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brain development and
early life stress
The emphasis of this class is to study the impact of major early life stress on brain development. We

will focus our learning on very young children who experience war, are refugees forced from their

home country and/or separated from their parents. During the first half of the course, we will build a

foundation of knowledge of the phases of brain development including the HPA axis, fear and threat

responses, and cognition. During the second half of the course, we will study abroad in London to

learn from international experts in the field, visit an early childhood brain development research

center, and learn about course topics in current and historical contexts. This course format is ideal

for undergraduates who are interested in development and neuroscience.  

CL-0249

BLACKBOARD

Discussion  Board  -  What 's  up  docs?

CLASSROOM

jaw297@pitt .edu

CALL OR TEXT

412-780-2974

EMAILhow to
reach

me

DRAFT



Describe the key phases of brain development.

Describe and assess the strengths and

limitations of neuroscience methods and

research designs available to study brain

development in humans.

Integrate an understanding of stress and the

brain across multiple domains including the

biopsychosocial model of stress, HPA axis,

epigenetics, nutrition, and immune function. 

Describe the brain structure, function, and

neurochemistry associated with threat

detection and regulation of the fear response. 

Describe potential biological mechanisms that

underlie changes in brain structure and

function associated with early life stress. 

Describe the role of important caregiving

relationships and sensitive periods in

determining risk and resilience for brain

development. 

Describe the consequences of early life stress

including risk for mental disorders, quality of

life, and physical health issues.  

Identify the associations between science and

public policy and their impact on the young

child. 

Relate the concepts learned in the class to the

experience of infants and young children who

experience toxic stress, including children in

the war and refugee context.  

W H A T  W I L L  Y O U  L E A R N ?

COURSE OBJECTIVES The Day The War Came 
by Nicola Davies

The day war came there were flowers on the window sill 
and my father sang my baby brother back to sleep. 

My mother made my breakfast, kissed my nose 
and walked with me to school. 

That morning I learned about volcanoes, I sang a song about how tadpoles turn at last
to frogs. 

I made a picture of myself with wings. 
Then, just after lunch, while I watched a cloud shaped like a dolphin, war came. 

At first, just like a spattering of hail 
a voice of thunder… 

then all smoke and fire and noise, that I didn’t understand. 

It came across the playground. 
It came into my teacher’s face. 

It brought the roof down. 
and turned my town to rubble. 

I can’t say the words that tell you 
about the blackened hole that had been my home. 

All I can say is this: 

war took everything 

war took everyone 

I was ragged, bloody, all alone. 

I ran. Rode on the back of trucks, in buses; 
walked over fields and roads and mountains, 

in the cold and mud and rain; 
on a boat that leaked and almost sank 

and up a beach where babies lay face down in the sand. 

I ran until I couldn’t run 
until I reached a row of huts 

and found a corner with a dirty blanket 
and a door that rattled in the wind 

DRAFT



But war had followed me. 
It was underneath my skin, 

behind my eyes, 
and in my dreams. 

It had taken possession of my heart. 

I walked and walked to try and drive war out of myself, 
to try and find a place it hadn’t reached. 

But war was in the way that doors shut when I came down the street 
It was in the way the people didn’t smile, and turned away. 

I came to a school. 
I looked in through the window. 

They were learning all about volcanoes 
And drawing birds and singing. 

I went inside. 
My footsteps echoed in the hall 

I pushed the door and faces turned towards me 
but the teacher didn’t smile. 

She said, there is no room for you, 
you see, there is no chair for you to sit on, 

you have to go away. 

And then I understood that war had got here too. 

I turned around and went back to the hut, the corner and the blanket 
and crawled inside. 

It seemed that war had taken all the world and all the people in it. 

The door banged. 
I thought it was the wind. 
But a child’s voice spoke 

“I brought you this,” she said “so you can come to school.” 
It was a chair. A chair for me to sit on and learn about volcanoes, frogs and singing 

And drive the war out of my heart. 

She smiled and said “My friends have brought theirs too, so all the children here can 
come to school” 

Out of every hut a child came and we walked together, 
on a road all lined with chairs. 

Pushing back the war with every step. 

Students will be graded in a variety of ways in
this course. Each of the assessment methods is
described below: 

Concept Focused Papers (1-3 pages, 10 points
each): The goal of concept focused papers is to
provide students with an opportunity to reflect
on course reading and discussion. Content of
concept focused papers may include questions
and/or ideas about an individual article/book
chapter being read in class, on a pair of articles
that contrast or discuss a topic from different
perspectives, how the information has helped
them identify an important new theme in the
course or on complementary areas of research.
Students will be provided with instructions and
a grading rubric on the first day of class. 

Discussion and Participation (100 points):
Students are expected to come to class fully
prepared, having completed readings and
assignments. Full engagement in the process of
learning is expected. Students will be assessed
based on 1) how well they interact with others,
2) whether or not their participation adds value
to the discussion, 3) whether or not they are
prepared for class, 4) their willingness to
engage, problem solve, and be responsible for
their learning, 5) their organization and ability
to manage multiple tasks, and 6) their attitude
and motivation toward class experiences,
discussions, and content.

Reading Quizzes, Reflections, and In-Class
Assignments (10 points each): Students will be
given reading quizzes at the beginning of each
on-campus meeting. The material for the
quizzes will be derived from the assigned
readings. A variety of in-class activities,
reflection, and homework assignments will also
be assigned

Attendance: There is a zero tolerance
attendance policy for this course. You must
attend class and all scheduled events both in-
and out-of-country. Each day that you miss will
drop your grade by one letter. After three
misses, the global studies office will be
contacted and your dismissal from the program
will be recommended.

H O W  W I L L  Y O U  B E  G R A D E D ?

ASSESSMENT
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W H A T   D O  Y O U  N E E D ?

COURSE MATERIALS

T H E  S T U F F  I  H A V E  T O  S A Y

COURSE POLICIES

This course is heavily supported 

by Blackboard. All reading 

materials, videos, course calendar,

and discussion boards are 

provided. 

IF YOU HAVE A DISABILITY - Most important! Talk with me on the first day of class about your accommodations!! 

Disability Resource Services Statement: If you have a disability for which you are or may be requesting an 

accommodation, you are encouraged to contact both your instructor and Disability Resources and Services (DRS), 

140 William Pitt Union, (412) 648-7890, drsrecep@pitt.edu, (412) 228-5347 for P3 ASL users, as early as possible in 

the term.  DRS will verify your disability and determine reasonable accommodations for this course.  

DON'T CHEAT - All students are expected to adhere to the standards of academic honesty.  Any student engaged in 

cheating, plagiarism, or other acts of academic dishonesty would be subject to disciplinary action.  Any student 

suspected of violating this obligation for any reason during the semester will be required to participate in the 

procedural process, initiated at the instructor level, as outlined in the University Guidelines on Academic Integrity. 

This may include, but is not limited to the confiscation of the examination of any individual suspected of violating 

the University Policy.  

EMAIL - E-mail Communication Policy Statement: Each student is issued a University e-mail address 

(username@pitt.edu) upon admittance. This e-mail address may be used by the University for official 

communication with students. Students are expected to read e-mail sent to this account on a regular basis. Failure 

to read and react to University communications in a timely manner does not absolve the student from knowing and 

complying with the content of the communications. The University provides an e-mail forwarding service that allows

students to read their e- mail via other service providers (e.g., Hotmail, Gmail, Yahoo). Students that choose to 

forward their e-mail from their pitt.edu address to another address do so at their own risk. If e-mail is lost as a result 

of forwarding, it does not absolve the student from responding to official communications sent to their University e- 

mail address. To forward e-mail sent to your University account, go to http://accounts.pitt.edu, log into your account,

click on Edit Forwarding Addresses, and follow the instructions on the page. Be sure to log out of your account when

you have finished. (For the full E-mail Communication Policy, go to www.bs.pitt.edu/policies/policy/09-10-01.html.)

REFUGEE

A refugee is a person who has been forced to

leave their country of nationality to escape war,

persecution, natural disaster, or other terror.

Refugees have no choice, they are forced to flee

in fear of their lives - leaving their homes, friends,

family and everything they hold dear
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Course SchedulE - Pittsburgh 

See you 
in London! 

Reading 
Day

Monday 
06.04.18

Time: 9-12pm 

Location: CL-0249 

Topic: Course Introduction

Wednesday 
06.06.18

Time: 9-12pm 

Location: CL-0249 

Topic: Neuroplasticity &

Epigenetics

Tuesday 
06.05.18

Thursday 
06.07.18

Weekend 
06.09-10.18

Friday 
06.08.18

Monday 
06.07.18

Wednesday 
06.09-10.18

Tuesday 
06.08.18

Thursday 
06.07.18

Weekend 
06.09-10.18

Friday 
06.08.18

Time: 9-12pm/Asynchronous 

Location: CL-0249/Online 

Topic: Cultural Sensitivity

Training  & Refugee Panel

Time: Asynchronous 

Location: Online 

Topic: Early Life Stress, HPA

Axis, Health and the Brain

Time: Asynchronous 

Location: Online 

Topic: Cognition and

Memory Brain Systems in

Trauma and Coping in the

Young Child 

Visit: Casa San Jose, TBD

Time: 9-12pm 

Location: CL-0249 

Topic: Traumatic Stress and

the Developing Brain

Time: 9-12pm 

Location: CL-0249 

Topic: Early Childhood

Stress and Learning

Time: 9-12pm 

Location: CL-0249 

Topic: Neurobiology of

Resilience/Translational

Neuroscience: Practice and

Policy

Time: Asynchronous 

Location: Online 

Topic: Development of the

fear response and threat

detection

Time: 9-12pm 

Location: CL-0249 

Final Exam and
Preparations for London 
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GLOBAL LEARNING

Experiences in London... 

Neuroscience                     Psychology                    Context                    Culture

What is global learning? Global learning is "a critical analysis of and an engagement with complex,

interdependent global systems and legacies (including historical, cultural, political and social) and their

implications for people's lives (AACU Shared Futures). This course examines the impact of war on

children - a topic with relevance to psychology, neuroscience, health, culture, and policy and can be

studied in current and historical context. You will learn applied skills as well as the underlying theory

and scientific evidence for how we approach this global problem. After building our foundation in

Pittsburgh, we will move as a class to London.  

The global learning goals of this class are 1) Building global self-awareness through an understanding

of the inter-relationships among your self, local, and global communities, 2) Develop cultural sensitivity

and perspective taking, 3) Develop your ability to recognize your responsibility as an educated and

privileged person to society both personally and professionally, 

You might be wondering why we are studying in London? There are more child refugees in Europe

than at any point since the end of the second world war. The increased numbers reflect the ongoing

crisis in Syria, but also new or reignited conflicts in Burundi, Iraq, Libya, Niger, and Nigeria and older

unresolved conflicts in Afghanistan, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, the Central African

Republic, South Sudan, Ukraine and Yemen, among others. As children flee from war and disaster,

borders across Europe are closing and making their journeys even more dangerous and difficult. The

international portion of our trip allows us to access a number of international resources including

training at the UK Refugee Council, Play for Progress, Anna Freud Centre, the Birkbeck Lab - a lab that

focuses on developmental neuroscience research, as well as experts and scientists who are working at

the forefront of the refugee crisis. 

Child Development

Lab at Birkbeck 

Guest Speaker:

Vanessa Putz 

s/fMRI Investigation of

the impact of early

adversity on emotion

and factors that

promote resilience.  

Afternoon Tea 

HOHO Tour 

Tower of London 

Stonehenge/Bath 

Westminster Abbey 

Harry Potter Studios 

Guided Tour of the

Foundling Museum 

Play for Progress -

Refugee Week

Activities 

Meeting with the UK

Refugee Council 

Guest Speaker: 

Vanessa Pupavic 

The International

Politics of Trauma and

Western Therapy

Culture

Workshop-Anna Freud

Child Development

Centre 

Understanding of

Mentalisation in the

Experience of Trauma

in Childhood  
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