
SEL Extensions 
 

Thoughts, Emotions, and Behaviors 
The Cognitive Triad 

 
 
Dear 3rd, 4th, and 5th graders, 
 
Can you believe that it’s the end of May already? Can you believe that June is 
right around the corner? That means that summer is almost here! 
 
We can’t quite believe that our time with you has been cut so short. We feel like we 
have been cheated out of almost three whole months with you. But we also 
believe that we have at least some control of our feelings. If we intentionally 
direct our thoughts and/or behaviors, we can help to steer our emotions. And 
that is what this week’s lesson is all about. 
 
What follows are various choices. Feel free to do whatever works for you. What 
are your choices?  

- Do all of the extensions 
- Do some of the extensions 
- Do none of the extensions 

 
As always, have a great week. You are loved. 
 
Ms. Megan & Mr. Trevor 
 
ps. We LOVE hearing from you! Thanks for all of the feedback that you provide. 
And if you’ve never contacted us, start now! 
 
Ms. Megan / parisianm@childdiscoverycenter.org / 616-901-2643 
 
Mr. Trevor / gilbetre@childdiscoverycenter.org / 616-202-1277 
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Mindfulness Moment 
 

The Cloud, Letting Go activity 
 
Practice letting go of thoughts with your student. If it is helpful, you can imagine 
each new thought as a passing cloud. Sit in your mindful body and visualize your 
thoughts like passing clouds. As each new thought pops into your head, see it 
sitting on the cloud, and 
then watch it float away. Try not to judge or focus on the thought. Simply notice 
each thought, take a deep breath, and let it go. Try sitting in your mindful body 
and watch the thoughts pass by for two minutes. Reflect on the experience with 
your student. 
 
 

LESSON SUMMARY 
 
The cognitive triad is a model of change. The premise of the cognitive triad is 
simple: changing your thoughts, your emotions, or your behaviors will, in turn, 
change the other two. For instance, if you want to change a difficult emotion like 
despair, you can focus your attention on changing a specific behavior. Changing 
your behavior will, in turn, affect your thoughts and emotions. Developing a basic 
understanding of the cognitive triad empowers students to take ownership of 
their emotions and provides a road map to change. The simplest route to 
changing an emotion is not necessarily direct; it is through small changes in our 
behaviors and thoughts. This week’s SEL lesson teaches your students the 
connection between their thoughts, emotions, and behaviors and helps students 
identify methods for managing emotions through social-emotional skills learned 
this school year. 
 
And here’s another way to think about it … 
 
Thoughts, behaviors and emotions are a dynamic trio. They are always hanging 
out together. Where one goes, the other two tag along and influence each other. 
By changing one aspect - thoughts, emotions, or behaviors – we in turn alter 
every other aspect of our experience. The trio highlights the dynamic and 
ever-changing nature of our mental state. While the dynamic trio may seem like 
an oversimplification, it draws our attention to those things within our control. We 
can control our daily habits and behaviors through willpower and choice. We can 
control which thoughts we give credence to and which to ignore through 
practiced reflection. We can control which emotions to pay attention to and 
which to let go of through mindful awareness. 



Journaling Ideas 
 
 

- Recall a situation that did not go as you had hoped. Explain what 
happened and then write an alternative ending to the story imagining that 
you had changed just one small part of the trio at the time (a thought, a 
behavior, or an emotion). Explain what you would have changed and why. 
How would things have gone differently? How might your current life be 
different if you had changed just one thing? 
 

- When was a time when your thoughts impacted your emotions and then 
your behaviors? Write about a time when you experienced this connection 
between the three. 

 
- Write an informative essay describing a time you successfully formed a 

new, healthy habit. What steps did you take? What role did your emotions 
and thoughts play in forming your new habit? How did you maintain your 
habit? In your conclusion, offer advice to your reader on how to create his 
or her own healthy habits by changing just one thing at a time – a thought, 
a behavior or an emotion. 
 

- Sometimes we surprise ourselves with what we are able to do. Write an 
informative essay explaining how you accomplished something you didn’t 
think you could do. Describe how your behaviors and emotions interacted 
to prove your thinking false. 

 
 
ESSENTIAL VOCABULARY 
 
Behavior: Any observable action, or pattern of actions, in response to a thought, 
emotion or event. 
 
Cognitive Triad: A conceptual model based on Cognitive Behavioral Theory that 
represents the 
interconnectivity between thoughts, emotions, and behaviors. 
 
Emotions: Something you feel in response to an event, thought, or behavior. 
Emotions are complex reactions to events and thoughts that help us to 
understand and respond to situations in our life. They can be pleasant, 
unpleasant, or neutral and are usually accompanied by physical sensations. 
 



Thought: Interpretations (opinions) we form about others, our world, and 
ourselves. The result of processing and organizing information. Thoughts inform 
our behaviors and emotions. One’s internal dialogue or something you tell 
yourself that you could put in quotes (e.g. “Everything will be okay.”). 
 
 
STUDENT RESOURCES 
• Fish in a Tree by Lynda Mullay Hunt 
• Happy Kid! By Gail Gauthier 
• Inside Out and Back Again by Thanhha Lai by 
• My Side of the Mountain by Jean Craighead George 
• One for the Murphys by Lynda Mullaly Hunt 
• The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time Indian by Sherman Alexie 
• The War That Saved My Life by Kimberly Brubaker Bradley 
• Touch Blue by Cynthia Lord 
 
ADULT RESOURCES 
• Cognitive Behavior Therapy By Saul McLeod 
• Cognitive Therapy: Basics and Beyond by J.S. Beck 
• Habits of a Happy Brain by Loretta Graziano Breuning, Ph.D 
 

https://www.simplypsychology.org/cognitive-therapy.html

