Greater Good in Education

SCIENCE-BASED PRACTICES FOR KINDER, HAPPIER SCHOOLS

MY MIND IS A CAST OF CHARACTERS:
EXPLORING THE NATURE OF OUR THOUGHTS

“Change your thoughts and you change your world.”

-Norman Vincent Peale

Students do a brief role play that demonstrates how the “voices in our head” impact our ability to
concentrate.

LEVELS

e Middle School
e High School

WHEN YOU MIGHT USE THIS PRACTICE

e When students are experiencing stress and anxiety and might benefit from realizing that they
are not alone

e When students are struggling to be attentive and focused, and you need an entry point for
discussing this more openly

TIME REQUIRED
¢ 20 minutes

MATERIALS

e 4 name tags, each one labeled with a different role: parent, teacher, friend, self

¢ 4 index cards, each one labeled with a different message that corresponds to each of the four
roles (see “Suggested Roles and Messages” at the bottom of the “How to Do It” section for
message ideas)

e one math worksheet & pencil

LEARNING OBJECTIVES


https://www.k5learning.com/free-math-worksheets

Students will:

e Understand the relationship between thoughts and feelings
¢ Investigate the effects of mind chatter on attention and performance

ADDITIONAL SUPPORTS

e Making Practices Culturally Responsive

e Adapting Practices for Students with Special Needs

e Making a Practice Trauma-Informed

e Making Classrooms and Schools Trauma-Informed and Healing-Centered

SEL COMPETENCIES

e Self-Awareness

REFLECTION BEFORE THE PRACTICE

e Think of a recent challenging experience, such as criticism from a colleague or parent, or a
difficult encounter with a student, or feeling overwhelmed with the amount of paperwork. What
were the “voices in your head” saying to you during this time?

e For example, a teacher who just received an angry email from a parent might hear:

e The voice of her partner: “Are you staying late again?”

e The voice of the principal: “You handle it.”

e The voice of a colleague: “This parent doesn’t know what he’s talking about.”
e Her own voice: “I'm such a bad teacher.”

Notice the impact these “voices” have on how you feel and maybe what actions you choose.

e Take a moment to step back and breathe. Recognize that these voices are just that: voices. It's
our choice whether we believe or question what these voices say to us.

e Consider engaging in a brief mindfulness practice that helps us to look at our thoughts with

curiosity rather than fear or judgment.

INSTRUCTIONS

This activity is drawn directly from Patricia Broderick’s Learning to BREATHE Curriculum and her
lesson on Theme R: Reflections (Chapter 6). It is best used in conjunction with her larger curriculum
because it is embedded in a context that helps students understand the nature of their minds.

SETTING UP THE PRACTICE

¢ Ask for one student volunteer (number 1) to sit in the front or middle of the class.

e Ask for several other student volunteers to be that student’s “thoughts.”

e After student volunteer 1 is seated in the center, have the other students stand in a circle around
the seated student.


https://ggie.berkeley.edu/making-practices-culturally-responsive/
https://ggie.berkeley.edu/adapting-practices-for-students-with-special-needs/
https://ggie.berkeley.edu/making-a-practice-trauma-informed/
https://ggie.berkeley.edu/trauma-trauma-informed-and-resiliency-informed-schools/
https://www.livingwell.org.au/mindfulness-exercises-3/8-mindfulness-of-thoughts/
https://www.amazon.com/Learning-Breathe-Mindfulness-Adolescents-Performance/dp/1608827836/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1543518609&sr=8-1&keywords=learning+to+breathe

e Tell students:

e Let’s try an exercise that shows how the mind’s chatter can affect us.

e This student, (name), is a stand-in for all of us. | am going to ask her/him to
do something in a minute.

e The other students (use their names) stand in for her/his “thoughts.” I’'m going to each of
them a name tag and a “thought” to read.

¢ Give each of the other volunteers a name tag with the name of a role: parent, teacher, friend,
self, and an index card with an appropriate message written on it. (See suggested message for
various roles below.)

¢ Put the name tag on each student. Using name tags on a cord that can be placed around the
student’s neck makes this easy. Allow each actor to read the message quietly before the activity
begins.

ROLE-PLAYING CHARACTERS

e Tell students: Now I am going to give (name of the seated student) a math
worksheet to do. While she/he is filling out the worksheet, all the thoughts need to walk around
her/him in a circle and keep repeating the sentence on your index card. You don’t need to yell or
walk too close to the student in the middle. Just remember that you are the thoughts in her/his
head.

e The first thought reads the message aloud and begins circling the seated volunteer as that
person works on the math sheet.

e One by one each “thought” enters the circle.

e Students in the “roles” walk in a circle around the working student and repeat their scripted
message over and over. If teachers use more than four volunteers and space permits, make the
circles concentric. This may be done for three to four minutes while the student volunteer works
on the problems. At the end, all roles might speak their “thoughts” at the same time.

DISCUSSING THE PRACTICE

o After the demonstration, discuss the following questions with the actors and with the whole
class:

How did this experience affect your concentration?

Were the messages (thoughts) helpful or unhelpful? Pleasant, unpleasant, or neutral?
e How did listening to this affect your mood?

How difficult was it to stay focused?

What other kinds of messages or thoughts did you find in your mind at times?

o Call attention to several elements demonstrated in the activity:

e The repetitive nature and automaticity of self-talk

e The positive and negative tone of self-statements

e The impact of mind chatter on attention and concentration
e The universality of the “wandering mind” experience.

SUGGESTED ROLES AND MESSAGES



Teachers may develop additional roles if they wish.

e Parent 1: “Did you do your homework?”

e Parent 2: “Hurry up and finish, or you’ll be late.”

e Teacher 1: “This test is worth 40 percent of your grade.”

e Teacher 2: “This material will be on your final exam.”

e Friend 1: “Why are you always studying so much?”

e Friend 2: “Did you hear what she said about you today?”

e Self 1: “I'm no good at math. I'm afraid I'm not doing well.”
e Self 2: “l hate math. It’s so boring.”

For a variation, include some positive thoughts like “This is easy because I'm good at math.”
SOURCE

This practice is reproduced directly from Learning to BREATHE, pages 49-50, with permission of the
author.

Broderick, P. C. (2013). Learning to BREATHE. Oakland, CA: New Harbinger Publications.

REFLECTION AFTER THE PRACTICE

e How did students respond to watching another student’s thoughts in action? If anyone in the
group expresses vicarious anxiety or stress after watching the demonstration, you might
consider brainstorming some strategies for managing anxiety or difficult emotions including
mindfulness practices, self-compassion practices, and/or cognitive reappraisal (shifting your
thoughts/interpretations).

EVIDENCE THAT IT WORKS

In general, scientists recognize that our thoughts, emotions, and behaviors impact one another, often
illustrated through a triangle.



https://www.amazon.com/Learning-Breathe-Mindfulness-Adolescents-Performance/dp/1608827836
https://ggie.berkeley.edu/student-well-being/mindfulness-for-students/
https://ggie.berkeley.edu/practice/a-moment-for-me-a-self-compassion-break-for-teens/
https://theemotionallearner.com/2017/11/19/using-cognitive-reappraisal-in-the-classroom/
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/1996-98507-001

For example, our thoughts or beliefs about a situation can impact how we feel, which in turn may
dictate how we respond.

WHY DOES IT MATTER?

As students learn to become more aware of their thoughts and feelings, they can also learn to step
back and observe them with curiosity and a greater level of detachment. Understanding and
acceptance of feelings and thoughts can lessen students’ emotional and physical feelings of anxiety,
and can also help to reduce depression after stressful experiences.

Thank you for downloading this resource! Please feel free to share it with friends, teachers,
colleagues, and anyone else who might benefit from it.

Greater Good in Education is a free online resource produced by UC Berkeley’s Greater Good Science
Center. Visit our website at ggie.berkeley.edu to choose from more than 300 practices that can be
incorporated into all aspects of a school community, from academic instruction to staff meetings to
engagement with parents.

Please email us at ggsceducation@berkeley.edu with any questions about our programs and resources
for educators.

With gratitude,
Greater Good in Education
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