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Activities for parents and carers 
 

This advice have been informed by the Thrive® approach and written by Dr Katrina 
Heywood, an Educational Psychologist who is a Thrive trained Lead Practitioner.   
 

Calming Activities 
 

Breathing exercises work by activating the parasympathetic nervous system, 

bringing us back to a state of resting and digesting. When we are stressed (or 

excited), we tend to breathe using only the top part of our lungs and our breathing 

becomes rapid and shallow. By breathing from the bottom of our lungs, we re-

energise our body.  
 

Simple breathing 

1. Breathe in through your nose and out through your mouth, making the out-breath 

slightly longer than the in-breath (it’s the out-breath that relaxes the body).  

2. Now, create a steady rhythm by breathing in for a count of four and out for a count 

of six.  

3. Repeat this pattern for approximately six breaths before returning to your natural 

breathing rhythm.  
 

The following alternative breathing activities can also be shared with children:  
 

Five finger breath: Follow the same technique as above of breathing in through the 

nose and out through the mouth. As you do so, hold your right hand at about 

shoulder level with your palm facing outwards and your fingers splayed. In sync with 

your breathing, use your left finger to trace around the fingers of your right hand. To 

do this, on the in-breath, go up the side of your thumb from your wrist; on the out-

breath, go down the other side of your thumb. Continue in this fashion with the rest 

of the fingers on your right hand until you reach the base of your little finger. Be 

mindful of sensory issues by guiding your child to apply as much or as little pressure 

on their fingers as they find comfortable.  
 

Lion breath: This exercise provides an outlet for energy and also breaks any tension 

with the laughter that generally accompanies it! To do the lion breath, breathe in 

through your nose then breathe out through your mouth, ‘roaring’ the out-breath with 

your mouth wide open and your tongue stretched out.  
 

Chocolate birthday cake breath: Raise one hand to shoulder level and tilt back the 

wrist to hold an imaginary plate. Using all the senses, describe the cake, magnifying 

the smell and the look of the chocolate and the brightly burning candles. Bring the 
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cake towards your nose and imagine breathing in and smelling the chocolate. Smile. 

Then breathe out, blowing out the imaginary candles.  
 

Body Scan 

Sit towards the front of your chair with both feet flat on the floor and hip-width apart. 
Place your hands comfortably in your lap and ensure that your elbows are soft. This 
will promote a balanced posture. Either close or lower your eyes.  
1. Notice your body, feeling its weight on your chair and your feet firmly planted on 
the floor.  

2. Feel where your clothes are touching your skin and where the chair is making 
contact with your body.  

3. Take three deep breaths by breathing in through your nose and out through your 
mouth, ensuring that your out-breath is longer than your in-breath.  

4. Notice how breathing in brings in more oxygen into your body and exhaling 
supports deeper relaxation.  

5. Return to your natural rhythm of breathing. Simply notice your breathing pattern; 
don’t force it.  

6. Now, bring your attention to your toes and gently and slowly draw your attention 
up the front of your body all the way to the top of your head.  

7. Notice any stretches, strains, itches or bruises; linger on these and send positive 
messages to them. Notice whether you’re feeling tired, hungry, thirsty. Let your body 
know that you have noticed and are paying attention to its needs.  

8. Notice how your body is balanced; notice your stillness.  

9. Now take your attention down the back of your head and your body, all the way 
down to your heels and into the floor where your feet are planted.  

10. Take three more deep breaths as before.  

11. Open your eyes, wiggle your fingers and toes, and smile at the person next to 
you.  

 

Energising Activities 
 

Stretching helps to release muscular tension. It also helps your brain to regulate 
automatic functions such as blood pressure and heart rate. Suzanne Martin,1 author 
of Stretching, tells us that stretching ‘secretes hormones, which act as chemical 
messengers to help insulin control, metabolism, mood and emotion’.  
 

The Crescent Stretch  
The Crescent Stretch works on the muscles on the neck, shoulders and upper back 
while stretching out your entire torso.  
Guide your child through the following steps: 
  
1. While standing or sitting, raise your hands over your head.  

2. Interlock your fingers and as you exhale move your hands and arms to the right. 
Make sure to keep your shoulders back.  

3. Hold the stretch for 15–20 seconds.  

4. Take several deep breaths and inhale as you move your hands back over your 
head.  

5. Repeat the stretch moving your hands and arms toward the left.  

6. Hold the stretch for 15–20 seconds.  
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Midline Crossing 

The following activity helps to reduce sympathetic hyperarousal (fight/flight) by 
discharging excess energy. It also involves moving both sides of the body, which 
encourages the two hemispheres of the brain to work together, having a calming 
effect.  
Guide your child through the following steps:  
 

1. Sit towards the front of your chair.  

2. Drum your feet on the floor.  

3. Simultaneously, swing your arms back and forth as if you are running. Ensure 
your arms cross your mid-line as you do so. 

 

Reconnecting Activities 
 

These can be used after a rupture in relationships between children / between adult 
and children.  They are best suited to 3 or more people. 

 

Passing the Smile 

This is a silent small group activity. 
 

1. If you are beginning the round, turn to the person to next to you, gaze into their 
eyes and smile. Hold the gaze for the count of four and then slowly lower your eyes 
to disconnect.  

2. If you are the receiver of the smile, hold the smile and turn to the person next to 
you, gazing into their eyes for a count of four before disconnecting by slowly lowering 
your lids.  

3. Continue to pass the smile around the group until it returns to the person who 
initiated it.  

4. At this point, share a belly laugh together!  

 

Pretzels 

This activity is best described as ‘Hands only Twister’!  
Guide everyone through the following steps, ensuring that you start the process:  
 

1. All stand in a circle facing inward.  

2. If you are starting the process, reach out one of your hands to someone in the 
circle and take one of their hands.  

3. If your hand has just been taken, reach out with your other hand to take the hand 
of another person in the group, while still holding onto the hand of the person who 
started the process.  

4. Continue the process until everyone in the group is holding the hands of two 
people.  

5. Now work together to undo the pretzel while continuing to hold hands with the aim 
of bringing yourself back into a circle again with everyone facing inwards. To do this, 
you will need to swivel around as you go over and under and around each other’s 
arms.  

 

 


