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Introduction
The Department of Education and Skills defines ‘wellbeing’ as being present:
“When a person realises their potential, is resilient in dealing with the normal stresses of
life, takes care of their physical wellbeing and has a sense of purpose, connection and
belonging to a wider community. It is a fluid way of being and needs nurturing throughout
life”.1
The key learning for this unit is for students to learn how to nurture their wellbeing in their daily
lives. It is now understood that certain skills and practices can improve wellbeing, and these skills
and practices are presented in all effective social and emotional learning (SEL) programmes. SEL
programmes have five key elements: self-awareness, self-management, responsible decisionmaking, relationship skills, and social awareness. All five elements are addressed in this unit.
This unit focuses on identifying and developing practices that improve overall wellbeing and
help us to cope in more challenging times. These skills are underpinned by approaches used in
cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT), positive psychology, and SEL programmes. More information
on these is available in the ‘Background information for this unit of learning’ on page 34.
Part of nurturing our emotional wellbeing is learning ways to manage stress in our lives. It is
important to be aware that some stress is good and can lead to increased motivation and
achievement, but prolonged and toxic stress is damaging to wellbeing. While we all experience
stress to varying degrees, helping young people develop the skills to effectively manage stress is
key to their ability to maintain their wellbeing.
Some young people’s lives have a very high level of stress in addition to the typical stress
associated with growing up – for example, if they experience a family bereavement,
homelessness, bullying, poverty, domestic violence or a parent with a mental health problem.
Young people who are experiencing high levels of stress may require additional support from
school, such as a referral to the Student Support Team, guidance counsellor or mental health
professional.
Young people who are experiencing trauma, a recent bereavement, anxiety or depression may
struggle to engage in mindfulness activities, reflections and visualisations. Students may choose
to opt out of these activities and can sit quietly and try to relax. Introducing students to a variety
of relaxation techniques enables them to find an approach to relaxation that suits them. More
information on relaxation techniques is available in the background information for this unit of
learning. If students become upset or you become concerned about a student, you can seek
advice through the normal student support structures. For more information on trauma-informed
approaches to teaching, see the ‘Background information for this unit of learning’.
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Strand

Learning outcomes (LOs)

1. Who am I?

1.7 Source reliable and appropriate information about health and
wellbeing.

2. My Mental Health

4.1 Explain what it means to have positive mental health.
4.2 Appreciate the importance of talking things over, including
recognising the links between thoughts, feelings and behaviours.
4.3 Practise some relaxation techniques.
4.8 Practise a range of strategies for building resilience.
4.9 Use coping skills to manage life’s challenges.

Learning activities
•

In activity 1, Minding your emotional wellbeing, (LOs 1.7, 4.1, 4.9) students reflect on the
definition of wellbeing and are asked to identify skills that they use to cope with some of the
typical challenges of life. Students complete their personal Wellbeing workout, which they will
refer to in subsequent activities.

•

In activity 2, Recognising emotions, (LOs 4.2, 4.3) students are introduced to the ‘body
scan’ technique. This technique involves scanning the body and noticing how it feels. It is a
helpful technique to notice tension or other sensations in the body which may give insight into
how the person is feeling emotionally. With the busyness of life, people’s physical sensations
and emotional states often go unnoticed. The body scan helps us notice these things, and by
noticing them we can begin to resolve what is concerning us.

•

In activity 3, Thoughts, feelings and behaviours, (LOs 4.2) students are introduced to the
link between thoughts, feelings and behaviour. Students look at four scenarios and consider
what thoughts and feelings a character might have had that led to the behaviour described.

•

In activity 4, Pressing pause, (LOs 4.2, 4.9) students learn the ‘pressing pause’ technique. It
involves noticing when you are about to have an emotional reaction, pausing before you react,
and doing something to help yourself calm down before responding. This activity builds on
activity 3, where students learned the link between thoughts, feelings and behaviour.

•

In activity 5, Helpful and unhelpful thoughts, (LOs 4.2, 4.9) students learn that when we
press pause and calm ourselves down, we can start to notice what thoughts might have led
to our emotional reaction. In this activity, students learn to differentiate between helpful and
unhelpful thoughts. Helpful thoughts are based on facts, whereas unhelpful thoughts are
based on our feelings in relation to facts. Helpful thoughts lead to appropriate feelings and
behaviours whereas unhelpful thoughts can lead to unnecessary, unpleasant feelings and
unhelpful behaviours. This activity builds on activity 4.
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•

In activity 6, Challenging unhelpful thoughts, (LOs 4.2,4.8, 4.9) students devise thought
challenger statements in response to unhelpful thoughts. This activity follows on from
activities 3, 4 and 5, so it is important that those activities are completed before activity 6.

•

In activity 7, Gratitude, (LOs 4.2,4.8) students are introduced to the practice of gratitude.
Training the mind to find the good, however small, helps to lay neural networks in the brain
that orient people towards happiness, and helps us see more small positives that often go
unnoticed. When we express our gratitude to others, we strengthen our relationships with
them. In short, gratefulness and living gratefully causes us to experience more happiness.

•

In activity 8, Mindfulness, (LOs 4.3, 4.8) students practise mindfulness and reflect on and
discuss their experience. Mindfulness is a mental state achieved by noticing the sensations in
the present moment while calmly acknowledging and accepting one’s feelings, thoughts and
bodily sensations.

Suggestions for assessment
The Wellbeing Workout
Students develop their own personal daily wellbeing workout based on the activities researched
and the practices taught in this unit. The wellbeing workout includes relaxation techniques, ways
to build resilience and coping skills. Suggest that they keep their wellbeing workout in a prominent
place in their bedroom/where they study so that they remember to do a daily wellbeing workout.
Thoughts, feelings and behaviours
Working in groups, students can design a storyboard, create a short video, or write an essay,
story or script showing the links between thoughts, feelings and behaviours.
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Activity 1 – Minding your emotional wellbeing (LOs 1.7, 4.1, 4.9)
In this activity, students reflect on the definition of wellbeing and write their own personal
Wellbeing workout – a list of ways to support wellbeing – with reference to their own experience
and evidence-based strategies from online sources.

Step 1: Defining emotional wellbeing
In pairs, invite the students to come up with their own image or word that sums up what wellbeing
means for them, and then turn to the person beside them and share it.
Facilitate a short discussion on what wellbeing means to the students. Acknowledge that
wellbeing is a term that is widely used and that it can mean different things to different people.
Show the students the following definition of wellbeing, with the brief explanation note below.
“Wellbeing is present when a person realises their potential, is resilient in dealing
with the normal stresses of their life, takes care of their physical wellbeing and has a
sense of purpose, connection and belonging to a wider community. It is a fluid way
of being and needs nurturing throughout life.”2
What this means is that we experience wellbeing when we are the best we can be, can manage our
problems, get enough exercise and sleep, know what we want, and feel that we are part of a group.
Everyone has ups and downs and we need to mind our wellbeing during our good times and bad
times.

Step 2: Website search
Invite the students to write down the things they use to support their own wellbeing. If the
students are allowed to use their mobile phones, divide the class into three groups; ask one-third
of the students to look up www.mentalhealthireland.ie, one-third to look up
www.yourmentalhealth.ie, and one-third to look up www.walkinmyshoes.ie.
Ask them to decide on three strategies that they think would best support their own wellbeing and
to share their strategies in pairs.
Invite the students to share a strategy, why they chose it, and the website they sourced it from if
relevant. Ask for others with the same strategy to put up their hands and, if they have a different
source or a different reason for choosing it, to share that with the class.
Show the following clip from Mental Health Ireland on the five ways to wellbeing. (Duration: 2
minutes, 40 seconds).
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bsc2QkCC3uI
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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Teacher’s note
The five ways to wellbeing are simple actions to practise each day in order to maintain or
improve our wellbeing. The five ways to wellbeing are based on research on proven actions that
can help us to feel good and function well. They are:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Connecting with others
Keeping active
Learning new things
Giving to others, and
Noticing the world around us.

For more information, see the ‘Background information for this unit of learning’ on page 34.
The following websites may be useful for this activity:
•

www.mentalhealthireland.ie – under Resources, click on The Five Ways to Wellbeing.

•

www.yourmentalhealth.ie – click on Looking after your mental health.

•

The Mind Monsters campaign which was developed by the based on research with young
people.

•

Walk in My Shoes is a mental health awareness campaign developed by St Patrick’s Mental
Health Services. Its website www.walkinmyshoes.ie provides resources for young people
such as the Wellbeing Action Calendar, Wellness Journals and Mindful Colouring Sheets.

Suggested discussion points
•

Who needs to look after their wellbeing? (Everyone.)

•

When might we need to use these strategies? (Every day.)

•

How do we know what strategies work best for us? (Try them and see if they make a
difference to how you feel.)

•

How can we support the wellbeing of other people? (Connecting with others, spending quality
time with others, doing something kind for another person, being active with others.)

•

When might young people need to get help and support from an adult, as opposed to their
friends? (If a young person is very stressed, anxious or worried about something, it is important
that they talk to an adult they trust. It can be a member of their family or extended family, or a
teacher in school.)
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Teacher’s note
The practices outlined in this activity are important for our overall wellbeing, as well as
for coping in more difficult times. It should also be made clear to the students that young
people are not expected to deal with significant stress or anxiety on their own and should
be encouraged to talk to a trusted adult. Should this trusted adult be you, it is important to
listen empathetically and non-judgementally, and also to seek support from school support
structures, such as the student support team. NEPS provides a document on psychological
first aid called Listen, Protect, Connect, Model, and Teach to support you in these
conversations with your students. This may be a good opportunity to talk about the student
support structures, such as the student support team/pastoral care team and the guidance
counsellor in the school, and how students are referred to these services. Issues regarding child
protection should always be referred to the principal or designated liaison person.

Step 3: Wellbeing workout
Invite the students to start work on their own personal Wellbeing workout using some of the
strategies discussed (e.g. reading a book they enjoy, having a bath, participating in a sport they
enjoy, talking to a friend/family member, etc.).
Suggest that they keep their Wellbeing workout in a prominent place in their bedroom/where they
study so that they remember to do a daily wellbeing workout using these strategies.
One of the five ways to wellbeing is ‘noticing the world around us’. In this audio clip (duration: 4
minutes, 15 seconds), students are introduced to mindfulness practice through focusing on the
breath.
Walk in my Shoes - Mindfulness of the breath
https://www.walkinmyshoes.ie/media/2950/mys_mindfulness_ex1.mp3
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Activity 2 – Recognising emotions (LO 4.2, 4.3)
In this activity, students are introduced to the ‘body scan’ technique. This technique involves
scanning the body and noticing how it feels. With the busyness of life, people’s physical
sensations and emotional states often go unnoticed. Being able to identify and acknowledge our
emotions can make it easier to manage them and respond in more helpful ways.

Teacher’s note
Students should be given the option to take part in the body scan exercise. Those who do
not wish to take part can be given the option to engage in an alternative relaxation technique,
or simply to sit quietly and relax. A list of relaxation techniques have been developed by the
National Educational Psychological Service.

Step 1: Body scan
Invite the students to take part in this Bodyscan exercise (duration: 4 minutes, 47 seconds).
Walk in my Shoes - Bodyscan
https://www.walkinmyshoes.ie/media/2952/mys_mindfulness_ex2.mp3
Ask the students what they noticed when doing the body scan. Did any part of their body feel
different from other parts? Did they notice different sensations throughout their body? If they did
not notice anything, that’s okay too.

Step 2: Emotions in the body
Divide the class into six groups. Give three of the groups the Worksheet –
Emotions and the other three groups the Worksheet – Emotions in the body.
Invite the groups with the Worksheet – Emotions to write or draw small
emoticons/images for all the emotions they can think of. Use the Emotions
vocabulary to prompt students if needed.
Invite the groups with the Worksheet – Emotions in the body to select some emotions and
indicate where in their bodies they feel these emotions and what that feeling is like.
Give each group 2 minutes to complete the task and then swap worksheets, so that each group
has a chance to contribute a response to each worksheet. Encourage all students to contribute to
each worksheet.
Take feedback from each group, asking them to describe where in their body they feel specific
emotions and what the feeling is like. Use the Teacher’s note on page 11 to prompt students if
needed. Students may be able to describe other sensations and feelings.
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Emotions vocabulary
Pleasant emotions

Unpleasant emotions

Joy

Anger (annoyance, frustration, fury, outrage)

Gratitude

Fear (worry, anxiety, panic, terror)

Delight

Sadness

Anticipation

Hurt

Interest

Rejection

Hope

Devastation

Pride

Embarrassment

Excitement

Guilt

Inspiration

Regret/remorse

Love

Shame

Happiness

Shock

Surprise/
astonishment

Disgust
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Worksheet – Emotions
Name or draw all of the emotions you can think of.
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Worksheet – Emotions in the body
Colour the areas of your body where you feel...

Anger

Sadness

Disgust

Fear

Surprise

Happiness

Worry

Frustration
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Teacher’s note
Being able to identify and acknowledge our emotions can make it easier to manage them and
respond in more helpful ways. While it can be very distressing to feel unpleasant emotions, such as
anger, fear, sadness, disgust and shame, they are a normal part of life. All emotions, pleasant and
unpleasant, are like waves: they come and go. They are not a permanent state.
It can be challenging to identify and accept our emotions, as sometimes we have emotions that
we wish we did not have. However, it is only by identifying our emotions and accepting that both
pleasant and unpleasant emotions are part of life that we can mature and grow in our understanding
of ourselves and others.
One way to identify our emotions is by tuning in to how our body is feeling. Emotions can be felt
in the body – worry may be felt as butterflies in the tummy, or fear may be felt as a tightness in the
chest. Each person experiences emotions in their body in their own way, so while there may be
similarities between students’ experiences, there may also be differences, and that is okay.
The following is not a full list of all bodily sensations related to the emotions, but it can be used as a
prompt if required:
•

Happiness can feel make your body feel light and energised. You might feel your heart swelling,
you might be smiling and feel warmth towards other people.

•

Sadness can feel like your body is heavy and weighed down, or like there are weights in your
tummy. You might sigh a lot, you can feel tired, and when you walk it can feel like you are
dragging your feet.

•

Anger can feel like a sudden rush of energy; the upper body can feel tense, fists can be
clenched, breathing can be quicker, and a person can feel like they want to lash out.

•

Anxiety/fear can make your body feel jittery. You might feel like you have butterflies in your
tummy, you might be breathing quickly, you might have sweaty palms, your heart might be
pounding, or you might have a headache. Overall it feels unpleasant, as if you are expecting
something bad to happen.

•

Excitement can also feel jittery: you can have quick breathing, butterflies in your tummy, sweaty
palms, or your heart might be pounding, but it is a pleasant feeling, as if you are expecting
something good to happen.

Being able to recognise, accept and name our emotions is also a key skill for managing ourselves
and managing our relationships. If we can communicate our feelings to others, it is more likely that
we will be able to solve problems calmly, and self-confidence will grow. If we ignore our unpleasant
emotions or try to suppress them/banish them, we run the risk of discharging/releasing them
through our behaviour, such as throwing temper tantrums or withdrawing from others.
It can be useful to pick a routine task, such as washing your hands, as a time to close your eyes, pay
attention to any sensations in your shoulders, tummy, head, and heart, and ask yourself, “How am I
feeling now?” This can help to develop the skill of recognising, accepting and naming your emotions.
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Suggested discussion points
•

Was everyone able to contribute to this exercise? What does that tell us? (Everyone
experiences emotions; it is part of what it is to be human.)

•

If we are having trouble identifying our emotions, what might help us? (Noticing how our body
feels.)

•

How can we help ourselves to tolerate unpleasant emotions? (We can acknowledge that it is
normal to feel unpleasant emotions and we can identify ways of coping with them that work
for us; it could be by talking to someone, listening to music, writing about it or by engaging in
physical activity.)

•

While anger, fear/anxiety, and sadness can feel very distressing and overwhelming at the time,
how long do these feelings normally last for? How do we usually feel an hour later, a day later,
a week later? (Emotions, both pleasant and unpleasant, are short-lived. Although they can
leave a lingering feeling and affect your mood, it eventually disappears. The saying ‘this too will
pass’ acknowledges this experience.)

•

How can we remind ourselves to tune in to how we are feeling during the day? (See the last
paragraph of the Teacher’s note.)

Step 3: Self-soothing strategies for unpleasant emotions
Finish the class with a one-minute breathing exercise. Invite the students to close their eyes and
count the number of deep breaths they take in one minute. The students may like to keep note
of the number of breaths they took in one minute and add it to their Wellbeing workout (i.e.
“Take six deep breaths”). This is also a useful way to calm down when in an emotionally charged
situation.
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Activity 3 – Thoughts, feelings and behaviours (LO 4.2)
In this activity, students are introduced to the idea that our thoughts affect our feelings and our
behaviour.

Step 1: Dropping the Anchor
Invite the students to take part in this short grounding exercise (duration: 1 minute, 16 seconds).
Walk in my Shoes - Dropping the Anchor
https://www.walkinmyshoes.ie/media/2954/mys_mindfulness_ex4.mp3

Step 2: Thoughts, feelings and behaviours
Divide the class into five groups. Cut up the Worksheet – Thoughts, feelings and
behaviours. Give one scenario to each group.
Invite the students to consider what the characters might think and what emotion they
might be feeling when they behave in the ways described.
Facilitate a discussion about the potential thoughts and feelings the characters could have in each
scenario.
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Worksheet – Thoughts, feelings and behaviours
Look at the situation and the behaviour of each character before answering the questions about
their thoughts and feelings.
Callum’s situation
Callum has no credit for his phone and his parents have said that they won’t give him money until
the weekend.
Callum’s thoughts

Callum’s feelings

Callum’s behaviour
Callum refused to come downstairs for dinner and then shouted at his parents, slammed doors
and said he wasn’t doing any homework until they gave him credit.

Sam’s situation
Sam waved at the coach, who walked by without responding. There was a team selection taking
place that evening at training.
Sam’s thoughts

Sam’s feelings

Sam’s behaviour
Sam decided not to go to training that evening and didn’t speak to anyone for the rest of the
evening.
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Stevie’s situation
Stevie told a story that she thought was funny, but no one laughed.
Stevie’s thoughts

Stevie’s feelings

Stevie’s behaviour
Stevie was in a bad mood and gave short answers to everyone for the rest of the day.

Leah’s situation
Leah has entered an art competition, and has heard that the judges were impressed with her entry.
Leah’s thoughts

Leah’s feelings

Leah’s behaviour
Leah couldn’t stop smiling and couldn’t concentrate in class.

2
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Hugo’s situation
Hugo told a funny story and everyone laughed.
Hugo’s thoughts

Hugo’s feelings

Hugo’s behaviour
Hugo laughed too.
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Teacher’s note
The main principle of Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) is that our thoughts affect how we
feel and how we behave. The aim of this exercise is to help students understand this process:

Our behaviour in any situation is affected by the thoughts and feelings we have about the
situation.
Helpful thoughts are based on facts and lead to appropriate feelings and behaviours. Unhelpful
thoughts are based on our emotions around the facts, which can lead to unnecessary,
unpleasant feelings (sadness, worry, fear, anger) and behaviours (avoidance, aggression). While
we all engage in unhelpful thinking at times, a continued cycle of unhelpful thinking is not good
for our wellbeing.
The students may find it easier to identify feelings than to identify thoughts. It is important to
assure them that these characters are having thoughts, even though they may not be conscious
of them.
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Suggested discussion points
•

Is it easier to identify the thoughts or feelings in each scenario?

•

Can you see the link between thoughts, emotions and behaviours?

Step 3: Reflection
Option 1
Reflect for a few moments on a mildly stressful situation that you have recovered from, such as
forgetting something, being late or losing something.
Can you identify the feelings you had? (ie. anxious, worried, angry, frustrated)
Can you identify the thoughts you had about that situation?
Ask students to raise their hand if they can see a link between thoughts and feelings.
Option 2
Reflect on an episode of a TV programme, film, book where a character was in a stressful
situation.
Can you identify the feelings they might have had?
Can you identify the thoughts they might have had?
Can you see a link between their thoughts and feelings?
Ask students to raise their hand if they can see a link between thoughts and feelings.
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Activity 4 – Pressing pause (LO 4.2, 4.9)
In this activity, students learn the ‘pressing pause’ technique. It involves noticing when you are
about to have an emotional reaction, pausing before you react, doing something to help yourself
calm down, and then responding in a calmer way. This activity builds on activity 3, where students
learned the link between thoughts, feelings and behaviours.

Step 1: Review of activity 3
Invite the students to remember the scenarios involving Callum, Sam and Stevie discussed in the
Worksheet – Thoughts, feelings and behaviours from activity 3, and the thoughts and feelings
that led to the behaviour in each scenario.

Step 2: Emotional reactions
Show the following video clip, which gives an explanation for what happens in our brain when we
get caught up in an emotional reaction (duration: 6 minutes, 40 seconds).
Why do we lose control of our emotions?
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3bKuoH8CkFc
Facilitate a discussion about the video, what are the signs that we are about to “flip our lids”?
What emotions are we experiencing? How do our bodies feel? How can we press pause and stop
ourselves from flipping our lids?
Divide the class into pairs and give a scenario from the Worksheet – Pressing
pause to each pair, explaining that the pause button in each scenario indicates the
stage where the characters could have pressed pause (i.e. before they shouted,
slammed doors, refused to go to training, or gave short answers to others).
Invite the students to discuss what the characters could do to calm down once
they have pressed pause and how they might have behaved if they were not caught up in their
emotions.
Write their feedback on the whiteboard, adding in the strategies below if the students do not
mention them. The students may have strategies besides those mentioned below, and it is
important that they are acknowledged.
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Teacher’s note
Pressing pause
We have all experienced unpleasant emotional reactions to situations in life. Reacting when
emotionally charged usually makes things worse. It is therefore helpful to learn to press pause
when we have an unpleasant emotional reaction to a situation. By pressing pause and calming
down, we can have a more measured response; we can engage with or think about the
situation using helpful thoughts. This kind of response usually has better results.
Once you have ‘pressed pause’, you can do things such as:
• Take deep breaths for a minute
• Use a self-talk strategy, such as ‘let me think about this’
• Talk to someone else about it
• Listen to/play music
• Write about it
• Draw, or
• Leave the room or go outside until you have calmed down.
This gives us time to calm down and challenge our unhelpful thought that triggered the
unpleasant emotion. ‘Pressing pause’ will usually lead to more helpful responses (i.e. making
things better, or making the person feel better about themselves), whereas reacting when
caught up in the unpleasant emotion can result in unhelpful and often regretted actions
(i.e. making the situation worse, hurting themselves, or hurting others). For example, in the
scenarios presented in this activity, Callum may have had a calm conversation with his parents,
Sam may have gone to training and Stevie may have accepted that maybe her story was not
funny rather than assuming it meant that no one liked her.
Gender differences
Research shows that there are gender differences in how we usually express emotions and in
the emotions that we express. It is important that boys realise that it is okay to verbally express
emotions that make them feel vulnerable. Equally, it is important that girls realise that it is okay
to express frustration and anger.

Suggested discussion points
•

How do you think that Callum, Sam and Stevie might have reacted if they had paused and
allowed themselves to calm down before they reacted to their situation?

•

How might they have felt about their response afterwards?

Step 3: Reflection
Invite the students to reflect on what has helped them/might help them to calm down if they are
experiencing a strong, unpleasant emotion, and have them add it to their Wellbeing workout.
One of the suggested strategies is to take deep breaths for one minute. If you have time, invite the
students to practise this strategy.
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Worksheet – Pressing pause
Callum’s situation
Callum has no credit for his phone and his parents have said that they
won’t give him money until the weekend.
Callum’s thoughts
My parents are so unfair.
If I don’t have credit, I won’t know what’s happening this weekend
and I’ll be left out.
Callum’s feelings
Angry and afraid of being left out.
Press pause

and calm down by _________________________________________

How might Callum behave if he is calm?

Sam’s situation
Sam waved at the coach, who walked by without responding. There
was a team selection taking place that evening at training.
Sam’s thoughts
He doesn’t like me.
He’s not going to pick me for the team.
Sam’s feelings
Angry and anxious.
Press pause

and calm down by _________________________________________

How might Sam’s behave if he/she is calm?
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Stevie’s situation
Stevie told a story that she thought was funny, but no one laughed.
Stevie’s thoughts
My friends don’t like me anymore.
They all think I’m stupid.
Stevie’s feelings
Sad and embarrassed.
Press pause

and calm down by _________________________________________

How might Stevie’s behave if he/she is calm?

2
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Activity 5 – Helpful and unhelpful thoughts (LO 4.2, 4.9)
In this activity, students learn that when we press pause and calm ourselves down, we can start
to notice what thoughts might have led to our emotional reaction. Then we can differentiate
between helpful and unhelpful thoughts, which is the skill learned in this exercise. This activity is a
follow-on from activity 4.

Step 1: Three-minute breathing space
Allow the class to listen to the three-minute breathing space:
Mindfulness meditation three minute breathing space.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rOne1P0TKL8

Step 2: Helpful and unhelpful thoughts
Divide the class into six groups. Cut up the Worksheet – Helpful and unhelpful
thoughts. Give one scenario to each group.
Invite the students to circle the helpful thoughts (i.e. the thoughts based on facts)
and draw a square around the unhelpful thoughts (i.e. the thoughts based on
worries, anxieties and fear, not facts). One way of establishing if something is a
fact is asking if there is evidence to support it, and if that evidence is trustworthy.
Invite each group to report on their scenario and the helpful thoughts and unhelpful thoughts they
listed. One helpful thought and four unhelpful thoughts are listed in each scenario.
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Worksheet – Helpful and unhelpful thoughts

Callum’s thoughts
I need money for credit and I have to wait for the
weekend to get it.
My parents are so unfair, they never give me credit.
If I don’t have credit, I’ll be left out.
I won’t know what my friends are doing this weekend
and that would be terrible.
I could end up with no friends and my parents don’t care.

Sam’s thoughts
It is strange that my coach didn’t say hello to me today.
He doesn’t like me.
He’s not going to pick me for the team.
He doesn’t want to be friendly to me now and then leave
me off the team later.
I’m not going to training tonight; I wouldn’t be able to
cope if I wasn’t selected.

Stevie’s thoughts
It didn’t feel good when no one laughed at my story.
My friends have no sense of humour.
My friends don’t like me anymore.
They all think I’m stupid.
I am stupid.
I’m not going to be nice to people who think I’m stupid.
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Teacher’s note
Helpful thoughts are thoughts that are based on facts. Unhelpful thoughts are thoughts based
on our feelings (e.g. fear, worry) around facts. Helpful thoughts lead to appropriate feelings
and responses. Unhelpful thoughts lead to unnecessary, unpleasant feelings and unhelpful
responses if not challenged.
Unhelpful thoughts are not based on facts, but are based on one’s emotions triggered by
the facts. If not challenged, unhelpful thoughts can lead to unnecessary, unpleasant feelings
and unhelpful behaviours. For example, Callum can think, “I have no credit. If I don’t have
credit, I won’t be able to stay in touch with my friends, they will forget about me and I will
have no friends.” This is an unhelpful thought which is based on fear, not on facts. If this
unhelpful thought is not challenged, Callum will continue to have these unpleasant feelings of
fear and sadness about possibly being left out of his friend group. Callum may also behave
inappropriately if he feels this way and have an unnecessary fight with his parents that could
end up making him feel worse.
Everyone has unhelpful thoughts, and while it can be difficult to catch or notice unhelpful
thoughts, we can explore our feelings and behaviours in order to gain insight into our
unhelpful thinking patterns, as unpleasant feelings or tension in the body may be a sign that
we are engaging in a cycle of unhelpful thinking. By becoming aware of our thoughts, we can
distinguish between helpful and unhelpful thoughts. By challenging unhelpful thoughts, we can
break cycles of negative thinking patterns that may lead to anxiety or depression.
As the students learned in activity 4, pressing pause allows the body and mind time to calm
down and challenge unhelpful thoughts, which will be addressed in activity 6.

Suggested discussion points
•

How might we become aware that we are having unhelpful thoughts? (If we are experiencing
unpleasant emotions, we may be having unhelpful thoughts without questioning them.)

•

What can we do when we notice that we are having unhelpful thoughts? (We can press pause,
allow our body and mind to calm down, and challenge the unhelpful thoughts. Challenging
unhelpful thoughts is addressed in activity 6.)

Step 3: Visualisation
Ask the students to close their eyes and listen to this audio exercise, Leaves on a stream
(duration: 3 minutes, 12 seconds).
Walk in my Shoes - Leaves on a stream.
https://www.walkinmyshoes.ie/media/2953/mys_mindfulness_ex3.mp3
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Activity 6 – Challenging unhelpful thoughts (LO 4.2, 4.8, 4.9)
In this activity, students devise thought challengers in response to unhelpful thoughts. A thought
challenger is a question that challenges the validity of an unhelpful thought. Thought challengers
include: ‘Is this thought true?’, ‘How do I know it is true?’ and ‘Do I have any evidence to prove it?’

Step 1: Review of activity 5
Remind the class about activity 5, where they looked at helpful and unhelpful thoughts.
Ensure that they understand what a helpful thought is and what an unhelpful thought is, using the
Teacher’s note from activity 5.

Step 2: Thought challengers
Ask students if they could guess what a thought challenger is and explain thought challengers
using the Teacher Note.
Divide the class into pairs. Give out the scenarios from the Worksheet – Thought
challengers.
Invite the pairs to write down a thought challenger and a helpful/more accurate
thought for each scenario.
Ask each pair to give feedback on one scenario.

Teacher’s note
A thought challenger is a question that challenges the validity of the unhelpful thought.
Examples of thought challengers are: ‘Is this really true?’, ‘How do I know it is true?’, ‘Do I have
any evidence that it is true?’, what would I tell a friend in this situation?, Is thinking like this
helping me or making me feel worse?
Using thought challengers can help break the cycle of unhelpful thoughts, unpleasant feelings,
and behaviour that is not good for us and/or others. Students can use a thought challenger to
come up with a helpful/more accurate thought.
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Worksheet – Thought challengers
Example
Callum has no credit for his phone and his parents have said that they won’t give him money until the
weekend.
Unhelpful thought: My parents are so unfair, they never give me credit.
Thought challenger: Is this really true?
Helpful thought: My parents usually give me credit for my phone, but I think it’s unfair that they won’t give it to
me until the weekend.

Sam waved at the coach, who walked by without responding. There was a team selection
taking place that evening at training.
Unhelpful thought: He doesn’t want to be friendly to me now and then leave me off the team later.
Thought challenger:

Helpful thought:

Stevie told a story that she thought was funny, but no one laughed.
Unhelpful thought: Everyone thinks I’m stupid.
Thought challenger:

Helpful thought:
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Lucy had an argument with her dad.
Unhelpful thought: We have a terrible relationship.
Thought challenger:

Helpful thought:

Daire messaged a new friend two hours ago and he hasn’t responded.
Unhelpful thought: He doesn’t want to be friends with me.
Thought challenger:

Helpful thought:

2
28

Emotional wellbeing 1

Suggested discussion points
•

Have you ever used a thought challenger in your own life?

•

Do you think you could use thought challengers in your own life?

Step 3: Using thought challengers
Try to notice when you have unhelpful thoughts during the week. Write down the unhelpful
thought and how it makes you feel, then use a thought challenger to question the unhelpful
thought.
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Activity 7 – Gratitude (LO 4.2, 4.8)
In this activity, students are introduced to the practice of gratitude. Training the mind to find
the good, however small, helps to lay neural networks in the brain that orient people towards
happiness, and helps us see more small positives that often go unnoticed. When we express our
gratitude to others, we strengthen our relationships with them. In short, gratefulness and living
gratefully causes us to experience more positive emotions.

Step 1: Understanding the power of gratitude
Discuss with the class what they think gratitude means.
Play a video that explains why being grateful can make us happier, such as this one published by
watchwellcast (duration: 4 minutes, 40 seconds).
The Gratitude Experiment
https://youtu.be/U5lZBjWDR_c

Step 2: Practising gratitude
Ask the students to write down three things they are grateful for that happened in the past few
days – what went well, or what made them smile, laugh or feel good. It can be a big thing, but it
is usually a small thing, like a good night’s sleep, a hot shower, sunshine, nature, nice food, or
something that a parent/family member/friend did for them or with them. You might like to start
off by giving an example of a small thing that you have been grateful for in the past few days.

Suggested discussion points
•

What did it feel like to think about what you are grateful for?

•

Could you feel any particular sensations in your body?

•

Where in your body did you feel gratitude?

•

How often do you take the time to appreciate what you have?

•

What is the impact of being more grateful?
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Step 3: Follow-on activity
Evidence indicates that practising gratitude can have a positive impact on our emotional wellbeing
when it is practised regularly, such as every day or every second day.
Use a special notebook to record three to five things that you are grateful for at the end of each
day. Do it four times a week for three weeks. Remember, on most days it will be small things,
such as those mentioned above. Try to think of different things every day, but if some days you
cannot think of anything new, that is okay. There are several mobile phone apps for practising
gratitude; your students may find these useful, if this is in line with your school’s mobile phone
policy.
OR
Write a gratitude letter/text/Snapchat to one person or several people in your life, telling them why
you are grateful that they are in your life. You can choose to share it with that person if you would
like to, or you can choose to keep it for yourself.
OR
Say thank you to everyone who does something for you in the next few days (e.g. your parents,
friends, teachers, coaches, bus drivers, staff in shops).
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Activity 8 – Mindfulness (LO 4.3, 4.8)
This activity introduces students to the practice of mindfulness, a mental state achieved by
noticing the sensations in the present moment while calmly acknowledging and accepting one’s
feelings, thoughts and bodily sensations.

Teacher’s note
While all students should be invited to participate, if a student is not comfortable it is best to let
them sit quietly and try to relax or choose an alternative relaxation technique.

Step 1: What is mindfulness?
Rather than providing a definition, see if you can connect with the lived experiences of the
students by asking the following questions:
•

Have you ever been so caught up with what you are doing – running, cycling, swimming,
playing sport, playing music, making art, creative writing, or acting – that you were totally
absorbed in the activity and all your usual thoughts moved into the background?

•

Have you ever seen something that was so beautiful that it stopped you in your tracks or took
your breath away?

When we experience the state of mind described in these questions, we are fully present in the
moment and our minds are not engaged in judgement or thinking about the past or the future.
These moments often happen without any effort on our part, and we practise mindfulness so that
we can experience this state of mind in normal, everyday moments.

Step 2: Online guided meditation focusing on the breath
Play a guided meditation, such as this 10-minute meditation with Andy Puddicombe
Guided 10 minute meditation
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oVzTnS_IONU.

Ask the students to break into pairs and share what they noticed from doing this practice.
Facilitate a discussion using the suggested discussion points below if required.
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Teacher’s note
Mindfulness means paying attention in a particular way: on purpose, in the present moment,
and non-judgementally.
- John Kabat-Zinn
Mindfulness practice helps strengthen focus and attention, as well as improve wellbeing and
mental health. Just sitting for 10 minutes per day has positive benefits. Most people will find
focusing like this challenging, because the mind keeps wandering. Remember it is normal for
the mind to wander, that is what minds do, when you notice the mind wandering just come
back to the breath. Recommend starting small. Try one minute first, then three minutes,
gradually increasing your time for practising mindful breathing.
It is helpful in teaching this lesson that the teacher has some practical experience of
mindfulness themselves. There are several apps and courses for teachers on mindfulness.
The class is more likely to go well when students see the teacher demonstrate mindfulness
during the class. This means listening mindfully to every contribution, thanking each person
who contributes, and managing stress within the classroom and responding, rather than
reacting, to stressors.

Suggested discussion points
•

What was it like to observe your breath like that?

•

What was it like when your mind wandered away?

•

Were you able to bring your mind back with kindness or were you harsh on yourself?

•

How do you feel now?

•

What do you think the benefits of doing this could be?

Step 3: Follow-on activity
Practise 5 to 10 minutes of breath awareness every day this week, using a guided meditation app
or another online guided meditation.

33

Emotional wellbeing 1

Background information for this unit of learning
Research and statistics
My World Survey 2: The National Study of Mental Health in Ireland (2019), published by UCD School
of Psychology and Jigsaw is the largest survey on young people’s mental health and emotional
wellbeing. The survey found that compared to My World 1 (2012) increasing numbers of adolescents
were more likely to experience depression and anxiety. http://www.myworldsurvey.ie/findings.
Cognitive behavioural therapy
Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) helps you manage your problems by thinking more positively. It
frees you from unhelpful patterns of behaviour.
CBT is based on the idea that the way you think about a situation affects how you act. Your actions
then affect the way you think and feel. So, it is necessary to change both thinking (cognition) and what
you do (behaviour) at the same time.
CBT has been shown to work for a variety of mental health problems, such as:
depression					anxiety
panic disorders				phobias
obsessive compulsive disorder 		
post-traumatic stress disorders
some eating disorders, especially bulimia.
More comprehensive information on CBT is available on this website:
https://positivepsychology.com/cbt-cognitive-behavioral-therapy-techniques-worksheets/
Positive psychology
Positive psychology is the scientific study of what makes life most worth living. More information on
Positive psychology is available on this website: https://positivepsychology.com/what-is-positivepsychology-definition/
Social and emotional learning programmes
Social and emotional learning (SEL) is the process through which children and adults understand and
manage emotions, set and achieve positive goals, feel and show empathy for others, establish and
maintain positive relationships, and make responsible decisions.
(CASEL) website, https://casel.org/.
Two SEL programmes are already available in Ireland:
My Friends Youth is an evidence-based anxiety prevention and resilience building programme and is
available through training offered by the National Educational Psychological Service. It’s ten sessions
complement the SPHE curriculum.
MindOut 2 is an evidence based SEL programme for Senior Cycle SPHE and is available through
training from the HSE.
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Gratitude
Research finds that there are significant health benefits to practicing gratitude. More information is
available here: https://positivepsychology.com/benefits-of-gratitude/
Mindfulness
Mindfulness means paying attention, on purpose, in the present moment, without judgement.
Mindfulness can improve the mental, emotional, social and physical health and wellbeing of
young people. Professor Kathleen Weare has reviewed the evidence on the impact of mindfulness
on children and young people. It is available at: https://mindfulnessinschools.org/wp-content/
uploads/2013/02/MiSP-Research-Summary-2012.pdf
Relaxation
Being able to relax is an important to our health and wellbeing. NEPS has developed information on
a range of relaxation techniques (https://www.education.ie/en/The-Department/Announcements/
new-relaxation-techniques.pdf) and a relaxation podcast (hyperlink: https://soundcloud.com/user719669409/relaxation-techniques-30-03-2020) that may be useful for students who may find it difficult
to engage in mindfulness activities.
The five ways to wellbeing
The Five ways to wellbeing are simple actions to practice each day to maintain or improve our
mental health and wellbeing. The New Economics Foundation, a UK think tank, developed the set
of evidence-based actions in 2008 (https://neweconomics.org/2008/10/five-ways-to-wellbeing) The
project examined research from across the world on proven actions that can help us to feel good and
function well. More information on the Five Ways to Wellbeing is available on the Mental Health Ireland
website https://www.mentalhealthireland.ie/five-ways-to-wellbeing/.
Promoting resilience and recovery from trauma
Trauma informed approaches in schools can promote resilience in all young people and can
help those who have experienced trauma to recover. The National Educational Psychological
Service (NEPS) has developed a toolkit and webinar to support schools in welcoming children and
adolescents back to school after COVID-19. It contains a summary of trauma informed models and
advice on how they can be implemented in schools that is relevant on an on-going basis. https://
www.gov.ie/en/publication/0722b-wellbeing-resources/. NEPS also provide training to teachers on
wellbeing and resilience offering a range of modules to support teachers understanding of stress.
These modules are underpinned by trauma and attachment informed approaches however they are
written to be relevant to all students and to all members of school staff.
Mental Health Services and Supports
Face-to-face services are limited at the moment because of the COVID-19 (coronavirus) outbreak. But
a number of services are providing online and phone services. https://www2.hse.ie/services/mentalhealth-supports-and-services-during-coronavirus/
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Recommended websites and campaigns
www.education.ie/covid19/wellbeing
The Department of Education NEPS psychologists have developed advice and resources for parents,
students and school staff to manage and stay well during Covid-19.

www.yourmentalhealth.ie
This is a HSE webiste that provides information on coping with difficult situations, looking after your
mental health and advice for family and friends
The Mind Monsters campaign which was developed by and based on research with young people,
aims to help adolescents and young adults through tough times and give them support on how to
look after their mental health. Focusing on things that are known to cause stress and anxiety for your
people, the campaign highlights the benefits that taking regular study breaks, getting enough sleep,
spending less time on devices and sharing a problem with someone you trust can have on your
mental health.

www.walkinmyshoes.ie
Walk in my shoes is a mental health awareness campaign for young people developed by St Patrick’s
Mental Health Services. It includes a range of resources suitable for use in the classroom, small
groups or in one-to-one sessions. Several audio recordings are used in this unit of learning. The
website also has resources such as the Wellbeing Action Calendar, Wellness Journals and Mindful
Colouring sheets.
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Recommended reading
Some of the following books are available through the Healthy Ireland at Your Library scheme.
(https://www.librariesireland.ie/services/healthy-ireland-at-your-library)
Eastham, Claire, We’re All Mad Here: The No-Nonsense Guide to Living with Social Anxiety. Hachette/
Jessica Kingsley, 2016
Gaffney, M., (2011) Flourishing: How to achieve a deeper sense of wellbeing, meaning and purpose
even in the face of adversity. Dublin: Penguin
Gaffney, M.,(2018) The Complete Life. Dublin: Penguin
Gilbert P (2009) The Compassionate Mind. Hachette UK
Kabat-Zinn, Jon, Mindfulness for Beginners: Reclaiming the Present Moment and Your Life. US:
Sounds True
Lucey, Pr. Jim, The Life Well Lived: Therapeutic Paths to Recovery and Wellbeing. TW Ireland, 2017
Murphy, Dr. Eddie, Becoming Your Real Self: A Practical Toolkit For Managing Life’s Challenges.
Ireland: Penguin.
Triesman K (2016) Working with Relational and Developmental Trauma in Children and Adolescents.
UK: Routledge.
Vidyamala Burch & Danny Penman, Mindfulness for Health: A Practical Guide to Relieving
Pain,Reducing Stress and Restoring Wellbeing. UK: Piatkus
Vijaya Manicavasagar, Derrick Silove Overcoming Panic Hachette / Robinson, 2017motional wellbeing
1 Emotional wellbeing 1
White, Iseult (2018) The Mindfulness Workout. Ireland: Veritas
The Mind Yourself reading guide is a resource that can be used by adults – parents, guardians,
caregivers, teachers – to support and educate young people in relation to mental health and wellbeing.
The guide contains reviews and recommendations of over 400 books for children and young people
from birth to age eighteen and is designed as a ‘first-aid kit’ for worries, sadness, loneliness, anxiety
and any number of feelings that a young person may want to explore. Mind Yourself also contains
mental health and wellbeing information from Jigsaw and ISPCC Childline, including tips and coping
strategies for young people and advice for adults on supporting children to build resilience. The guide
is available free of charge through every library authority in the Republic of Ireland and a digital version
of the Mind Yourself Reading Guide can be viewed or downloaded here.
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Recommended Viewing
Title: The new era of positive psychology
Speaker: Martin Seligman
Title: Want to be happy? Be grateful
Speaker: David Steindl-Rast
Title: All it takes is 10 mindful minutes
Speaker: Andy Puddicombe
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Whole School Activities to support Emotional Wellbeing
The following whole-school activities may form part of your whole-school wellbeing promotion
process. The first four activities below have been adapted from MindOut Teacher Manual 2.0Promoting social and emotional wellbeing: A senior cycle programme for post-primary schools
published by the HSE and NUI Galway.
Whole-school activities to promote emotional wellbeing contribute to the development of a positive
social environment (ie. positive relationships between schools staff and students). A positive social
environment is linked to improved academic outcomes, stronger feelings of belonging and connection
to school and a range of healthy behaviours, such as reduced alcohol and tobacco use (Nolan and
Smyth, 2020).3

Three Good Things
Research suggests that reflecting on some of the good things that happen to us actually contributes
to our wellbeing. By doing this, we start to notice what goes right in our lives, changing our focus to
the positive, not the negative. People who are grateful and positive tend to be happier, healthier and
more fulfilled.
Discuss how Three Good Things can be integrated into your school culture, through staff meetings,
SPHE classes, guidance, through class tutors and other interactions between teachers and students.

Gratitude
Gratitude does more than make us feel good, it does us good. What’s more it’s good for other people
too. Practicing gratitude has a positive impact on our relationships by making ourselves and other
people happier.
Discuss how students and staff can practice gratitude during the week by:
Keeping a gratitude journal, saying thank you and smiling at others, writing a message to someone
who has been kind to you recently. Your school could also use a creative method of expressing
gratitude, through gratitude graffiti, a gratitude book etc.

Random acts of kindness
Random acts of kindness involve going things for others with no motive other than being kind for its
own sake. Research shows that being kind to others increases our own levels of happiness as well as
the happiness of the other person.

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________
3

Nolan and Smyth (2020) Clusters of Health Behaviours Among Young Adults in Ireland, Economic and Social Research Institute (ESRI).
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Encourage students and staff to engage in random acts of kindness. It doesn’t have to cost anything
or take much time, what’s important is that it is an act of genuine care and thoughtfulness for another
person. Kind acts can be as simple as picking up something for someone who has dropped it, smiling
at someone, saying something kind to another person.

Two Minutes of Mindfulness
Mindfulness means paying attention, on purpose, in the present moment, without judgement.
Mindfulness can improve the mental, emotional, social and physical health and wellbeing of young
people. While the most common form of mindfulness involves sitting and following the breath, it can
be adapted to focus on eating, listening to music or walking.
Start the school day/week with two minutes of silent mindfulness practice. A simple practice, such as
the one below, is one minute of mindful listening and one minute of mindful breathing. You will need a
bell/chime for this activity.
Sit up straight, with hands on your laps and palms facing upward, both feet on the ground and close your
eyes.
Now place all of your attention on the sound you are about to hear. Listen until the sound is completely gone.
Teacher rings a mindfulness bell.
Raise your hand when you can no longer hear the sound.
Wait until most or all have raised their hands.
Now, slowly, mindfully, move your hand to your tummy or chest and just feel your breathing. Breathing in…
and breathing out…
Teacher can help students stay focused by repeating, “breathing in…breathing out…” for one minute.
Ring the bell at the end of one minute.
Listen to the sound, when you can no longer hear it, open your eyes.

Physical activity
Physical activity and exercise can have a significant impact on emotional wellbeing. It helps with
sleep, reduces stress and boosts energy levels. It can also help to alleviate mild to moderate
depression. Being physically active outside in the natural environment has additional benefits for
health and wellbeing.
Discuss with staff and students how your school can include more physical activity breaks during the
day, or how more students in your school can be encouraged to be physically active through active
travel to school, school walks before classes begin, school walks at lunchtime or providing a range of
lunchtime or after school physical activities. This could form part of your wellbeing promotion process.
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