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What is Special Olympics Strong Minds?
4 Strong Minds is an interactive learning activity focused on developing adaptive coping skills 

and improving emotional wellness under stress.  
4 Strong Minds is focused on emotional wellness and emotional strength, rather than mental 

health.
4 Strong Minds increases participant’s awareness of active coping strategies that can be used in 

athletic competition, school, and other aspects of life.
4 Strong Minds is goal oriented and each participant should leave with tools that they can utilize 

on their own. 
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Lesson 1: Stress and You 
Lesson Overview: 
In this lesson, we will be discussing stress and you.  

Lesson Objectives: 
• I can identify signs of stress.    
• I can utilize strategies to manage stress.  

Teaching Time:
1. Have participants introduce themselves to the group.  Make sure all are welcomed and thanked 

for sharing.  Be aware that some participants will need assistance engaging in this introduction 
activity.  

2. Say the following: “It is important to recognize that everyone feels stressed out sometimes.  It is 
also important to recognize what stresses you and how you can manage that stress.  What does 
it mean to be stressed out?” 

3. Chart some thoughts about what stress feels like and looks like.  You will need some chart paper 
and markers or a white board.  Possible ideas: my stomach hurts, my head hurts, my palms get 
sweaty, I don’t feel good, sometimes I cry, etc.  

4. Think about a typical day - what are times during the day that bring on more or less stress?  
Identifying when stress occurs in a typical day allows us to prevent, prepare or cope with it 
better.  Use the list below to identify the more and less stressful times of a typical day by 
coloring with red, yellow and green.  

               = Most Stressful Times                          = Somewhat Stressful Times                       = Not Stressful 

Color the following times indicating your stress level – see colors above

m Getting up for school m PE class

m Getting ready for our day  m Lunch

         (brushing teeth, washing face, etc.) m Recess

m Arriving at school m Dinner time

m Reading class m Getting ready for bed

m Math class

YELLOW GREENRED
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Lesson 1: Stress and You (cont.)

Content: 
1.  What can we do when we feel stressed out?  This information is taken from The Centers for 

Disease Control and Prevention – https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/suicide/copingwith-
stresstips.html.

          •  Coping with Stress
            o  Take care of yourself.
                1. Eat healthy, well-balanced meals
                2. Exercise on a regular basis
                3. Get plenty of sleep
                4. Give yourself a break if you feel stressed out

            o  Talk to others. Share your problems and how you are feeling and coping with a parent, 
 friend, counselor, doctor, or pastor.

            o  Take a break. If news events are causing your stress, take a break from listening or 
 watching the news, social media, and anything else that brings you additional stress. 

            o  Recognize when you need more help. If problems continue or you are thinking about 
 hurting yourself, talk to a psychologist, social worker, or professional counselor.

2. Now let’s practice getting rid of some of our stress.  

Progressive Relaxation: Steps for Muscle Relaxation Exercises

Stress can make our body really tense.  It is important to find ways to calm our bodies so that we 
can calm our feelings.  We can’t always make what is stressing us go away, but we can find ways to 
feel better when we’re stressed.  Here is a simple way – using a stress ball.  

Strong Minds
Lessons for the Inclusive Classroom
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Lesson 1: Stress and You (cont.)

Using a stress ball - 
Place a stress ball in your left hand
Squeeze it hard for 3 seconds.  
Now release your grip.
Feel anything?  Can you tell your hand is more relaxed now?

“Tense-and-release” exercises - can be done with or without a stress ball.  You can practice these 
exercises anywhere!  Here are some ideas:

Toes:  Pretend that you are barefoot and standing in the mud.  Now squish your toes deep into the 
mud for 5 seconds and then relax your toes.  

Jaw: Pretend that you have a giant piece of bubble gum in your mouth.  Bite down on it hard, then 
relax and let your jaw hang loose.  

Strong Minds
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?  ??
?  ??Reflection:

What did you learn about stress and how to handle it?   
Have a group discussion about what they learned from 
this activity.
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Lesson 2: Strong Messages and Growth Mindset 
Lesson Overview: In this lesson, we will be discussing how the messages you send yourself matter 
and how a growth mindset is healthier.  

Lesson Objectives: 
• I can identify my own strong personal messages.
• I can identify the difference between growth and fixed mindset.      

Teaching Time:
1. Say the following, “Putting positive messages into our thoughts can improve our confidence and 

ability to handle stress.  Positive messages can come from different things including:”
4 Music
4 Art
4 Words
4 Photographs
4 Pictures

2. “When you see the following images, what messages does your brain send to you? Discuss as a 
large group.”  

Strong Minds
Lessons for the Inclusive Classroom
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Lesson 2: Strong Messages and Growth Mindset (cont.)

3.  Say, “Let’s look at this video that highlights how positive mental messages that focus on growth 
can really help us.”  The Mindset of a Champion by Carson Byblow - https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=px9CzSZsa0Y&t=44s.  Say, “What are your takeaway thoughts from this talk by Carson?”

4. Say, “Take a look at the chart below from the website below:” https://thepeakperformancecenter.
com/development-series/mental-conditioning/mindsets/fixed-mindset-vs-growth-mindset/  Say, 
“What do you notice about the information on the chart below?”  

Think about the following questions and share with your elbow partner.   Say, “when have you given 
up on trying something because you thought you couldn’t learn it/complete the task? How did it 
make you feel?”  This is a fixed mindset.  

Once you have given time for the partner to share, share a few ideas out in the large group setting.  
Say, “Now, let’s remember what the chart above taught us.  How is a fixed mindset different than 
a growth mindset?  Use your example above and relate it to the growth mindset instead.” Say, 
“Partner up again and ask yourself the following questions: Think about what you gave up on - what 
could have happened IF you had a GROWTH mindset instead?  How does a growth mindset make 
you feel?” 

• Believes intelligence and talent are fixed
• Believes effort is fruitless
•  Believes failures define who you are
• Hides flaws
• Avoids challenges
• Ignores feedback
• Views feedback as personal criticism
• Feels threatened by other’s success

Characteristics of a 
Fixed Mindset

Characteristics of a 
Growth Mindset

• Believes intelligence and talents can be 
developed

• Believes effort is the path to mastery
•  Believes mistakes are part of learning
• Views failure as an opportunity
• Believes failures are temporary
• Embraces challenges
• Welcomes feedback
• Views other’s success as inspirational

Strong Minds
Lessons for the Inclusive Classroom
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Lesson 2: Strong Messages and Growth Mindset (cont.)
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?  ??
?  ??Reflection:

Now that you have thought and learned about a growth 
and a fixed mindset, what kind of mindset are you going 
to try to have?  Share as a large group.
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Lesson 3: Strong Breathing 
Lesson Overview: In this lesson, we will be discussing strong breathing.  

Lesson Objectives: 
• I can identify how the way I breathe impacts how calm or how nervous I feel.  

Teaching Time:
1. Say, “Breathing is a powerful and portable tool that we can use anytime, anywhere to help 

ourselves feel better when we are nervous or stressed.  Breathing slowly and deeply and from 
the stomach has a self-calming effect.”  We are going to try some breathing activities.  

 DEEP BREATHING: How do we try it? 

Hand on Heart Activity

Breathing can be a very powerful tool.  Paying attention to how you breathe is part of that power.  

Deep breathing is taking calm, long breaths that fill up our belly and our chest.  
1. Place your hand on your heart.  
2. Breathe in slowly through your nose.  
3. Then exhale slowly through your mouth.  
4. Your hand should feel your chest go up and back down with the breath.  
5. Try it 3 times with your eyes closed.  

Scientists have shown that 3 deep breaths can bring you a feeling of calm, especially if you do it 
slowly by pulling air in through your nose and out through your mouth.  Have you ever noticed 
that when you’re stressed out or nervous, your breathing can get kind of fast and shallow? 

Simply slowing down your breathing, making it deep and slow and long, can send your body the 
message that you are okay; that you are calm.  It is a great tool that you can use anywhere!  
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Lesson 3: Strong Breathing (continued)

DEEP BREATHING: What does it do? 

Expanding Sphere Activity

Breathing can be connected to our feelings.  Calm breathing can bring calmer feelings.  Fast and 
rough breathing often comes with feeling bad or feeling stressed.  

When we breathe in our chest expands and gets bigger because our lungs are filling up with air.  
This is called inhale.  

Then our lungs contract and get smaller when we blow the air out.  This is called exhale.

It works a lot like this expanding sphere.  Practice breathing in time with the movement of the 
ball.  

1. Hold the expanding sphere/ball. 
2. Breathe in while you expand the sphere slowly while counting to five.
3. Exhale slowly as you collapse the sphere.
4. Now, get in a regular rhythm with breathing and expanding the ball that feels good to you.  

When we think about how we are breathing and how it is like this expandable ball, we can find 
it easier to take long, deep breaths. 

DEEP BREATHING: How to control it? 

Pinwheel Activity

Breathing is something that we can learn to control.  We can use a pinwheel to explore how to 
slow down or speed up your breathing.  

1. Hold the pinwheel in front of your mouth.  
2. Place your other hand on your belly.  
3. Pull your air in so much that you can feel your stomach move outwards and then breath out 
towards the pinwheel to make it spin.
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Lesson 3: Strong Breathing (cont.)

4. This time make the pinwheel spin as slowly and long as possible.  
5. This demonstrates how to control your long, deep breaths.

You can do deep breathing anytime, with or without a pinwheel.  Remember that three deep 
breaths can be a great way to calm yourself down.  

Are there times in your day when three deep breaths would be a good habit?

?  ??
?  ??Reflection:

Can you share with an elbow partner and discuss a 
time when strong breathing could have helped you 
cope with a tough situation?  Share a few out in the 
larger group when groups are done discussing.
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Lesson 4: Strong Stretching 
Lesson Overview: In this lesson, we will be discussing how we can use our bodies to help our minds 
feel better.  

Lesson Objectives: 
• I can identify ways that my body can help my mind feel better.  
• I can identify ways to help stretch my body to relax me and help me feel better.        

Teaching Time:  Say, “We can use our bodies to make our minds feel better!  Tightness in our bodies 
can be linked to the feelings of being stressed, nervous or anxious. Do you ever feel your tension and 
stress in your body?”  Say, “Let’s try some stretching!” 

STRETCHING:

People often think of stretching only before or after exercise.  Many people also stretch to warm 
up their muscles before a sports practice.  

Stress and tension held in our bodies can be released by doing some simple stretches. This is a 
strategy that can be done anywhere!

YOGA:

Yoga is a type of exercise that utilizes poses to stretch and strengthen muscles.  Yoga is also used 
as a method for calming your body and mind.  

Music can enhance your experience stretching or performing yoga poses.  

*Look at the YOGA CHART on the next page (found on: https://greatist.com/move/common-yoga-poses) 
and pick 2 poses to try.  Pick something that you are comfortable with trying.  
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Lesson 4: Strong Stretching  (cont.)
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Participant Name:  __________________________________________________________________________

Family Members Name:   ____________________________________________________________________

Which 3 poses did you try and how did it make you feel once you were done? 

____________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________
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Lesson 4: Strong Stretching  (cont.)
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?  ??
?  ??Reflection:

Which pose did you try and how did it make you feel?  For 
homework, have the participants complete at least four 
of the poses at home with a family member and complete 
the takeaway sheet on the previous page.
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Lesson 5: Strong Supporting and Teamwork
Lesson Overview: In this lesson, we will be discussing how supporting one another and teamwork 
make us better and healthier.  

Lesson Objectives: 
• I can identify ways supporting one another and teamwork is actually good for my health.  

Teaching Time:  
Say, “Social support, on both the receiving and the giving end, is good for our health.  Kindness 
has health benefits and makes the world a less stressful place.  Did you know that supporting 
other people that you care about helps reduce YOUR stress?  Scientists have found that when we 
help other people, our immune systems get stronger, and sometimes we feel calmer.  That means 
kindness is good for your health!” 

Watch this Ted Talk on relationships - Connect or Die: The Surprising Power of Human 
Relationships by Starla Fitch.  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=z-WwsALhH04.

Say, “This eye doctor points out how we don’t see each other very well and the real gift of sight is 
about really connecting to others.” “In fact, she says connecting to others is good for our health!”  

How do you think you do when it comes to connecting with others and teamwork?  

Rank yourself 1 – 5 using the key below: 
 1 (I am NOT good at all at connecting to others) 
 2 (I am OK at connecting with others) 
 3 (I connect most of the time) 
 4 (I am connected and real with others) 
 5 (I am a connection QUEEN or KING) 

Talk with a neighbor about where you ranked yourself, and brainstorm ways using a sticky note on 
how you can work on getting more connected.  

Strong Minds
Lessons for the Inclusive Classroom
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Lesson 5: Strong Supporting and Teamwork  (cont.)

Read the following article together as a team – 

10 Ways to Deepen Your Connections with Your Teammates 

By Tris Thorp found at: https://chopra.com/articles/10-ways-to-deepen-your-connections-with-
others

1. Smile
Smiling at another person is one of the simplest ways to connect with them, and it only takes a 
second. Whether it’s a bright, cheerful smile offered to a perfect stranger in passing, or a tender 
smile toward a close friend or loved one, this is an easy way to deepen your connection. You never 
know when a heartfelt smile will come at just the right time and have the positive effect that 
person may need.

2. Make Eye Contact
Whether you’re passing by a stranger or engaging with a friend, make eye contact. It’s another 
simple and powerful way to connect on a deeper level. It’s been said that the eyes are the gateway 
to the soul. Many people in today’s busy world feel unseen and underappreciated. When you make 
eye contact and choose to be completely present with other people, it cultivates a level of trust 
and safety that allows them to open up even more.

3. Schedule Quality Time
In today’s world, there’s a bigger emphasis on running around and getting things done than there 
is on making time to connect with others. Look at your weekly calendar and schedule a date night 
with your partner, a lunch or activity with a friend, and some quiet time for yourself to simply 
be still and reflect. You may be surprised at how making time to connect with others shifts the 
quality of your relationships. You may also feel the shift in how you relate with others as a result 
of carving out time to be with yourself.

4. Listen With Your Heart
Pay attention to how you listen to others. Perhaps you hear them speak but you don’t really listen 
to what they say. While you listen, are you already formulating your response? Do you have a 
tendency to finish their sentences or to interrupt them with your own experiences? 

Strong Minds
Lessons for the Inclusive Classroom
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Lesson 5: Strong Supporting and Teamwork  (cont.)

Are you listening to your own internal dialogue and making assumptions or judgments about 
the other person? When you can listen from your heart rather than your head, you’re able to be 
present while someone else shares. When you feel heard—really heard—by another, it deepens 
your level of trust and connection with them.

5. Actively Love
The art of actively loving happens when you turn love into a verb instead of simply viewing it 
as a state. Practice doing things for—and with—people that demonstrate you love them. Offer 
your loved one a foot rub, make someone a nourishing meal, practice random acts of kindness to 
strangers, make someone laugh, offer a helping hand, or be there for someone who just needs a 
shoulder. Loving gestures are far more powerful than any purchased gifts, so see where you can 
tap into your creativity to show someone how much you care for them. At the very least, express 
things that come from a loving place. It’s said that people won’t remember anything you say but 
they will remember the way you acted with and toward them.

6. Communicate Consciously
Relationships require open, compassionate, and conscious communication. Effective 
communication asks that you show up in the conversation without engaging in melodrama or 
blaming others or yourself. Instead employ heartfelt, open dialogue between parties. When you 
can share how you feel about something, while requesting help from that person to meet your 
needs, it provides both sides with an opportunity to practice mindful communication.

7. Dig Deeper
Through doing your own personal development work, you come to know and understand yourself 
at a deeper level. As this journey unfolds, you inevitably learn more about those who play a role 
in your life experiences. You can explore where your beliefs and behaviors were first imprinted 
if you place attention on your emotions as they rise up to the surface in challenging situations. 
When you can recognize that your old patterns and beliefs no longer support you, you have 
an opportunity to perceive, and live, life differently. This type of realization allows you to see 
that others are also doing their best from their level of awareness in this moment and from this 
perspective. Knowing this makes it easier to let go of grievances. 

Strong Minds
Lessons for the Inclusive Classroom
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Lesson 5: Strong Supporting and Teamwork  (cont.)

8. Be Present and Focused on the Other
When was the last time someone asked you about you? Ask people about their lives, their families, 
their hobbies, goals, and visions. Then, really listen to what they have to say. Spend time relating 
with them through body language, facial expressions, and your overall quality of presence. Be there 
with them in that moment. Refrain from checking your phone, glancing at passersby, and other 
mindless distractions. How you interact directly with others affects the energy of the relationship. 
When you give your full attention to the person you’re with it enhances your connection.

9. Establish Go’s and No-Go’s
Everyone has things that work for them and things that don’t. Another profound way to connect 
with others is to dip below the surface and explore the deeper level conversations that reveal 
other people’s likes and dislikes. Everyone has things that they need in certain relationships and 
boundaries that, when crossed, have the potential to compromise friendships, destroy family ties, 
and disintegrate working relationships. Ask people what’s important to them and what things 
would cause them to reconsider being in a relationship with you, and vice versa.

10. Be Authentic
Another profound way to connect with others is to be authentically you. One of the biggest 
mistakes you can make in any relationship is to masquerade as someone or something other than 
who you truly are. Practicing authenticity means being vulnerable. Share yourself with those you 
care about and provide the safety for those you care about to share themselves with you. When 
life gives you lemons, use it as an opportunity to learn from and connect with others. When life 
is on the incline and everything is amazing, share that in a way that promotes inspiration and 
motivation for others.

Strong Minds
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?  ??
?  ??Reflection:

From the list above, what area do you plan to work on 
to have a strong connection to others on your team?  
Discuss.  
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Overall Strong Minds Reflection: 
Now that you have explored the Strong Minds strategies for dealing with stress and anxiety, think 
back about the techniques and strategies that you thought would be the most helpful for you.  

1. Provide feedback by telling your teacher about the lesson that you liked the best and feel 
could be most helpful for you.  

2. Take a sticky note and write down a reminder to yourself as to what techniques you can turn 
to when you are feeling stressed out.  

3. Share things that you have learned with your friends or colleagues!

Reflection:  See the chart below. Which pose did you try and how did it make you feel?  For 
homework, have the participants at least four of the poses at home with a family member and 
complete the takeaway sheet.

Participant Name:  __________________________________________________________________________

Family Members Name:   ____________________________________________________________________

Which 3 poses did you try and how did it make you feel once you were done? 

____________________________

____________________________

____________________________  

____________________________

____________________________

____________________________

____________________________

____________________________

____________________________

Strong Minds
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Overall Stress and You Reflection: 
Now that you have explored the Stress and You strategies for dealing with stress, think back about 
the techniques and strategies that you thought would be the most helpful for you.  What did you 
identify as signs of stress? What strategies did you utilize to manage stress?

Reflection: Think about a typical day 
- what are times during the day that 
bring on more or less stress?  Identifying 
when stress occurs in a typical day 
allows us to prevent, prepare or cope 
with it better.  Use the list below to 
identify the more and less stressful 
times of a typical day by coloring with 
red, yellow and green.  

Strong Minds
Lessons for the Inclusive Classroom

Color the following times indicating 
your stress level 

m Getting up for school

m Getting ready for our day 
       (brushing teeth, washing face, etc.)

m Arriving at school

m Reading class

m Math class

m PE class

m Lunch

m Recess

m Dinner time

m Getting ready for bed

Most Stressful Times

Somewhat Stressful Times

Not Stressful Times

YELLOW

GREEN

RED
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Overall Strong Messages and Growth Mindset 
Reflection: 
Now that you have explored Strong Messages and Growth Mindset, were you able to develop a 
healthier mindset? Could you identify your own strong personal messages? Could you identify the 
difference between growth and fixed mindset?

Strong Minds
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• Believes intelligence and talent are fixed
• Believes effort is fruitless
•  Believes failures define who you are
• Hides flaws
• Avoids challenges
• Ignores feedback
• Views feedback as personal criticism
• Feels threatened by other’s success

Characteristics of a 
Fixed Mindset

Characteristics of a 
Growth Mindset

• Believes intelligence and talents can be 
developed

• Believes effort is the path to mastery
•  Believes mistakes are part of learning
• Views failure as an opportunity
• Believes failures are temporary
• Embraces challenges
• Welcomes feedback
• Views other’s success as inspirational

Were you able to put positive 
messages into your thoughts and 
improve your confidence and ability to 
handle stress?  Positive messages can 
come from different things including:
4 Music
4 Art
4 Words
4 Photographs
4 Pictures

Once you have given time for the 
partner to share, share a few ideas out 
in the large group setting.  Say, “Now, 
let’s remember what the chart above 
taught us.  How is a fixed mindset 
different than a growth mindset?  Use 
your example above and relate it to 
the growth mindset instead.” Say, 
“Partner up again and ask yourself 
the following questions: Think about 
what you gave up on - what could 
have happened IF you had a GROWTH 
mindset instead?  How does a growth 
mindset make you feel?”


