rewards.  

Dopamine and mental health 

Imbalances in dopamine levels are linked to several mental and neurological disorders: 

Depression: Low dopamine levels are associated with symptoms of depression, particularly a lack of 

motivation and the inability to feel pleasure, known as anhedonia. 

Schizophrenia: This disorder is thought to involve altered dopamine activity, with potential overactivity in 

some brain regions (linked to hallucinations and delusions) and underactivity in others (linked to lack of 

motivation). Antipsychotic drugs work by blocking dopamine receptors. 



ADHD: Research suggests that Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) is associated with reduced 

dopamine activity, which can affect attention, focus, and impulse control. Stimulant medications used to treat 

ADHD work by increasing dopamine levels. (AI explanations).  

 

The relationship between pleasure and pain in the brain is not simply an "on-off" switch for opposing 

feelings. Instead, a complex neurological effect based on the opponent-process theory suggests these two 

experiences are deeply intertwined. They share overlapping neural circuits and are regulated by the same 

neurochemical systems, such as the dopamine and opioid pathways.  

The pleasure-pain balance (Opponent-Process Theory) 

The opponent-process theory explains the reciprocal relationship between pleasure and pain as a biological 

mechanism to maintain emotional balance, or homeostasis.  

Experiencing pleasure: When you feel pleasure, your brain releases dopamine in the reward pathway, tipping 

a metaphorical balance toward pleasure. Your brain then activates an opposing, pain-producing process to 

restore equilibrium. When the initial pleasurable sensation ends, the opposing process continues to function, 

causing an after-reaction of mild discomfort or dysphoria. 

Experiencing pain: A similar compensatory process occurs with pain. The brain's natural opioid system 

releases endorphins to create analgesia (pain relief) and offset the unpleasant sensation. When the pain stops, 

the lingering opioid-induced euphoric effect can result in a "runner's high" or "postpartum euphoria". 

Chronic imbalance: Repeated overstimulation of the pleasure pathway through activities like drug use can 

reset the brain's balance toward the pain side. This desensitization can lead to anhedonia—the inability to 

feel pleasure—and a greater susceptibility to pain. At this point, the addictive behaviour is no longer 

motivated by seeking pleasure, but by trying to return to a neutral emotional state. (AI explanations) 

• We need to reduce overstimulation as much as possible and teach children about balancing the doing 

and being in order to teach the importance of maintaining emotional balance and homeostasis 

(wellness).  

 

The mission is to ensure that children know why it is 

important to show up as their best selves. We want 

them to build their character (love, kindness, resilience, 

integrity, respect, honesty, gentleness, patience, self-

control etc.) so they are ready for the highs and lows of 

life. We want them to know better, so they can do 

better in their one life. We want them to have the 

wisdom to make choices which are good and right with 

integrity. Being fit socially, mentally and physically really 

matters and, together, we can help them to really know 

themselves inside and out so they grow into the very 

best versions of who they were born to be and 

contribute to the world in a positive way.  


