Flexible Thinking

“Children SEE – Children DO”

RIRO Resilience Activity Module for Parents & Children (birth to 7 years)
INTRODUCTION

This module contains fun activities for parents and children that promote resilience by encouraging flexible
thinking. Each activity takes less than 20 minutes. The activities can be done “as is” or be accompanied by
discussion about the importance of flexibility in supporting resilience. This module complements the Keep
Trying and Positive Outlook modules.

RESOURCES in this MODULE
•
•
•

GRAB & GO – activities for facilitators working with individual parents and children (pp. 1-2)
Group activities – plus homework, other resiliency resources and engagement strategies (pp. 3-5)
Parent Tip Sheet and Poster – parent handout with ideas on flexible thinking

KEY CONCEPTS
•
•
•

Flexible thinking – a critical ability that supports resilience – increases
the chances of seeing more solutions and opportunities in all situations.
Parents can encourage children to think flexibly by asking questions and
giving appropriate choices.
When parents take time to think flexibly, children learn to
be creative problem-solvers.

RAIN
drops!

Yummy
flowers!

MATERIALS NEEDED (depending on activity)
•
•
•

Paper and pencil (crayon, markers)
Story or picture
Parent Tip Sheet

PREPARATION/ ONLINE RESOURCES
•
•

www.reachinginreachingout.com (RIRO professional resources)
www.reachinginreachingout.com/resources-parents-thinkingskills.htm

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ACTIVITIES
While these are meant to be fun activities, parents may find it helpful if facilitators explain: 1) the role that
flexible thinking plays in the development of resilience, and 2) how children learn to think flexibly by watching
their parents use flexible thinking in everyday life.

#1: “How else can I look at this?”
Parent
• Show parent pictures of different situations involving a parent and child (or two or more children; see
page 43 of the RIRO Resiliency Guidebook at www.reachinginreachingout.com/resourcesguidebook.htm ).
• Facilitator and parent come up with three different ideas for what could be happening in the picture.
Facilitator points out that they are thinking flexibly together to come up with different alternatives.
• Facilitator asks parent to guess:
o What could the characters be thinking?
o What will happen next?
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o What else could happen?
o What else could the parent do? What else could the child(ren) do?

Parent and child
•
•

Do activity as above, but ask both the child and parent to answer questions.
Encourage parent to ask the child questions about the story.

#2: “How Many Ways?”
Parent
•

Parent and facilitator can come up with ideas for:
How many ways can the parent ask his/her child to:
o come to him/her?
o brush teeth?
o be quiet?
How many ways can the parent show the child:
o s/he is pleased with what the child has done?
o s/he loves the child?
What could the child be thinking when the child:
o gives another child a toy?
o takes a toy from another child?
o smiles at the parent?
o cries?

Parent and child
•

Parent and child take turns figuring out different ways to:
o walk from the door to where they sleep
o carry water
o close the door
o fold a piece of paper

•

Ask parent and child (about the activities above)
o What else can you do?
o What could you do next time?
o What other things can you do in more than one way?

#3: “What can you do with…?”
•
•

Ask parent to think of different things that s/he could do with different objects such as a spoon? a
piece of paper? a pebble? (Offer ideas to role model flexible thinking.)
Ask parent and child to think together of different uses for objects in their home.

#4: “Parent and infant activities”
•
•

Have parent hold the infant to feed in different ways – sometimes facing right and sometimes left.
Try different ways to make the baby smile – faces, movements, sounds.
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GROUP ACTIVITIES
NOTE: These activities are designed for professionals and paraprofessionals who have completed RIRO Skills
Training Program and who have group facilitation experience.

Parent group (no children)

Option 1:
• Give parents a piece of paper and ask them to make a shape (either by folding paper or by drawing).
• Share all the group members’ pictures to make the point of how many ways there are to think about
this one task.
• Give everyone a spoon and ask them to think of different ways to use it.
• Comment on the benefits of flexible thinking.
Option 2:
• Show a simple picture of people interacting and ask parents to come up with ideas of what could be
happening.
o “What else could be happening?”
o “What could they do if they were in the picture?”
•
•
•

Let parents know there are no wrong answers.
Comment on the benefits of flexible thinking and how they could use the activity with their children.
Facilitator may also provide ideas from pp. 1-2 or from “Take Home” activities (see below).

Facilitators’ suggestions
•
•

You can also ask parents to think of other ways to verbalize things, i.e.,“How else could you say that?
You can have parents look at different ways to view their children, e.g., “Stubborn” or “Persistent”?
“Loud or “Energetic”? “Cranky” or “Just overtired”? “Willful” or “Natural leader”?

Parent-child group

Option 1:
• Give parent‐child dyads a piece of paper and have them work together to make a shape (either by
folding paper or by drawing).
• Compare all the group members’ pictures to make the point of how many ways there are to think
about this one task.
• Give everyone a spoon and ask them to think of different ways to use it.
• Comment on the benefits of flexible thinking.
Option 2:
• Show a simple picture of people interacting and ask parents to help children guess what could be
happening.
o “What else could be happening?”
o “What could they do if they were in the picture?”
•

Group facilitator may also provide ideas from activities on pp. 1-2 or “Take Home” activities below.

TAKE HOME OPTIONS (for individual parents or groups)
•

•
•

Ask parent to use flexible thinking to think what else the child learns in an activity. For example, while
helping the parent sort clothes, the child can learn types of clothing, colours, or sizes.
Ask parent to talk “out loud” (so the child can hear) while doing daily chores about the choices the
parent makes.
Encourage parent to develop the habit of asking the child:
o What else can we do?
o What happens next?
o What else do you think could be happening?
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•

Ask parent to read stories to the child and ask the following questions:
o What do you think (character in a book, friend, observed person) is saying to himself inside his
head?
o What else could be happening?

•

Direct parent to ask child to think of different ways to do the same task or different ways to use same
object. (This can be done anywhere – it’s a good activity when the child is having to wait.)

THINGS PARENTS CAN SAY TO THEIR CHILDREN
•
•
•
•

“We can do this another way.”
“I wonder what would happen if we tried another way?”
“Let’s see what else we can do.”
“If we use the fork to pick up the peas, they stay on better. If we use the spoon to pick up the peas
we can pick up more.”

SUGGESTED OPENINGS/ APPROACHES with PARENT and CHILD
Role modeling…
•

Role model with parent (examples):
o “Sally is not coming over to see me. I wonder if she is scared or if she is very interested in the
puzzle that she is doing? It could be either, or both!”
o “Today I thought I might be late because the traffic was so bad. I knew that I could not change
the traffic, so I tried another route and got here pretty much on time.”

•

Role model with parent and child (examples):
o “You put the yellow block on the blue block. Where else can the blue block go?”
o “Yes! It can go on the red block!” / “And then where?” / “Can you ask (caregiver) to help you
find another place it can go?”

Questions you could ask…
• “How often does your child do something in a different way?”
• “Does your child try many different ways to do something or does s/he stick to only one way?”
Things you could say…
• “The ability to think about events in several ways is related to resilience. Helping your child to use
flexible thinking in everyday situations increases the chances that your child will be able to see more
than one option in difficult situations, and see more opportunities in all situations.”
• “Let's look at some ways to help your child think flexibly that you can use with him/her every day.”
• “Just like we have to stretch our muscles to keep them from getting stiff and causing problems, all of us
need to stretch our thinking to keep our brain in good working order.”
Things you could point out…
• Pay attention to your own thinking and be flexible!
• Use “descriptive feedback” with both parent and child during activities.
• When coming up with options for an object, think of physical things to do as well as imaginative uses.
• Ask “What else”? Ask “What’s next?”
• Use objects that are at hand to ask “What can be done with this?”
• Pick daily activities of family life (like clean up, walking to store, brushing teeth, etc.) and find other
ways to do them.
• Offer flexibility within limits – Children still need structure and routine.
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OTHER RESOURCES
Books
•

RIRO’s online “Children’s Booklists” to support resilience:
http://www.reachinginreachingout.com/resources-booksKids.htm

•

Selected children’s books about helping
Asch, F., Moondance (1993)
Little Bird helps his friend Bear challenge some negative beliefs and follow his desire to dance
with the clouds, the rain, and the moon. (Recommended for children 2 yrs.+)
Katie, B., Tiger, Tiger Is it True? (2009)
A young tiger realizes his “awfulizing” (always /everything) thinking is making him feel mad and
sad. He changes his thinking and his feelings change too. (Recommended for children 5 yrs.+)
Havill, J., Jamaica and Brianna (1993)
Jamaica feels envious of her friend’s beautiful new pink boots because she has to wear her
brother’s old brown ones. However, when Jamaica gets new cowboy boots, a misunderstanding
between the two girls is resolved as the friends talk about what caused their hurt feelings.
(Recommended for children 3 yrs.+)
Henkes, K., Chester’s Way (1989)
Two mouse friends develop flexibility by accepting a new mouse in the neighbourhood even
though she does things differently. (Recommended for children 3 yrs.+)
Lin, G., The Ugly Vegetables (1999)
A young girl of Chinese descent resents that her family’s garden is full of vegetables, instead of
the beautiful flowers in the neighbouring gardens. Her thinking changes when the aroma from
her mom’s vegetable soup is so enticing that the neighbours drop by with bouquets of flowers in
exchange for a taste. (Recommended for children 4yrs.+)
Moss, M., Regina’s Big Mistake (1990)
A young girl learns that making a mistake is okay – you just use it and make it work for you.
(Recommended for children 3 yrs.+)
Reynolds Naylor, P., King of the Playground (1994)
A dad helps his son Kevin overcome his worries about a schoolyard bully by gaining perspective
and self‐confidence about the situation. (Recommended for children 3 yrs.+)
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Flexible Thinking

Children SEE
Children DO

When parents think about things in different ways, children learn to be flexible, too.
Flexible thinking helps us to stay calmer and solve problems better.

SHARE “flexible thinking” with your child…
•

Talk about options and offer choices
 “I could have cereal or toast and yogurt for breakfast. I think I will have cereal
today. What do you choose?
 “You can play with the truck here or you can take it to the sand box. Which would
you like to do?”

•

Talk about different ways to look at situations
 “Johnny is playing with Mina right now. That doesn’t mean he doesn’t like you
anymore. It just means you will play with him later.
 “It’s really hard to wait for your cousin. But it gives us a chance to look at the books
we got from the library.

ASK your child to be flexible…
•
•
•

What else could you say?
What else could you do?
What could we do different next time?

LOOK!
Rain drops!

PAUSE and THINK of new ways to …
•
•
•
•

Put away the toys
Walk across the room, to school, etc.
Play with a ball or other toy
Use a spoon, etc.

BUT LOOK!
Yummy flowers!

AND babies and toddlers, too!
•
•

Show your baby different things to look
at in their environment.
Hold your baby in different ways to see
which way your baby likes best.

More FREE online resources to build your child’s resilience

www.reachinginreachingout.com/parents (videos, books, parent stories, articles, newsletter and more)
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Be Flexible

Children SEE
Children DO

LOOK!
Rain drops!

How else can I look at this?
A resilience resource from Reaching IN…Reaching OUT

Copyright © 2012 The Child & Family Partnership

