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Student Activity #1 

This is Your Brain on Happiness
Time 
45-minute session

Overview
After viewing the This is Your Brain on Happiness  video, students participate in a jigsaw activity  
to research how happiness changes the brain and how they and take control of those positive 
changes.  Students work in groups to read and discuss one article, compiling information to share 
with their classmates. Students use new learning to consider actions they will take to “hack” their 
brains for happiness. 

Resources
•	 How to Trick Your Brain for Happiness 
•	 How Gratitude Changes You and Your Brain 
•	 What Happens in a Child’s Brain When They Learn to Empathize
•	 How Happy Brains Respond to Negative Things
•	 How to Grow the Good in Your Brain
•	 How to Hack Your Brain for Peak Performance

Objectives
Students will

•	 Collaborate with peers to gather, analyze, and communicate new information
•	 Explain connections between practices that build happiness and positive changes in the brain 
•	 Select strategies to “hack” their brains for happiness 

Materials 
•	 Video: This is Your Brain on Happiness
•	 Poster paper
•	 Markers
•	 Computer access
•	 Article: How to Trick Your Brain Into Happiness  
•	 Video segments 

◦◦ Understanding Neuroplasticity

◦◦ How to Change Your Brain

◦◦ How to Take in the Good

https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/how_to_trick_your_brain_for_happiness
https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/how_gratitude_changes_you_and_your_brain
https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/what_happens_in_a_childs_brain_when_they_learn_to_empathize
https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/how_happy_brains_respond_to_negative_things
https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/how_to_grow_the_good_in_your_brain
https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/how_to_hack_your_brain_for_peak_performance
https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/video/item/understanding_neuroplasticity
https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/video/item/how_to_change_your_brain
https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/video/item/how_to_take_in_the_good
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Procedure
1.	 Before showing the video segment, have students take out a sheet of paper. On one side have 

them write the word “Confirmed” and on the other side “Busted”.

2.	 Display the following statements (without the answers in parentheses):

•	 90% of our happiness is due to external circumstances. (busted)

•	 Happiness is a skill that can be taught. (confirmed)

•	 Our brains do not have the ability to change after the age of 10. (busted)

•	 The sympathetic and parasympathetic nervous systems work to counteract one 
another. (confirmed)

•	 The limbic system is called our fight or flight system. (confirmed)

•	 Higher level thinking occurs in the center of our brain. (busted)

•	 There is no connection between happiness and performance in school. (busted)

3.	 In pairs, have the students discuss each statement and decide whether it should be 
considered confirmed or busted.

4.	 Play the This is Your Brain on Happiness video segment.  

5.	 Have students work individually to confirm or bust the statements by gathering evidence 
from the video segment to support their decision.

6.	 To conclude, review the statements as a whole group and allow students to vote with their 
“confirmed” or “busted” signs. Call on students to share evidence they found that supports 
their stance.

7.	 Explain to students that they will be collaborating to create a “30 Things You Didn’t Know 
About Hacking Your Brain for Happiness” list using information from an online article, How to 
Trick Your Brain for Happiness.  Emphasize that the list they create should contain facts that 
are new pieces of information—not information that they already know.

8.	 Divide students into six groups. Assign each group one segment in the article.

•	 Fact One: As the brain changes, the mind changes, for better or worse.

•	 Fact Two: As the mind changes, the brain changes.

•	 Fact Three: You can use the mind to change the brain to change the mind for the better.

•	 Video Segment: Understanding Neuroplasticity

•	 Video Segment: How to Change Your Brain

•	 Video Segment: How to Take in the Good

9.	 Provide groups with the link to the online article and direct them to find their topic. 

10.	 Each group will develop a list of “5 Things You Didn’t Know About Hacking Your Brain  
for Happiness” about their assigned topic.  To create their lists, students can use large sheets 
of paper and markers. 

https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/how_to_trick_your_brain_for_happiness
https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/how_to_trick_your_brain_for_happiness
https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/how_to_trick_your_brain_for_happiness
https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/how_to_trick_your_brain_for_happiness
https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/how_to_trick_your_brain_for_happiness
https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/video/item/understanding_neuroplasticity
https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/video/item/how_to_change_your_brain
https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/video/item/how_to_take_in_the_good
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11.	 When students finish creating their lists, have each group share their five facts. Ask groups  
to provide evidence as to why the facts they chose are important to know. 

12.	 Combine each group’s list to create a collaborative list of “30 Things You Didn’t Know About 
Hacking Your Brain for Happiness.”

13.	 To summarize the lesson, have students select a happiness strategy to implement into their 
daily lives for one week.  Students should keep a journal to record their thoughts, ideas, and 
experiences and share their data at the end of the week. 

14.	 Share with classrooms across the country. Post photos of your progress on Twitter using 
#DiscoverYourHappy to show educators looking for inspiration how your classroom 
completed the activity. 

Standards
National Health Education Standards

1.	 Standard 1: Students will comprehend concepts related to health promotion and disease 
prevention to enhance health.

•	 (1.12.2) Describe the interrelationships of emotional, intellectual, physical, and social 
health.

2.	 Standard 4: Students will demonstrate the ability to use interpersonal communication skills  
to enhance health and avoid or reduce health risks.

3.	 (4.12.1) Use skills for communicating effectively with family, peers, and others to enhance 
health.

4.	 Standard 6: Students will demonstrate the ability to use goal-setting skills to enhance health.

•	 (6.12.1) Assess personal health practices and overall health status.

•	 (6.12.2) Develop a plan to attain a personal health goal that addresses strengths, 
needs, and risks.

•	 (6.12.3) Implement strategies and monitor progress in achieving a personal health goal.

•	 (6.12.4) Formulate an effective long-term personal health plan.

Next Generation Science Standards
1.	 Molecules to Organisms: Structures and Processes 

•	 (LS1.D) Information Processing: Each sense receptor responds to different inputs 
(electromagnetic, mechanical, chemical), transmitting them as signals that travel 
along nerve cells to the brain. The signals are then processed in the brain, resulting  
in immediate behaviors or memories.
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How to Trick Your Brain for Happiness1 

There’s this great line by Ani Tenzin Palmo, an English woman who spent 12 years in a cave in Tibet:  
“We do not know what a thought is, yet we’re thinking them all the time.”  It’s true. The amount of 
knowledge we have about the brain has doubled in the last 20 years. Yet there’s still a lot we don’t know.  

In recent years, though, we have started to better understand the neural bases of states like 
happiness, gratitude, resilience, love, compassion, and so forth. And better understanding them 
means we can skillfully stimulate the neural substrates of those states—which, in turn, means we 
can strengthen them. Because as the famous saying by the Canadian scientist Donald Hebb goes, 
“Neurons that fire together, wire together.”

Ultimately, what this can mean is that with proper practice, we can increasingly trick our neural 
machinery to cultivate positive states of mind.  But to understand how, you need to understand three 
important facts about the brain.

Fact one: As the brain changes, the mind changes, for better or worse.

For example, more activation in the left prefrontal cortex is associated with more positive emotions. 
So as there is greater activation in the left, front portion of your brain relative to the right, there is 
also greater well-being. That’s probably in large part because the left prefrontal cortex is a major part 
of the brain for controlling negative emotion. So if you put the breaks on the negative, you get more 
of the positive.  On the other hand, people who routinely experience chronic stress—particularly acute, 
even traumatic stress—release the hormone cortisol, which literally eats away, almost like an acid 
bath, at the hippocampus, which is a part of the brain that’s very engaged in visual-spatial memory as 
well as memory for context and setting.  

For example, adults who have had that history of stress and have lost up to 25 percent of the volume 
of this critically important part of the brain are less able to form new memories.  So we can see that 
as the brain changes, the mind changes. And that takes us to the second fact, which is where things 
really start getting interesting.

Fact two: As the mind changes, the brain changes.

These changes happen in temporary and in lasting ways. In terms of temporary changes, the 
flow of different neurochemicals in the brain will vary at different times. For instance, when 
people consciously practice gratitude, they are likely getting higher flows of reward-related 
neurotransmitters, like dopamine. Research suggests that when people practice gratitude, they 
experience a general alerting and brightening of the mind, and that’s probably correlated with more  
of the neurotransmitter norepinephrine.

Here’s another example of how changes in mental activity can produce changes in neural activity:  

1Hanson, Rick. “How to Trick Your Brain for Happiness.” Greater Good Magazine, 26 Sept. 2011,  
greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/how_to_trick_your_brain_for_happiness.

http://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/how_to_trick_your_brain_for_happiness


5

Student Activity #1 | This is Your Brain on Happiness

When college students deeply in love are shown a picture of their sweetheart, their brains become 
more active in the caudate nucleus, a reward center of the brain. As the mind changes—that rush of 
love, that deep feeling of happiness and reward—correlates with activation of a particular part of the 
brain. When they stop looking at that picture of their sweetheart, the reward center goes back to sleep.

Now the mind also can change the brain in lasting ways. In other words, what flows through the 
mind sculpts the brain. I define the mind as the flow of immaterial information through the nervous 
system—all the signals being sent, most of which are happening forever outside of consciousness. As 
the mind flows through the brain, as neurons fire together in particularly patterned ways based on 
the information they are representing, those patterns of neural activity change neural structure.

So busy regions of the brain start stitching new connections with each other. Existing synapses—the 
connections between neurons that are very busy—get stronger, they get more sensitive, they start 
building out more receptors. New synapses form as well.

One of my favorite studies of this involved taxi cab drivers in London. To get a taxi license there, you’ve 
got to memorize the spaghetti-like streets of London. Well, at the end of the drivers’ training, the 
hippocampus of their brain—a part very involved in visual-spatial memory—is measurably thicker. In 
other words, neurons that fire together wire together, even to the point of being observably thicker.

 This has also been found among meditators: People who maintain some kind of regular meditative 
practice actually have measurably thicker brains in certain key regions. One of those regions is the 
insula, which is involved in what’s called “interoception”—tuning into the state of your body, as well as 
your deep feelings. This should be no surprise: A lot of what they’re doing is practicing mindfulness of 
breathing, staying really present with what’s going on inside themselves; no wonder they’re using, and 
therefore building, the insula.

Another region is the frontal regions of the prefrontal cortex—areas involved in controlling attention. 
Again, this should be no surprise: They’re focusing their attention in their meditation, so they’re 
getting more control over it, and they’re strengthening its neural basis.

What’s more, research has also shown that it’s possible 
to slow the loss of our brain cells. Normally, we lose about 
10,000 brain cells a day. That may sound horrible, but we 
were born with 1.1 trillion. We also have several thousand 
born each day, mainly in the hippocampus, in what’s called 
neurogenesis. So losing 10,000 a day isn’t that big a deal, but 
the net bottom line is that a typical 80 year old will have lost 
about 4 percent of his or her brain mass—it’s called “cortical 
thinning with aging.” It’s a normal process.

But in one study, researchers compared meditators and non-meditators. In the graph to the left, the 
meditators are the blue circles and the non-meditators are the red squares, comparing people of 
the same age. The non-meditators experienced normal cortical thinning in those two brain regions I 
mentioned above, along with a third, the somatosensory cortex.
However, the people who routinely meditated and “worked” their brain did not experience cortical 
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thinning in those regions.  That has a big implication for an aging population: Use it or lose it, which 
applies to the brain as well as to other aspects of life.

That highlights an important point that I think is a major takeaway in this territory: Experience really 
matters. It doesn’t matter only in our moment-to-moment well-being—how it feels to be me—but it 
really matters in the lasting residues that it leaves behind, woven into our very being.

Which takes us to the third fact, which is the one with the most practical import.

Fact three: You can use the mind to change the brain to change the mind for the better.

This is known as “self-directed neuroplasticity.” Neuroplasticity refers to the malleable nature of 
the brain, and it’s constant, ongoing. Self-directed neuroplasticity means doing it with clarity and 
skillfulness and intention.

The key to it is a controlled use of attention. Attention is like a spotlight, to be sure, shining on things 
within our awareness. But it’s also like vacuum cleaner, sucking whatever it rests upon into the brain, 
for better or worse.

For example, if we rest our attention routinely on what we resent or regret—our hassles, our lousy 
roommate, what Jean-Paul Sartre called “hell” (other people)—then we’re going to build out the 
neural substrates of those thoughts and feelings.

On the other hand, if we rest our attention on the things for which we’re grateful, the blessings in 
our life—the wholesome qualities in ourselves and the world around us; the things we get done, most 
of which are fairly small yet they’re accomplishments nonetheless—then we build up very different 
neural substrates.

I think that’s why, more than 100 years ago, before there were things like MRIs, William James, the 
father of psychology in America, said, “The education of attention would be an education par excellence.”

The problem, of course, is that most people don’t have very good control over their attention. Part of 
this is due to human nature, shaped by evolution: Our forbearers who just focused on the reflection of 
sunlight in the water—they got chomped by predators. But those who were constantly vigilant—they lived.

And today we are constantly bombarded with stimuli that the brain has not evolved to handle.  
So gaining more control over attention one way or another is really crucial, whether it’s through  
the practice of mindfulness, for instance, or through gratitude practices, where we count our 
blessings. Those are great ways to gain control over your attention because there you are, for  
30 seconds or 30 minutes, coming back to focus on an object of awareness.
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Taking in the good
This brings me to one of my favorite methods for deliberately using the mind to change the brain 
over time for the better: taking in the good.

Just having positive experiences is not enough to promote last well-being. If a person feels grateful 
for a few seconds, that’s nice. That’s better than feeling resentful or bitter for a few seconds. But 
in order to really suck that experience into the brain, we need to stay with those experiences for a 
longer duration of time—we need to take steps, consciously, to keep that spotlight of attention on 
the positive.

So, how do we actually do this? These are the three steps I recommend for taking in the good. I 
should note that I did not invent these steps. They are embedded in many good therapies and life 
practices. But I’ve tried to tease them apart and embed them in an evolutionary understanding of 
how the brain works.

1.	 Let a good fact become a good experience. Often we go through life and some good thing 
happens—a little thing, like we checked off an item on our To Do list, we survived another day at 
work, the flowers are blooming, and so forth. Hey, this is an opportunity to feel good. Don’t leave 
money lying on the table: Recognize that this is an opportunity to let yourself truly feel good.

2.	 Really savor this positive experience. Practice what any school teacher knows: If you want 
to help people learn something, make it as intense as possible—in this case, as felt in the body 
as possible—for as long as possible.

3.	 Finally, as you sink into this experience, sense your intent that this experience is 
sinking into you. Sometimes people do this through visualization, like by perceiving a golden 
light coming into themselves or a soothing balm inside themselves. You might imagine a jewel 
going into the treasure chest in your heart—or just know that this experience is sinking into 
you, becoming a resource you can take with you wherever you go.


