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JUNIOR AND SENIOR INFANTS

Parent Support Sheets 
Introduction

Dear Parents and Guardians, 

A Lust for Life, an Irish youth mental health charity, have developed a primary school wellbeing and 
resilience programme, ‘The Schools Programme’, designed to increase well-being, nurture healthy 
connections, and enhance the emotional literacy of primary school children, from Junior Infants up to 6th 
Class. Over the last number of years, we have worked with a team of educators and psychologists, as well 
as parents and children, to develop a proactive programme, to help children gain practical skills to build 
resilience in managing the ups and downs of life. 

We are delighted that your child/the child in your care is taking part in the programme at present. Each 
lesson focuses on a specific goal (e.g., Four Big Feelings, Friendships, etc.), with fun class activities and 
discussion, brief meditations, and ‘Try it at Home’ activities). 

*NB: If you have any questions about the programme or if you would prefer for your child/the child in your 
care not to participate in any aspect of it, please feel free to discuss further with your child/the child in 
your care’s teacher or alternatively please contact alflschools@alustforlife.com to speak to our team. 

We’ve designed these Parent Support Sheets so that you can become familiar with what your child/the 
child in your care is learning on our programme, and to give you the opportunity to engage with the ‘Try 
it at Home’ activities with your child. The Parent Support Sheets will include a Lesson Summary; a ‘Try it at 
Home’ activity; and some useful Resources for further exploration of the topic. Hopefully, they will help you 
in connecting with your child on these important life lessons. 

We have also included some tips from our content creators, including Clinical Psychologist, Author, and 
Mental Health Lead for the Schools Programme, Dr. Malie Coyne, and Accredited Play Therapist and 
Attachment Play Practitioner Linsey McNelis. Malie and Linsey are also parents, and so know first-hand  
the many challenges and delights of parenting!

Hello from Dr Malie Coyne and Linsey McNelis:

We are so grateful to have worked together on the Junior and Senior Infants programme. We are firm 
believers in the importance of the child-caregiver “attachment” relationship, which is the most important 
gift a caregiver can offer a child. 

Healthy attachments allow a child to love, to learn and develop across the lifespan, to be a good friend, 
and to have a healthy model for future relationships. They also enable a positive view of self and others, 
an ability to regulate difficult emotions, and the capacity to manage stress and challenges (this is called 
“resilience”). As a child grows, other nurturing adults shape the child’s ability for attachment (e.g., teachers, 
relatives, etc.)

Focusing on nurturing the quality of your attachment with your child at their early age can reap huge 
benefits for their development now and in the future. A child-parent “secure” attachment is all about: 
providing safety and security to your child; attuning to and responding to their needs; providing comfort 
when they are upset; sharing in joyful experiences; and enabling them to feel special and develop a 
positive sense of self. 

mailto:alflschools%40alustforlife.com?subject=
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Remember that your children only need a “good enough parent”, which means trusting your sound 
instincts; letting go of the fallacy of perfection; repairing relationship ruptures; recognising your needs; 
prioritising your own self-care, as you can’t pour from an empty cup.

For today’s Introductory Parent Sheet, we want to share some tips on the “Attachment and Play Cycle”.  
The cycle is a useful way of looking at your child’s needs and your role: The child is either going out to 
explore their world through play, or coming back to you in times of stress. 

Attachment and Play Cycle:

When a child is securely attached to their caregiver, they have learnt that they can rely on this adult to 
be predictable and watch over them. The child uses their caregiver as a “secure base” from which they 
can explore the world and seek independence. When an infant starts to feel secure, they will become 
curious about the world around them and begin to venture out and explore their surroundings; this is 
done through play. As they become older, they will venture a bit further by going down the slide in the 
playground or approaching another child to play.

However, if a stressful situation occurs, the child will seek out their caregiver again, the one who makes 
them feel secure and safe (“safe place”). The caregiver will offer comfort and safety, and help them 
to organise their feelings. When the child feels better, they will venture out again. This cycle continues 
throughout life. You may notice your child seeking you out during stressful times, needing that little  
check in, to feel your safety and security, before venturing out again. 

Over the coming weeks, keep in mind the “Attachment and Play Cycle”, and notice when your child is going 
out to explore their world, and when they are coming back looking for comfort. 

Resources:

If you’d like to try some attachment games, download this invaluable free resource called ‘Parents Play Kit’ 
from Clear Sky (pg. 73-75) - https://clear-sky.org.uk/shop/

The Attachment and Play Cycle from Reflective Functioning and Play, 2016, 
Debi Maskell-Graham

Introduction

https://clear-sky.org.uk/shop/ 
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Parent Support Sheets 
Lesson 1: My Wellbeing

Lesson Summary: 
In class today, the children were introduced to the story “Along Came a Cloud”, where characters experience 
the four big feelings - Happy, Sad, Angry and Fearful. The children played a game where they thought of 
times that they have felt good, happy or joyful. They also watched a video of a rhyme “A Cloud of Colour” 
about how every feeling is okay. 

The “Along Came a Cloud” story is available to download for free as an E-Book on https://alflschools.com/
parents/.

Try It At Home Activity: “What makes me feel good”
In this “Try It At Home” activity, children are asked to draw a picture of them doing something that makes 
them feel good and share this with you. The yellow cloud at the top of the page corresponds to Part One in 
the story, where Orion is playfully galloping in the field. Show genuine interest in your child/the child in your 
care’s picture, and explore with them:

•	 What makes this special for you?
•	 Do you think everyone in your class would draw the same thing as you?
•	 What else do you do that makes you feel good?’

Talk to your child/the child in your care about why it’s important for us to know what we like, and why  
doing these things nurtures our relationship with ourselves so we can learn to be our own good friend.
If you like, further the discussion and tell your child/the child in your care what makes you feel good and why. 

Dr. Malie and Linsey’s Top Tips:
Children (and adults alike!) often struggle with big feelings which they find difficult to understand and 
express. In the “Along Came a Cloud” story, we included techniques to support children with their four  
big feelings, each represented by a coloured cloud. Explaining to your child/the child in your care that their 
feelings are just like clouds, that they’re always changing and moving, never staying the same, can be a 
comfort to them. 

Co-Regulation: Children are not born knowing how to soothe themselves and their big feelings. They 
need our help to regulate their feelings, because they are too young to do it on their own. When parents 
repeatedly help children to soothe their feelings, they will learn to do it for themselves as they grow. In order 
to be able to do this as parents, we also need to stay regulated in our nervous systems. This is  
called ‘co-regulation’. 

In the story, we included several examples of ‘co-regulation’. This is when the animals soothe each other 
through the challenges they face, knowing it’s okay to feel different feelings and supporting each other 
through them, building their sense of security and trust in the world. 

https://alflschools.com/parents/
https://alflschools.com/parents/
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As you read these underlined examples of co-regulation from the story, think about how you might apply 
these when your child/the child in your care next experiences a big feeling:

In Part One, Orion the horse stops to nurture himself (a ‘self-regulation top-up’!), which is essential for his 
ability to regulate the other characters’ feelings throughout the story.

In Part Two, Orion validates Amari the bull’s anger by placing his hoof on him, and teaches him a great 
technique for dispersing excess adrenaline called ‘Shaking on Purpose’. 

In Part Three, Orion soothes Riley the sheepdog through her sadness by nudging her closer and rocking 
back and forth. By enabling Riley to feel sadness, she moves towards regulation.

In Part Four, Orion helps Maja the caterpillar with her fear by sitting close and breathing in and out with 
her. He also encourages her to let the worry know that she is the boss of it.   

In Part Five, Orion becomes fearful himself, which shows that we all experience big feelings sometimes. 
Maja acknowledges his fear and encourages him to create a silly version of the scary thing. Because  
play is the opposite of fear, being playful often helps to lighten fears.

Finally, we love the image below “When their storm meets our calm, co-regulation occurs”. When children 
are struggling with big feelings, they feel as if they are in a small boat on rough seas trying very hard to 
navigate away from the rocks. But when their chaotic boat meets the parent’s/caregiver’s calm boat, the 
parent/caregiver is able to calm their child right down. Essential in a parent/caregiver managing to calm 
their sea is nurturing their own self-care.

Lesson 1: My Wellbeing

Resources:
•	 Dan Siegel ‘Parenting’ video series based on his amazing ‘Whole Brain Child Book’:  

https://dalailamacenter.org/programs/speakers-series/daniel-siegel

•	 A child-friendly movie about this topic is ‘Inside Out’, with the second movie coming out in 2024:  
https://www.commonsensemedia.org/movie-reviews/inside-out

•	 A Lust for Life online article on how to validate children’s feelings:  
https://www.alustforlife.com/tools/mental-health/validation-of-childrens-feelings-promotes-
positive-mental-health?app=true

https://dalailamacenter.org/programs/speakers-series/daniel-siegel 
https://www.commonsensemedia.org/movie-reviews/inside-out 
https://www.alustforlife.com/tools/mental-health/validation-of-childrens-feelings-promotes-positive-
https://www.alustforlife.com/tools/mental-health/validation-of-childrens-feelings-promotes-positive-


6

Parent Support Sheets 
Lesson 2: Big Feelings - Happy and Sad 

Lesson Summary: 
In class today, the children compared and contrasted the feelings of happiness and sadness through 
exploring these feelings in the story “Along Came a Cloud”. The children used music and movement to 
explore how our bodies feel when we are feeling happy and feeling sad. They were introduced to Teddy 
Breathing as a strategy for self-regulation when feeling sad.

Try It At Home Activity: “Teddy Bear Breathing” 
Your child/the child in your care practised “Teddy Bear Breathing” in class today, which is a calming 
“mindfulness” activity you can also try with your child/the child in your care. Find a quiet spot, lie down and 
place a teddy on your child/the child in your care’s belly, and another teddy on your belly. Breathe in slowly 
through the nose, watching the teddy bear rise, and exhale through the mouth, watching the teddy bear 
lower. Repeat a few times together. This simple technique helps children manage their feelings and relax 
when they need a moment of calm. Children were also encouraged to colour in their teddy. 

Dr. Malie and Linsey’s Top Tips:
“Teddy Bear Breathing” is a lovely example of “mindful breathing” or “mindfulness”, which is an invaluable 
skill we can teach children from three years of age, which helps them to relax, clear their minds and cope 
with difficult situations, thoughts and feelings. 

Mindfulness is the practice of paying attention to the present moment, on purpose and without 
judgement. The beauty of mindfulness is that it allows children to increase awareness of their full range 
of experience, including their thoughts, feelings and bodily sensations, without becoming overwhelmed by 
them. When children learn to be more “present” in the moment, they can pay better attention and make 
wiser decisions. 

Mindfulness helps children to manage their difficult feelings like fear, sadness and anger, and improves 
their self-esteem and overall wellbeing. It helps children to connect with themselves, increasing 
confidence, self-awareness and well-being. 

In this modern-day, busy age, mindfulness is a crucial life skill for us all, and the earlier we introduce it 
to children, the more prepared they will be to grow into emotionally healthy adults. To top all that off, 
mindfulness is free, can be done almost anywhere and, once learned, can become an invaluable tool for 
life! 

When we teach mindfulness to children, it helps to engage all their senses and to turn it into a fun activity, 
encouraging them to use their sense of smell, touch and visualisation. 

We love “Pizza breathing”, it’s a great breathing activity for children, and who doesn’t love pizza! Pizza 
breathing involves visualising a warm, bubbly pizza with delicious toppings, and breathing in and out 
slowly, to help them to relax and release tension.

JUNIOR AND SENIOR INFANTS
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“Pizza Breathing” helps the tension in our bodies slowly melt away like mozzarella cheese:

1.	 Ask you your child/the child in your care to start by imagining their favourite, most delicious and  
	 warm slice of pizza in front of them. Notice its colour, texture, and smell. 

2.	 Take a deep breath in to smell your yummy pizza for a count of three. Pause and hold your breath  
	 in for three. Then a big blow out to cool it down for a count of three.

3.	 Repeat two to three times, breathing in the yummy smell, and blowing out to cool it down,  
	 imagining the warmth of the pizza slowly spreading throughout your body.

Lesson 2: Big Feelings - Happy and Sad

Resources:
•	 Here is a link for free “Mindful Breathing Posters” with nice exercises to try with your child/the child  

in your care:  
https://www.jpsny.org/cms/lib/NY50000104/Centricity/Domain/4804/
MindfulnessBreathingPostersandPocketCardsCalmDownCorner.pdf

•	 Your child/the child in your care will be familiar with Louise Shanagher’s voice as she recorded the 
“Mindful Moments” for the Schools Programme. Here is a list of her “Free Resources”:  
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1lEJwGKWxjnzL5lAb_d3udcgLj5olTlKq/view?usp=sharing

•	 Louise has also kindly put together a list of “Recommended Books” for children and parents: 
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1LvjsQ0wwVBo7YuTyNDVJuVwbRjQTGP3Q/view?usp=sharin

•	 Niall Breslin has written a lovely story book series introducing mindfulness techniques to children,  
like The Magic Moment (Gill, 2018): https://www.niallbreslin.com/books

•	 And if you’d like a look at Niall Breslin’s “Mindful Moments for Children”: 
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLaSpT2jKLM16Z0i2yO1LxhEHJmSqyhaUv

•	 Creative Mindfulness Practitioner Leona McDonell has written a lovely children’s storybook: 
https://leonamcdonnell.com/lucys-mindful-life-when-lucy-meets-arden/

https://www.jpsny.org/cms/lib/NY50000104/Centricity/Domain/4804/MindfulnessBreathingPostersandPocket
https://www.jpsny.org/cms/lib/NY50000104/Centricity/Domain/4804/MindfulnessBreathingPostersandPocket
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1lEJwGKWxjnzL5lAb_d3udcgLj5olTlKq/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1LvjsQ0wwVBo7YuTyNDVJuVwbRjQTGP3Q/view?usp=sharin
https://www.niallbreslin.com/books
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLaSpT2jKLM16Z0i2yO1LxhEHJmSqyhaUv
https://leonamcdonnell.com/lucys-mindful-life-when-lucy-meets-arden/


8

Parent Support Sheets 
Lesson 3: Big Feelings - Anger

JUNIOR AND SENIOR INFANTS

Lesson Summary: 
In class today, the children created a volcano experiment using baking soda and vinegar. As the  
mixture fizzed and bubbled, we discussed how the feeling of anger can sometimes bubble up inside  
us. We returned to our story “Along Came a Cloud” to focus on when the red cloud of anger appeared.  
The children took part in a role play, acting out an angry bull and using the “Shake It Off” strategy for  
self-regulation to help the bull manage his anger.

Try It At Home Activity: “Shake it off”
Listen to your favourite song with your child/the child in your care and Shake It Off together, practising a 
positive outlet to express and manage anger. Tell your child/the child in your care about a time when you 
were angry, focusing on where you felt it in your body, and what helped you to calm. Share other ideas on 
how we can manage feeling angry. Colour in a picture of Orion and Amari “shaking it off”.

Dr. Malie and Linsey’s Top Tips:
One of the first steps to helping children with anger is to externalise it. Talking about anger as “coming  
in and taking over” can help a child to practise trying to take control of that anger before it takes over.  
In the story “Along Came a Cloud”, we use a red cloud appearing above the characters’ head as a way  
of externalising the anger. 

Dan Siegel has a lovely way of describing to children the neuroscience behind anger. He uses the hand 
model of the brain to describe how we “flip our lids” when our upstairs brain and downstairs brain stop 
communicating with each other. Describe to your your child/the child in your care that our brain has  
an upstairs where all our thinking happens and a downstairs where all our feelings live. When the stairs 
between them are blocked, we flip our lids and lose control of our emotions.

When parenting, it is helpful to remember 
Dr. Bruce Perry’s 3 R’s when a child becomes 
dysregulated. These are Regulate, Relate, 
Reason. Dysregulation happens when 
the brain responds to the environment 
by triggering the alarm system. In the 
case of anger, the anger takes over and 
the child may become very distressed. 
During this “emotional meltdown”, they are 
dysregulated and will be unable to listen, 
comprehend or cope.
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First, we need to start with the first R - Regulate, and help the child to feel safe, calm and loved. We need 
to figure out what helps them to feel soothed. This can take some practise, as all children are different, 
and will have their own unique ways of feeling regulated. Once the child is regulated you can then move 
on to the second R, Relate - we can validate their feelings with our words, “I know you are feeling upset, 
anger really took over there, it’s hard”. Focus on connecting with your child/the child in your care. When 
you feel your child/the child in your care is ready, you can move to the third R of Reason. You can discuss 
alternatives to behaviours. You can reassure them that you love them but the behaviour they exhibited 
was not okay.

Another approach that works well to help set limits when behaviours 
become challenging is Gary Landreth’s ACT model. In this model, 
you Acknowledge your child/the child in your care’s feelings or 
desires in a voice that conveys empathy and understanding. Then 
Communicate the boundary – briefly, specifically and clearly, letting 
your child/the child in your care know what they are not allowed 
to do. Then Target acceptable alternatives - provide one or more 
choices of things they can do instead.

If the child breaks the set limit, the second time the behaviour occurs, the parent gives the child a warning, 
naming what the consequence of continuing will be, giving them a chance to choose the right decision. 
If the child breaks the same boundary for the third time, the parent must enforce the consequence. This 
procedure helps the child learn that they are responsible for their own choices and behaviours and the 
outcomes associated with them. 

Example: A - “I know you want to bounce the basketball in the house”, C - “The rule is no bouncing the 
basketball inside”, T - “You can bounce it outside or play with a soft ball inside”. If not stopping - “If you 
choose to continue to bounce the basketball, the basketball will be taken away for today”, third time - 
follow through and remove the basketball.

Resources:
•	 Here is a video to explain the Hand Model of the Brain to children:  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Kx7PCzg0CGE and an explanation below 
https://buildingbetterbrains.com.au/hand-model-of-the-brain-to-explain-stress/

•	 There are some nice ideas here for helping children to manage anger:  
https://innovativeresources.org/furious-helping-children-manage-anger/

•	 Here is a video to explain the 3 R’s of Regulate, Relate and Reason to children: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ufKM8ihb6Sc

•	 The ACT model is described with examples here: 
https://www.childandfamilydevelopment.com/blog/setting-limits-the-a-c-t-method/ 

Lesson 3: Big Feelings - Anger

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Kx7PCzg0CGE
https://buildingbetterbrains.com.au/hand-model-of-the-brain-to-explain-stress/
https://innovativeresources.org/furious-helping-children-manage-anger/ 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ufKM8ihb6Sc 
https://www.childandfamilydevelopment.com/blog/setting-limits-the-a-c-t-method/  
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Lesson 4: Big Feelings - Fear

JUNIOR AND SENIOR INFANTS

Lesson Summary: 
In class today, the children focused on the feeling of fear, which appears twice in the story “Along Came a 
Cloud”. The children were asked to draw the mouse Orion was scared of, or something they are scared of 
themselves. They were then introduced to two strategies for helping with fear, including “I’m the boss of my 
worries” and “Making your fear look silly”. 

Try It At Home Activity: “Worry Box”
Today you were asked to create a “worry box” with your child/the child in your care. Explain to your child/
the child in your care that everyone experiences worry or anxiety at times, and it’s normal to have these 
feelings. Worries overwhelm us when too many of them get jumbled up in our minds. Asking your child/the 
child in your care to make a “worry box” gives them an opportunity to share their worries with you in a safe 
and contained way, which works to calm their minds from unnecessary worries.

Dr. Malie and Linsey’s Top Tips: (From “Love in, Love Out: A compassionate approach to parenting 
your anxious child” (Harper Collins Ireland, 2020).

Anxiety becomes a problem when it affects a child’s sense of who they are, their relationships and their 
engagement with school and other activities. 

Distinguishing anxiety from normal fears is important. Throughout childhood, we all naturally experience 
transient fears related to our ability to detect potential dangers in our environment. Children are expected 
to “grow out of” many of these fears as they develop. This is more difficult for 15% of children who have a 
more anxious temperament. 

Talking to your child about anxiety will not make them more anxious. No worry is a silly worry! If it’s causing 
your child/the child in your care distress, then it’s a big deal to them.

Helping your child/the child in your care to understand what’s 
happening inside their bodies helps them feel less alone and more 
empowered. Ask your child/the child in your care to draw themselves 
and tell you where they feel worries in their body, and what kinds of 
things make them feel worried, something like this:
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Anxiety is an overestimation of threat, and an underestimation of our ability to cope with the threat. In 
times of stress, not only do children release adrenaline and cortisol, but they release oxytocin, our bonding 
hormone, driving them to seek our support and connection.

How caregivers respond to children has a significant impact on how they cope. Seeing your child’s anxiety 
as an opportunity to nurture your connection builds on their resilience.

To find the balance between helping anxious children feel safe and empowering them to face their fears, 
Malie developed the four steps of the S.A.F.E. Chain of Resilience: 

Click into this link to see how the S.A.F.E. approach can help a child who is fearful of school:
https://acrobat.adobe.com/id/urn:aaid:sc:EU:3ff7bcf3-2ccb-4374-ab02-41e006f53257 

And here are a few more playful suggestions you may find helpful:

Play loosens fear. Some children like to think of a worry as a little pest that pops up just to annoy them, 
like a “worry monster” talking into their ear. As practised in class today, this “I’m the Boss of my Worries” 
exercise works really well to externalise and “boss back” their worries. 
https://acrobat.adobe.com/id/urn:aaid:sc:EU:21737207-bcc6-425d-994a-12efa52811ec

In times of stress, try to remain calm and use “anchoring strategies” to bring your child/the child in your 
care back to feeling safe, as you are your child/the child in your care’s anchor. Releasing stress hormones 
through physical activity helps to ground them, shift fearful thoughts and improve their sense of control:
https://acrobat.adobe.com/id/urn:aaid:sc:EU:de4bcc86-1404-4611-81dc-16068494caf3

Create a “soothing box” of toys to engage your your child/the child in your care’s senses (e.g., squishies, 
kaleidoscope, shaker). You can’t be scared and playful at the same time! Create a “calm box” to soothe 
their senses (e.g., comfort blanket, stuffed animal, favourite book or music, stress ball).  

Resources: 
•	 Sparkle Appeal Toolkit Supporting Children With Anxiety and Worry:  

https://acrobat.adobe.com/id/urn:aaid:sc:EU:af2ebea7-225d-47f0-98ce-4c5b4348a28c

•	 Dr. Malie Coyne’s Webinar on “Compassionate Support for Parenting Anxious Children”: 
https://www.mentalhealthireland.ie/compassionate-support-for-parenting-anxious-children-and-
teens/

Lesson 4: Big Feelings - Fear

https://acrobat.adobe.com/id/urn:aaid:sc:EU:3ff7bcf3-2ccb-4374-ab02-41e006f53257  
https://acrobat.adobe.com/id/urn:aaid:sc:EU:21737207-bcc6-425d-994a-12efa52811ec 
https://acrobat.adobe.com/id/urn:aaid:sc:EU:de4bcc86-1404-4611-81dc-16068494caf3 
https://acrobat.adobe.com/id/urn:aaid:sc:EU:af2ebea7-225d-47f0-98ce-4c5b4348a28c 
https://www.mentalhealthireland.ie/compassionate-support-for-parenting-anxious-children-and-teens/
https://www.mentalhealthireland.ie/compassionate-support-for-parenting-anxious-children-and-teens/


12

Lesson Summary: 
In class today, the children were introduced to a video called “The Cup of Love”, where they discussed 
ways of filling other’s cups, as well as their own. We also played games to help children build their self-
esteem through thinking about things that make them special.

Try It At Home Activity: “Cup of Love”
The video “A Cup of Love” was used as part of this lesson [See Lesson 5 Try It At Home Sheet]. This helps  
your child/the child in your care to visualise how every act of kindness they make is like “filling a cup” with 
love for others and for themselves. Talk to your child/the child in your care about ways they can keep their 
cup full. 

Dr. Malie and Linsey’s Top Tips: 

Parental Self-Compassion - Lotus of Self-Care
All parenting begins with you. How you see yourself as a parent has a huge bearing on how your child/the 
child in your care will see you and how they view themselves, as you are a mirror to their feelings about 
themselves. If we want our children to love and accept themselves, we need to model this for them first, 
by committing to being  
a good friend to ourselves. 

Having children pushes us to look at ourselves and our emotional baggage, but also affords us an 
incredible opportunity to grow as parents and as human beings. Working on yourself is one of the best 
investments you can make for you and your child/the child in your care. We encourage parents to seek 
support from loved ones or professional support if you find self-compassion difficult. 

To be a calm, loving and empathic parent, you need to take good care of yourself and fill your cup. 
Parental self-care is about recognising your feelings and taking the time you need to restore balance,  
so you have something to give to the many roles you play in your life. 

When we are feeling overwhelmed, we are less able to compassionately respond to our children’s big 
feelings. However, if we take a proactive approach to nurturing our self-care, we build the reserves to  
take on the daily challenges of parenting. 

Malie has developed a “Lotus of Self-Care” exercise for parents, which focuses on 5 areas of self-care  
(i.e., physical, psychological, emotional, spiritual and social) and asks parents what they are already doing 
in each area, and what they would like to do more of. Here is the link: https://acrobat.adobe.com/id/
urn:aaid:sc:eu:ad644ada-da17-4ed3-85da-d8c104fea0db

Inner Kindness Voice - Affirmation Cards
We all speak to ourselves unkindly sometimes, which has huge power over how we feel about ourselves 
and our wellbeing. Just like adults, many children have a harsh inner critic, like an “inner bully”. We can help 
children to become aware of their inner bully voice and introduce them to their kinder inner voice,  
by cultivating self-compassion using affirmations.

Parent Support Sheets 
Lesson 5: Self - Esteem

JUNIOR AND SENIOR INFANTS

https://acrobat.adobe.com/id/urn:aaid:sc:eu:ad644ada-da17-4ed3-85da-d8c104fea0db 
https://acrobat.adobe.com/id/urn:aaid:sc:eu:ad644ada-da17-4ed3-85da-d8c104fea0db 
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Affirmations are statements that help us to overcome our “inner 
bully” thoughts and visualise and create positive changes in our lives. 
Affirmations are the perfect way to let children know their true value and 
be a good friend to themselves. Making affirmation cards with your child/
the child in your care is a good way of encouraging them to speak more 
kindly to themselves.

Create affirmations to suit the needs of your own child. Affirmations such  
as “I’m just right”, “I’m loved” or “I’m safe” will work well for most children. 
Once you’ve picked a few, get some small pieces of card and write an 
affirmation on each one. Be as creative as you like! Next, ask your child/ 
the child in your care to draw a picture or stick some images on it.

As children repeat their affirmations, it can also be helpful to encourage 
them to use self-soothing touch, by giving themselves a little hug or  
putting their hand on their heart.

You can repeat positive affirmations with your child/the child in your care at any time of the day or when 
they’re feeling worried about something. You could pop some affirmation cards in their school bag that 
they could use during the day as an anchor to being “held in mind” by you. It can also be nice to make a 
larger affirmation card to stick on your child’s bedroom wall.

Here are a few more tips for building your child/the child in your care’s self-esteem:

1.	 Show your child/the child in your care lots of affection everyday, and tell them what you love about 
them. 

2.	 Show a real interest in them and spend time on the things they enjoy, as it gives them the message   
 “You are worth my time. You are a valuable person”.

3.	 Model self-compassion: Filling your cup will encourage your child/the child in your care to do the 
same.

Resources:
•	 The above illustration is from Louise Shanagher’s “Magic Words Cards” available here:  

https://www.creative-mindfulness.com/magic-words-cards

•	 A great book that teaches helpful self-kindness tools in a very simple and child-friendly way is Fiona 
Forman’s “Self-Kindness for Kids: Whizzo-Voice to the Rescue”:  
https://www.otb.ie/shop/emotional-issues-sphe/self-kindness-for-kids/

Lesson 5: Self - Esteem

https://www.creative-mindfulness.com/magic-words-cards
https://www.otb.ie/shop/emotional-issues-sphe/self-kindness-for-kids/ 
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Parent Support Sheets 
Lesson 6: Friendships

JUNIOR AND SENIOR INFANTS

Lesson Summary: 
In class today, the children learned “Head, Heart and Hands”, a technique to encourage showing empathy 
to others. They were also introduced to a Friendship song. They created a Friendship wall in the classroom, 
displaying pictures they drew showing kindness in friendships.

Try It At Home Activity: “Child-led Play”
In this “Try It At Home” (TIAH) activity, we encourage parents/caregivers to spend 15 minutes playing with 
your child/the child in your care and offer tips for playtime [See Lesson 6 TIAH Sheet]. Your child/the child 
in your care can choose what they would like to play (within limits), and we encourage you to follow your 
child/the child in your care’s lead and enter into their world. You are introduced to the same concept your 
child/the child in your care learned in school - “Head, Heart and Hands”, and you will get a chance  
to practise this whilst playing.

Dr. Malie and Linsey’s Top Tips:
We have chosen playing with your child/the child in your care as today’s “Try It At Home” activity, as play 
is a child’s natural language of expression. Playing with your child/the child in your care deepens your 
emotional connection and helps them to feel special. A short blast of quality time with parents/caregivers 
gives children the chance to counterbalance the negative feelings they can carry around with them all 
day. Consider this “special play time” as refilling your child/the child in your care’s emotional cup so they 
can go back to exploring their world full-up with love and possibility. They will love you for it!

Below, you can find an explanation of Reflective Functioning (“Head, Heart, and Hands”), which is the 
technique you will be practising today while playing with your child/the child in your care.

Empathy can be described as the ability to understand and share someone’s feelings. The metaphor of 
“putting yourself in someone else’s shoes” is often referred to when explaining empathy. Being empathetic 
towards others, and being able to understand their experience is a great skill to have. Researchers have 
discovered something called “Reflective Functioning”, which correlates with children feeling safe and 
secure in their relationship with adults. 

We like to call Reflective Functioning “empathy with bells and whistles”. When we practice empathy, we 
understand our child’s experience, how they might be feeling, and what they might be thinking. The “bells 
and whistles” come in when we let our child know through our actions that we understand how they are 
feeling and thinking. By letting children know that we get it, we help them to feel understood, which further 
deepens our connection.
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Debi Maskell-Graham created a 3-step process (“Head, Heart and Hands”) which helps parents to 
practice empathy with bells and whistles with children [See Lesson 6 TIAH Sheet.]

Linsey McNelis has also adapted this process for use in 
friendships, which was shared in school today, believing 
children can start working on this wonderful skill from very 
young.

You can watch a great example of “empathy with 
bells and whistles” in a clip from the movie ‘Inside Out’, 
when Sadness (the small blue emotion) comforts Bing 
Bong (the pink character): https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=QT6FdhKriB8

Clearsky Children’s Charity have a free downloadable 
resource for parents [see left image], available in the link 
below. This resource gives parents/caregivers lots of lovely 
playful ideas to try with your children. It also shows how 
play can help when children’s behaviour is challenging, 
like when they are getting dressed, refusing food, or not 
wanting to go to bed (Pgs 14-18). On pages 29-33, there are 
some lovely tips for 1:1 child-led play “You and Me Time”. 
There are also fun games to help practise “Head, Heart and 
Hands” (Pgs 78-87), which your child/the child in your care  
was introduced to in school today.

Resources:
•	 You can find Clearsky Children’s Charity’s free downloadable Parents Play kit at:  

https://clear-sky.org.uk/shop/

•	 The “Learning through Play” website has lots of information on why play is so important for children’s 
development and wellbeing. It also has lots of games to play with your child/the child in your care:  
https://learningthroughplay.com

•	 Here is a great podcast on playing with your child/the child in your care with Hayley Rice, Play Therapist:  
https://play.acast.com/s/a-little-birdie-told-me/14-hayley-rice

•	 Here is a comprehensive list of 24 picture books about how to be a good friend:  
https://teachingwithchildrensbooks.com/books-about-friendship/

•	 Here are 12 brilliant evidence-based tips on helping your child/the child in your care to make friends:  
https://parentingscience.com/kids-make-friends/

Lesson 6: Friendships

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QT6FdhKriB8 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QT6FdhKriB8 
https://clear-sky.org.uk/shop/
https://learningthroughplay.com
https://play.acast.com/s/a-little-birdie-told-me/14-hayley-rice
https://teachingwithchildrensbooks.com/books-about-friendship/
https://parentingscience.com/kids-make-friends/
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Lesson 7: When Friendships Go Wrong

JUNIOR AND SENIOR INFANTS

Lesson Summary: 
In today’s lesson, the children watched videos of children in different scenarios and they identified “okay” 
and “not okay” actions in friendships. The children practised ways of being assertive and learned a Power 
Pose and an Assertiveness Mantra.

Try It At Home Activity: “What I Can Do Mantra and Power Pose”
The Power Pose and assertiveness mantra were taught as part of this lesson. An assertiveness mantra 
like “I can say what I feel in a kind and confident way” is a helpful tool to encourage children to express 
themselves clearly and respectfully. Practise our mantra together while standing up in a Power Pose  
[See Lesson 7 TIAH Sheet]. See next page of this Parent sheet for an “Assertiveness Role Play” exercise  
to try with your child/the child in your care.

Dr. Malie and Linsey’s Top Tips:
Although it doesn’t come naturally to many of us, assertiveness is a crucial skill for children to learn,  
which enables them to stand up for themselves, build confidence, and maintain stronger relationships. 
The power of saying “no” is important in building self-esteem. Children need to be empowered to learn 
skills for dealing with “not okay” actions.

In speaking to your child/the child in your care about friendships, remind them that there is no perfect 
friendship. There are times when friends do things which are kind, and other times friends do things which 
are “not okay”. Talk to your child/the child in your care about times when their friends might have done 
something “not okay”. How did they feel? What did they do? What made it better?

When things happen that are “not okay”, rather than dismiss the friendship altogether, it may help to  
focus on the whole person, and think about why they may have acted the way they did. This does not 
excuse their actions, but gives context for how we can all be imperfect sometimes and do “not okay” 
things. We all have ruptures sometimes; it’s how we repair these that builds healthy relationships going 
forward. 

On the other hand, there are times when another child behaves in a mean way repeatedly, which is when  
it is important for children to seek help from adults (i.e., teachers and parents) to listen to their hurt 
feelings, validate them, and problem-solve a way forward. 

In helping children to build assertiveness skills, it is essential for parents to model assertive behaviour. 

In class today, children learned about the 3 basic styles of communication, including passive, assertive 
and aggressive. Children who use passive or aggressive responses may continue these patterns into 
adulthood if they don’t learn assertiveness skills at a young age. Neither of these communication styles, 
be it passive or aggressive, gets their needs met. Finding a balanced and assertive way to deal with 
situations is healthy communication.
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Assertiveness Role Play
Act out a playground scenario, where you play 
the “mean” role and your child/the child in your 
care practises different responses using the 3 
communication styles [See Visual]. 

Ask your child/the child in your care to come up 
with something “not okay” you might do. If your 
child/the child in your care prefers, use your 
child/the child in your care animal or toy figures 
to play out the various roles.

For example, you or the toy figure might say 
“You’re not playing with us”. 

Encourage your child/the child in your care to 
practise a “Passive Mouse” response (e.g., head 
down, with a low voice, “Oh okay I’ll go over 
there then”). Then try an “Aggressive Alligator” 
response (e.g., squaring up to you, shouting 
“What did you say to me?!”). 

Finally, using the Power Pose, encourage your 
child to respond to you like the “Assertive Dog”. 
Practise different assertive responses (e.g., “I’m 
going to play with my other friends” and your 
child walks away; or “I feel sad when you tell me  
I can’t play, I want to join in”).

 
After you finish the role play, shake off your roles 
and do something fun together.

Resources:
•	 Here are four playful activities to help children develop assertiveness: 

https://www.momentsaday.com/help-children-develop-assertiveness/

•	 Here is a useful resource for parents to build assertiveness skills:  
https://www.kennys.ie/health-personal-development/the-assertiveness-workbook-a-teach-
yourself-guide-teach-yourself-relationships-self-help

Lesson 7: When  Friendships Go Wrong

https://www.momentsaday.com/help-children-develop-assertiveness/

https://www.kennys.ie/health-personal-development/the-assertiveness-workbook-a-teach-yourself-guide-teach-yourself-relationships-self-help
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Parent Support Sheets 
Lesson 8: Repairing Friendships

JUNIOR AND SENIOR INFANTS

Lesson Summary: 
During today’s lesson, the children practised our Assertiveness Mantra and created solutions to “not okay” 
actions in friendships. They practised cooperative and assertiveness skills during a STEM activity, building  
a friendship house with their classmates.

Try It At Home Activity: “Friendship house”
This “Try It At Home” activity leads on from our “Friendship House” activity in class. We encourage you to 
sit with your child/the child in your care while they fill in their friendship house picture. Afterwards, we 
have listed some questions you can ask them to begin a discussion on the benefits and challenges of 
friendships.

Dr. Malie and Linsey’s Top Tips:
We can help our children to understand that all friendships can come with challenges, as we are all 
unique individuals with our own thoughts and feelings. By modelling healthy repair after ruptures in our 
own relationship with our child, we can help them to learn that this is a normal part of relationships. Dr. 
Malie describes a “Formula for Secure Attachment” below:

Formula for Secure Attachment
Infants develop a secure attachment when the parent is sensitive to their signals and responds 
appropriately to their needs in a “good enough” way. When I talk about “good enough” parenting and 
building a secure attachment with your child, I explain this formula so parents are clear that perfection  
is neither possible, nor is it desirable:

Secure attachment = 1/3 Tuning into your child + 1/3 Rupture + 1/3 Repair
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1.	 TUNING IN: Attuning to your child/the child in your care’s needs, or the “dance of attunement” is  
	 the basis of secure attachment. It relates to the parent/caregiver reading the need behind the  
	 child’s behaviour, being with them in their big feelings, and taking the next step in a well- 
	 choreographed dance. It is this beautiful dance which creates a balanced relationship, introducing  
	 the child to a trustworthy world, enabling them to take risks and seek comfort from relationships.  
	 Attunement just needs to be “good enough” to help a child to feel safe and secure.  
	 As parents and caregivers, our ability to dance depends on our capacity to look after our wellbeing  
	 and our own experience of feeling soothed by another. This helps us to self-soothe, and improves  
	 our ability to read our child’s cues. If we’re feeling emotionally drained, we find the dance of  
	 attunement harder and we can end up mixing up the steps or not dancing at all!

2.	 RUPTURE: Relationship ruptures arise naturally in every family, and are the result of challenges  
	 in a parent and child reading and responding to each other’s cues. Sometimes the child isn’t  
	 communicating how they really feel, and sometimes the parent might be feeling overwhelmed,  
	 making it difficult to attune to each other. Ruptures happen in every human relationship; it’s how  
	 we intentionally repair these which matters to children.

3.	 REPAIR: Repairs provide a valuable opportunity to strengthen our relationships with our children  
	 and models for them how healthy relationships work. There is such beauty in repairs. This is the  
	 fertile ground upon which you can help your child/the child in your care to understand what it  
	 means to be human, to make mistakes, and to make amends. Repair builds a new healthy brain  
	 pathway, where through a parent modelling a repair, the child learns to expect that repairs are  
	 possible in all relationships.  

For example, if you think you could have managed a stressful situation with your child/the child in your 
care in a calmer way, there is huge power in you saying to them: 

“I’m sorry I didn’t listen / shouted at you / was impatient earlier, my feelings were very big at the time and 
taking a deep breath would have helped me to understand you better”. 

If possible, try not to follow your apology with “BUT you shouldn’t have...” because that turns it into a 
reprimand rather than a repair moment. Explain your role, model calm and containment, and leave it  
at that. There is plenty of time for a “learning moment” again.

*Practical tip: Given that ruptures happen in all relationships, help your child/the child in your care to 
explore how to repair difficulties with their siblings and friends and encourage them in their efforts.

Resources:
•	 Niall Breslin “Where is my Mind” podcast with Malie Coyne on Rupture and Repair:  

https://irepod.com/podcast/where-is-my-mind-5/rupture-and-repair-with-dr-malie-coyne

•	 Ruptures and Repairs Trust-Based Relational Parenting Tips:  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lwtgzkeLYO0

Lesson 8: Repairing Friendships

https://irepod.com/podcast/where-is-my-mind-5/rupture-and-repair-with-dr-malie-coyne 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lwtgzkeLYO0 
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Lesson 9: Diversity

JUNIOR AND SENIOR INFANTS

Lesson Summary: 
In today’s lesson, the children we celebrated diversity within the classroom through games and activities. 
The children were introduced to a video that showed two different looking eggs. The eggs then cracked 
open, and they were the same on the inside. The message is that though we all look different, we are the 
same on the inside, with a heart that beats and similar hopes, dreams and worries. We played games to 
explore our similarities and differences. 

Try It At Home Activity: “Diversity”
For today’s “Try It At Home” activity, we ask that you watch the YouTube video of the book “We are all 
Wonders” [See Lesson 9 TIAH Sheet]. If possible, talk to your child/the child in your care about how every 
human being is a wonder, including your child/the child in your care, and that if we change the way we 
see and look with kindness, we will always find wonder in others. This is followed by giving your child/the 
child in your care time to draw a picture of themselves and of another person. Discuss the similarities  
and differences of the two pictures and help your child/the child in your care to write these down.

Dr. Malie and Linsey’s Top Tips:
Diversity is about embracing differences and being inclusive of people from all walks of life. It can  
include race, ethnicity, gender, sexuality, social and economic backgrounds, religious beliefs and  
much more.

As children develop, their views of the world begin and are very much shaped in the home. As parents, 
encouraging diversity means to actively appreciate, respect and empower people for who they are, 
starting with your child/the child in your care and extending out to the world.

As a society, we need to be more aware of what we are filling both our own and our children’s cups with.  
By modelling self-awareness, presence, kindness and compassion and by teaching children these skills,  
we can help fill children’s cups with these qualities, so that when children inevitably get hurt, what will spill 
out will not be harmful. 

As parents and caregivers, we can all take responsibility by looking deeply and honestly at what is in our 
own cups and doing the inner work necessary to fill our cups with loving qualities.

We can help children to understand that, although someone might look different on the outside, we are all 
very similar on the inside. We all have feelings, we all have worries sometimes, we all want to feel happy 
and loved. Nobody likes it when they are treated badly because it hurts them on the inside. Everyone likes 
to be treated kindly and with respect.

Across all religions and non-religions, one rule for life is common: Treat others how you would like to 
be treated. If we can teach our children anything in life, we should teach them to be kind and, very 
importantly, show them how it’s done. 
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Let’s celebrate the value of uniqueness with our children. Share family stories and capture childhood 
moments to remind them of later, take photographs, write journals. Help build their story as a unique 
person. Bring them to different places and meet people from other cultures, have discussions about 
similarities and differences and how everyone is unique.

The best way for children to learn about diversity and inclusion is to see it modeled by trusted adults.  
Parents/caregivers can take active steps to make sure your child/the child in your care is immersed in 
communities and opportunities that embrace and celebrate differences.

Do acknowledge differences. Children notice them, so there is no need to pretend that they don’t exist. 
Emphasise the positive aspects of differences. Be honest about the ways people are mistreated for their 
differences. Begin to talk to your child/the child in your care about inequalities which exist in the world,  
and what we can each do to show love and kindness to everyone. 

Do speak up when bias happens. Whether your child/the child in your care or someone else does or says 
something prejudiced (including you), address it in the moment or soon after. Everyone makes mistakes 
sometimes. Silence teaches children it’s okay. Addressing it shows courage.

Resources:
•	 Here’s a lovely short video to watch with your child/the child in your care on diversity:  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=P6mXWXVTIiU

•	 Ideas for celebrating children’s uniqueness from Wendy Wisner and Amy Morrin:  
https://www.verywellfamily.com/celebrate-childs-uniqueness-5071090

•	 For key steps to raising inclusive kids by Ashley Cullins: 
https://biglifejournal.com/blogs/blog/raising-inclusive-kids

•	 This is a gorgeous Loving Kindness Meditation for Children - Sky Like Mind ~ from our very own 
Mindfulness Teacher Louise Shanagher: 
https://youtu.be/pOE6V6o2y-4

•	 Louise Shanagher’s “Kindfully Me” storybooks’s series introduces children to the practices of mindfulness, 
kindness, compassion and gratitude: 
https://www.creative-mindfulness.com/kindfully-me-3-packs

Lesson 9: Diversity

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lwtgzkeLYO0 
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Lesson 10: Being Safe Online and  
Reflection on the Programme

JUNIOR AND SENIOR INFANTS

Lesson Summary: 
The aim of this lesson is to learn about being safe online. As this was the final lesson of the 10 week 
programme, the children were encouraged to reflect on all they had learnt on the A Lust for Life Schools 
Programme for Junior and Senior Infants, and to pick their highlights.

Try It At Home Activity: “What I Learned”
This Try It At Home activity pulls together all of the content the children have completed within the last 
10 lessons. This is a template with some of the strategies we have learned from the A Lust for Life schools 
programme. Ask your child/the child in your care to explain them to you and practise their favourite one 
together! 

Dr. Malie and Linsey’s Top Tips:
Although your child/the child in your care are still quite young, it is important to begin the conversation 
around online safety from early on, in order to equip children with the tools to stay safe. Research has 
identified three primary areas of concern for parents about their child’s use of online technology: 

•	 inappropriate contact
•	 inappropriate content
•	 inappropriate conduct

Inappropriate Contact: Inappropriate contact involves people who children might meet online, which 
includes worries about online predators. It is important to speak to children from a young age about 
how we don’t know who we are dealing with online. Check privacy settings, and tell them to only share 
information with people they trust. 

Inappropriate Content: Inappropriate content involves unsuitable material children can come across 
online. The number one message is that children should come and speak to you if they see or read 
anything that makes them uncomfortable. Tell them not to respond to mean messages. Sit with them  
and report anyone who says anything mean or inappropriate. 

Inappropriate Conduct: Inappropriate conduct involves the conduct of the child themselves, and ensuring 
they understand they are accountable for what they say and do online. If you wouldn’t say it face to face, 
then don’t say it online. Use ‘the Granny test’. If you wouldn’t want your Granny to see it, then don’t post it 
online. Respectful communication is key. 

It is also important to consider how much time your child/the child in your care is spending on screens, 
and whether this may be taking away from other activities (e.g., sleep, exercise, play, work). 

Technology is an integral part of life, and there are many benefits. However, we also need to be mindful of 
whether children are getting enough opportunities for connection and play. The aim is to achieve balance. 
Modelling healthy screen use will benefit you and your children.
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How to manage screen time for young children: https://youtu.be/J03FF9K9Bf0
https://www.internetmatters.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/Internet-Matters-Guide-Balancing-
Screen-Time-5-7-KeyStage1.pdf

Conclusion:
“The foundations for virtually every aspect of human 
development - physical, intellectual and emotional 
- are laid in early childhood” (Marmot, 2010). For this 
reason, giving your child/the child in your care the 
best head start is what we are so passionate about. 
In finishing up the A Lust for Life Schools Programme, 
we would just like to say it’s been a real pleasure 
creating this programme for your little one, and we 
are also really grateful for the opportunity to engage 
with parents.

We hope you have found something which 
resonates with you in these Parent Support Sheets, 
to nurture your child-parent connection with 
compassion for you and for your child/the child in 
your care. Remember that all your child/the child in 
your care needs is “good enough” to support them 
in their exploration and learning, and comfort them 
when the going gets tough. 

All the best, Malie and Linsey.

More Resources:
•	 Coyne, Malie (2020). Love in, Love out: A compassionate approach to parenting your anxious child. 

Harper Collins Ireland. https://drmaliecoyne.ie/loveinloveout/

•	 Hoffman, K. Cooper, G., Powell, B., & Benton, C.M. (2017). Raising a Secure Child: How Circle of Security 
Parenting Can Help You Nurture Your Child’s Attachment, Emotional Resilience, and Freedom to Explore. 
https://www.circleofsecurityinternational.com/books/

•	 Koster, A (2018). Roots and Wings: Childhood needs a revolution. Roots & Wings Publishing:  
https://rootsandwings.ie/product/roots-and-wings-childhood-needs-a-revolution/

•	 O’Kane, M. (2021). Perfectly Imperfect Parenting. Orla Kelly Publishing:  
https://www.drmaryokane.ie/perfectly-imperfect-parenting/

•	 Siegel, D.J. & Bryson, T.P. (2012). The Whole Brain Child: 12 Revolutionary Strategies to Nurture Your Child’s 
Developing Mind: https://drdansiegel.com/books/

•	 https://parentline.ie/ ~ A national, confidential helpline that offers parents support, information and 
guidance. 01 873 3500 Monday-Thursday 10am-9pm & Fridays 10am-7pm.

Lesson 10: Being Safe Online and 
Reflection on the Programme
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Harper Collins Ireland. https://drmaliecoyne.ie/loveinloveout/
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