
Brain as Template, J Turnbull

HELP Group Summit 2008 1

September 27, 2008

Using the Brain as Template
for Assessment and 
Intervention

Janiece Turnbull, Ph.D.

• Infant/Child Mental Health,              
Early Intervention,                              
and Relationship-Based Therapies:     
A Neurorelational Framework             
for Interdisciplinary Practice
– Connie Lillas & Janiece Turnbull

• The Norton Series on Interpersonal 
Neurobiology –

Allan Shore, series editor 
Dan Siegel, founding editor

Introduction to Framework

Rationale for Brain

Four Brain Systems

Examples
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Goals

• Develop a framework for assessment and 
intervention based in neuroscience

• Develop a framework for assessment and 
intervention accessible across disciplines

• Develop a framework for assessment and 
intervention that promotes collaboration 
and communication across disciplines

Why use the Brain?

• Complexity of influences

• Preserves specialization

• Compels integration

• Holds the process of change

Why use the Brain?

• “What” versus “Why”

• From data-gathering to conceptualizing 

• Limits of knowledge “default mode”
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The Case for Collaboration

• Recognizing where you are…and aren’t!

• A single solution…are you sure?

• Professional growth = better practice

• Hindsight: confirmation and surprises  

Use the Whole Brain!

• Large scale dynamics

• External and internal

• Bottom-up and top-down

• Primary and secondary

• Gist details

The Four Brain Systems

• Regulation

• Sensory

• Relevance

• Executive
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The Book Covers…

• The key structures, functions, and 
behaviors of each brain system

• Assessment and intervention priorities 
and strategies for each brain system

• A case study applying the material for 
each brain system

Internal 
milieu

•Lower brain

•Hypothalamus

External 
milieu

•Posterior brain

•Sensory areas

Personal 
significance

•Middle brain

•Hippocampus 
and amygdala

Behavior
adaptation

•Frontal brain

•Motor and 
prefrontal

Regulation Sensory Relevance Executive

The Brain Regions

Regulation Sensory

Relevance Executive

Dynamic Systems
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Bodily statesRegulation

•Activation-Inhibition

•States of arousal

•Stress responses

Processing

•What is it, where is it?

•Cortical maps vs limbic

•Developmental stages

Sensory

Modulation

•Amodal properties

•How much, how fast, how long?

•Preferences and triggers

Sensory
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What matters most?

•Emotions

•Memories

•Meanings-Relationships

Relevance

Adaptive behavior

•The four fundamentals

•Emotions and thinking

•Self and other/context

Executive

Regulation Sensory

Relevance Executive

External MilieuInternal Milieu

Other
Environment

Action
Inhibition

States
of arousal

History
Positive/Negative
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Regulation Sensory

Relevance Executive

Bottom-up

Top-down

Top-down

Bottom-up

Reflexive
activation-
inhibition

Cognitive
abilities

Meanings
Relation-

ships

Inhibition
Goals

Needs
Drives

Building
blocks

Triggers

Mood
Memories

Motor
programs
Default
mode

Sensory: language disorder

Relevance: anxiety

Regulation: sleep/dietParent

SLP

Psychologist

Teacher/ 
Parent/ 

SLP/ Psych

Executive:
adaptive 
behavior

reading
assertiveness 

social
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What’s causing what?

Regulation Sensory

Relevance Executive

Sleep
(Regulation)

Example: Social Problems

processing
out of sync
(Sensory)

low affect
(Relevance)

can’t sustain
(Executive)

activated
vigilant

(Regulation)

Example: Social Problems

selective
processing
(Sensory)

Anxiety
(Relevance)

too much 
inhibition

(Executive)
distorted
meanings

(Relevance)

self focus
routines

(Executive)

triggers
dominate
(Sensory)
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stress
(Regulation)

Example: Social Problems

over-reliance
on words
(Sensory)

no shift
w/ context
(Executive)

distorted
meanings

(Relevance)

timing off
(Executive)

Visual
Processing
(Sensory)

anxiety
(Relevance)

rapid shifts
(Regulation)

Example: Social Problems

preferences
as triggers
(Sensory)

disorganized
actions

(Executive)
memories of

rejection
(Relevance)

Impulse
Control

(Executive)

anger
(Relevance)

flooded
(Regulation)

Scattered processing

Vulnerable to stress

Avoids challenge
Inconsistent modulation

Too accommodating

Disorganized/Forgetful

Lonely/Low self-esteem

Learning your way
to an effective intervention…

Easily fatigued
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