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Developing positive thinking habits

This is the third of five lessons on self-regulation, mental health and emotional wellbeing, for year 6. This
lesson focuses on habitual thoughts and emotions, and how these can be managed or changed.

To encourage pupils to use the self-regulation strategies taught in these lessons more automatically,
autonomously and effectively, it is important to revisit and reinforce thém regularly, as part of a whole-
school approach to promoting mental health and wellbeing. The extension activities are designed to
support this (for more information, see the Teacher Handbook).Fo learn more, please visit our self-

guided online courses, which are available to all School Plus members.

The lesson plan is based on a 45-minute lesson. The timings given are the minimum required to deliver
the activities, but you may wish to spend longer explofing each activity,
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The lesson plans should be used flexibly, and you are encouraged to adapt them to meet the specific
needs and abilities of your pupils. It is also important to consider sensitivities and prior knowledge
about specific pupils’ circumstances. If safeguarding concerns arise during this lesson, these should
be reported to the Designated Safeguarding Lead, in line with your school policy.
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Baseline assessment

Introduction (Slides 9-11, 2 mins)

Establish or revisit ground rules. Explain that if pupils have worries or questions during or after the
lesson that they do not want to raise in front of the class, they can write'their question on a piece of
paper, anonymously or with their name, and put it in the question box.

Using slide 10, begin by briefly recapping the learning from lastlesson.

Introduce the learning objective and outcomes. Explain that,today’s lesson will explore strategies to
develop positive thinking habits and manage negativity bias, building on prior learning about how
changing thinking habits can support wellbeing.

Baseline assessment activity (Slides.12-14, 5 mins)

Give pupils Resource 1: Key word match up and ask themrto match up the key words with the
correct definition. Take feedbackland share the answers as you click through slides 13-14. Gauge
how much pupils have remembered. If they found it'difficult to remember the names of theparts of
the brain, reassure them that the most importdnt thing to understand is that the moréwe practise
using strategies to help,manage our thinking habits, the better our brains becomeathelping us.

Then, ask pupils:

e  Why might someone be mére likely to focus on negative experiences?
(Fhe&'brain is 'wired' fo-be more alert fo danger and in the past focusing on danger.hélped
People avoid it. If someone experiences two different emofiohs, but one is negative and the
other positive  their attention will often be drawn fo the-negative one more’strongly than the
positive one~This is known as negativity bias.)

e  What colld'someone do to help manage negative thinking habits?
(Use strategies such as: noticing and savouring, positive experiencés; doing a calming activity,
reappraisal, sensory focus activities, ‘wdtching thoughts’stratégies such as imagining
thoughts as leaves floating away on ariver.)

Circulate during the activity to establish pupils’ starting points and consider how the lesson may
need adapting, for example spending/more time on the first activity if pupils are unable to identify
what negativity bias is.
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Core activities

Negativity bias (Slides 15-17, 10 mins)
Show the image on slide 15 and ask pupils to discuss the following questions, in small groups:

e Why do you think people’s brains focused more on danger in the past?
e Do you think people’s brains still need to focus on danger in this way today?
e  Whatimpact might focusing on danger have on people today?

Take feedback using slide 16, drawing out key learning:

o In the past, people needed fo be more alert fo danger in order fo survive. It was more
important for them fo avoid danger (e.g. dangerous animals) than be rewarded.

o Although people are unlikely fo experience.threats fo life in the same way foday (for
example, we don't usually need fo worry'about being chased.by predators!), our brains are
still wired to be alert fo danger, so tend'fo focus on more negative thoughts or information.

e This means that if someone experiences two different,emotions, but one is negative and the
other positive, their attention will often be drawn to the negative one more strongly than the
positive one. This means people often remember situations and events with negative
emotions better. This isknown as ‘negativity.bias’.

Next, in the same groups, ask’them to brainstorm’on paper or mini whiteboards, any-exdmples of
negativity bias that they can think of in modern life. For example, a person remembering when
someone said something unkind, rather than remembering when someone gavéw compliment. Take
feedback.

Pupils mightsuggest: focusing.on'negative comments online, reading ‘badnews’stories, focusing on
critical feedback or mistakes efYschoolwork or tests, remembering TV shows and films thathave
sad or disastrous storylines:

Rinally, ask pupils to discuss why it might be important for someone to manage how-much time they
spend focusing onfhegative thoughts and emotions.

Take feedback/highlighting that if someone spends a lofof time focusing-en negative content,
thoughts and emotions, it may make them feel less happy and, over fime, this may have a negative
effect on their wellbeing.

Support: Ask pupils to discuss the statements below and decide which are examples of negativity
bias and why.

e Clicking on a news story with a negative headline.

e Remembering what was said in one negative film review, rather than what was said in ten
positive ones.

e Writing a list/ofthings that went well and things to practise more after a test.

Challenge: Ask pupils to discuss: ‘Is negativity bias always a bad thing?’ They could consider

e worrying about an exam
o feeling guilty about a behaviour
e ‘bad’ news stories
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Evaluating strategies (Slides 18-20, 10 mins)

Highlight that sometimes it is helpful to pay attention to negative experiences or emotions. For
example, reading about ‘bad’ news can help someone stay informed, or feeling worried about a test
can help someone understand when they need to practise something more. But it is important to
manage how much time someone spends focusing on negative thoughts and emotions as, over time,
this can negatively affect their wellbeing.

Remind pupils, or explain, that when someone ‘savours’ a positive experience, this means that they
spend more time focusing on it and making the most of it. Ask them to ‘think-pair-share’ examples
of positive experiences someone could savour.

Take feedback.

Suggestions might include: making new friends, spending time with family, being in nature (e.g.
watching bugs, admiring flowers, watching leaves on water, feeling the sun or wind on their face),
cuddling a pet, having a special day out or holiday, spending timeé'deing an activity they enjoy (e.g.
painting, drawing, watching favourite programme), eating a-favourite meal.

Before clicking through the animations on slide 19 remind,‘or explain to pupils, that although the
human brain was designed to focus'on negative thoughtsor experiences, brain plasticity means the
brain can change. If someone ean’strengthen the reward system in the brain, using different
strategies, it can become easfer to notice and fa€us on more positive thoughts and emotions.

Click through the animations as you explaifhat noticing and savouring positive expériences will
activate the ventrabstriatum (VS) and, @s someone does this more often, the hippocampus
remembers, making'it easier to repeat the strategy and strengthen the connections in the brain‘=it’s
a bit like moulding clay! Building theseé positive thinking habits can help support wellbeing and
manage negativity bias.

Next,in‘pairs, give pupils.Resource 2: Strategies diamond 9. Ask them to consider theldifferent
strategies that could be.vsed to develop positive thinking habits\ot school and organise the cardsina
diamond 9 shape (1,22,333,44,5), with the most helpful strategy at the top, and least helpful at the
bottom. You could Use the strategies posters (Appendix3)in the Teacher Haidbook, to reinforce

the different strategies and how they can help, both during and after the fesson.

Take feedback from volunteers, asking them to shdre their top strafegy and explain why they chose
this.

Next, ask them to discuss which strategies would be most hélpful in developing positive thinking
habits at home, and rearrange the cards accordingly. Take feedback on each group’s top strategy.

Highlight that different peoplewill-find different strategies more, or less, helpful, and that this might
depend on the context (e.g..afhome or at school):H is likely that strategies such as trying a calming
activity (for example, spending time in nature); ortrying a sensory focus activity (for example,
listening to music), will.be easier to use when-someone is at home. But strategies like the ‘See, hear,
move’ technique and focusing on a calming memory might be more helpful at school, when someone
needs to interrupt negative thinking in the moment and refocus on what they are doing.
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Tao’s forum post (Slide 21, 10 mins)

Share the forum post on slide 21 and explain that although starting a new school might feel scary for
Tao, there are things he can do to help him change the way be thinks about it.

Give pupils Resource 3: Tao’s forum post and ask them to reply té the post, responding to each of
the prompts:

o Describe two different strategies that Tao could try, tohelp develop positive thinking.

e Explain why it is important for Tao to practise the strategies.

e Suggest some new opportunities that Tao could look forward to, at secondary school.

e Give Tao some examples of positive experiences he could savodr:

e Choose one of the negative thoughts from Tao’s post and rewrite it as a positive thought.

Ask volunteers to share their advice, using Resource 3b: Tao’s forum post - teacher answers to
support discussions.

Support: Give pupils Resource 3a: Helping Taoand ask them to complete the activities fo help offer
advice to Tao.

Challenge: Ask pupils to suggest solutions to some of the problems Tao has in¢luded in his post, for
example, what'could Tao do if he'gets lost or struggles to remember all the teachers’ names?

Refiettion and eadpoint assessment

Reflection and endpoint assessment (Slides 22-23, 5 mins)

Ask pupils to fefléct on their own thoughts about movjng:to secondary schoal; considering what
positive and negative thoughts they have and any strategies they might use to help remember the
positive thoughts, manage the negative thoughts;.and address any.eoncerns. As this is personal
reflection, pupils should not be asked to sharétheir responses.

Remind pupils of the learning outcomes and ask them to revisit question 3 of the baseline activity
(‘What thoughts might they be having/and how helpful or-unhelpful might these be?’) from lesson 1.
Ask them to make any changes totheir original answets;or add in any new learning from this lesson
in a different colour pen, answering the questions:

e  Why might someone find it harder to-fécus on positive thoughts about moving to secondary
school?

e What strategies can someone use to help develop more positive thinking habits at school and
at home?

e How can brain plasticity help someone change their thinking habits?

This will help to evidence pupils’ progress and highlight any gaps that may need addressing in future
lessons on this or related topics.

Check the question box and respond to any remaining questions.
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Signposting support

Signposting support (Slide 24, 3 mins)

Remind pupils that if they are finding it difficult to manage negative thoughts, or if negative
thoughts are causing them problems, it's important they speak to a trusted adult at home or at
school. Pupils can also contact Childline www.childline.org.uk/kids.

Closing the lesson (Slide 25)
Finally, using slide 25, reinforce the key learning by summing up'for the class what they have
achieved in foday’s lesson.

Activities to extend and embed the learnjrig

Reflecting on primary school (Slide*26)

Ask pupils to write a reflective piece on positive experiences from primary school - for example,
friendships, memorable tripsiorevents, such as sports day or Christmas plays. These could be
displayed for the whole class’or school to see. Alternatively, create a class mind map ‘af positive
experiences from primary school.

Looking to the-future (Slide 27)

Ask pupils tolcreate a list of things'they are looking forward to when theygo to secondaryschool.
Pupils could refer to this whenthey are feeling worried and think about’how potential worries could
be resolved, for example, by speaking to a trusted adult.
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