
[image: Cover Page of Creating Balance in Children: Activities to Optimize Learning and Behavior]


[image: Title Page of Creating Balance in Children: Activities to Optimize Learning and Behavior]


Copyright © 2005 by Corwin Press.

First Skyhorse Publishing edition 2019

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

Skyhorse Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales pro-motion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Sky Pony Press, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or info@skyhorsepublishing.com.

Skyhorse® and Skyhorse Publishing® are registered trademark of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.

Visit our website at www.skyhorsepublishing.com.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.

Print ISBN: 978-1-5107-3693-1

Ebook ISBN: 978-1-5107-3699-3

Printed in the United States of America


Dedication

The authors lovingly dedicate this book to Ben, Emma, Erin, and Paige and all the children of the world. We also dedicate it to all adults who give generously of their time and skills to help children grow into happy, healthy adults.


The Purpose of This Book

If you have been attracted to this book, we applaud you, because you are interested in actively supporting children, our world’s most precious resources. This fast-paced, changing world has many pressures and pulls, both towards high performance and achievement and towards a wide range of unhealthy influences, from junk food and too much television to drugs, alcohol, and violence. Physical, mental, and emotional imbalances, even if not extreme, can have detrimental effects on children’s learning, behavior, health, and relationships, and can cause a malaise of the spirit. Research has shown that depression, loneliness, anger, aggression, nervousness, and worry are on the rise in children as a whole. Attention deficit and hyperactivity are being diagnosed with alarming frequency, and the increase in childhood obesity has become a national concern.

The purpose of this book is twofold: to help rebalance children when imbalance occurs and also to help prevent it from occurring. The book provides fun and thought-provoking activities and resources for the many concerned teachers, parents, and childcare providers who wish to help bring more balance into children’s lives. It also presents options for children that will help them prevent imbalance and maintain health and stability in this unbalanced world. The activities introduce children to the meaning of balance and its importance. Most significantly, they help children actually create and/or maintain balance in the physical, cognitive, and emotional/social aspects of their lives and also nourish their spirits, thus encouraging a depth of strength, courage, and caring.

The activities involve writing, drawing and other artwork, discussing and brainstorming, creative movement, music, and games. The easy-to-follow format delineates the purpose of each activity, its approximate timeframe, the materials needed, and step-by-step instructions. The activities offer considerable flexibility, ranging in length from five minutes to one hour, and some include parts that can be given at different times or possible extensions. You may need to adjust the activities to make them age-appropriate for your children, and in many cases, suggestions are provided for how this might be accomplished. Use your creativity and your own ideas along with those presented, and have fun!

This book includes three main sections of activities, plus an Appendix and a Resources section. Following are descriptions of each.

Section 1, The Meaning of Balance

We are constantly adjusting one aspect or another of our lives to maintain an overall balance. Certainly we all have our ups and downs, but when children are in overall balance, they can recover quickly from physical and emotional stresses. On the whole, they are able to think and reason clearly. They have a sense of meaning in their lives, they feel they belong, and they sense that life has purpose. The activities in this section draw out what children already know or intuit about balance and also fill in the gaps in their understanding so they appreciate the meaning and importance of balance to their learning, behavior, health, relationships, and general well-being. These activities encourage the children to think about the concept of balance in their lives and include a working model of balance and a self-assessment. Projects from this section give the children a foundation of understanding for activities in the rest of the book and can be put into Balance Journals that the children make in Activity 3.

Section 2, Achieving Balance Through Meeting the Needs of the Body, Mind, and Heart

Although it would seem that this section could be divided into three (body, mind, and heart), it is presented as one because of the intrinsic interconnection between these three aspects of our being. Each affects the others so profoundly that anything that benefits one benefits the others, and anything that takes away from the functioning of one takes away from the functioning of the others and the outcome of them working together. Although you will find that some activities in this section focus on physical aspects and others on cognitive or emotional/social aspects, all are interwoven.

Thus, this section has activities built around such factors as nutrition, movement, sleep and rest, sensory stimuli, and environmental influences. It also emphasizes the importance of our emotions and provides activities that help children understand their emotions and achieve emotional balance in their lives. “Emotional intelligence” is becoming more and more recognized as vital to children’s success in all aspects of their lives, including social relationships and learning. In addition, Section 2 presents activities that promote a balance between the right brain and left brain, enhancing both analytical thinking as well as creativity and encouraging better problem-solving and more cognitive exploration. Activities involving sensory stimulation boost cognitive development as well as physical development and thus also affect the emotional/social aspects of a child’s life.

Section 3, Nourishing the Spirit

Meaning is the overall context that permeates everything in a person’s life and can help provide motivation for taking care of the other three aspects of body, mind, and heart. If properly developed, this context can give a child a tremendous boost in life and sound inner direction. The activities in this section draw out the inner spirit of the child. They help children become aware of their connection with all things and their own place in the world. They promote caring, respect, joy, and other aspects of the inner spirit. Activities in this section also stimulate a sense of wonder at the intelligence and purposeful nature of the universe.

Appendix

The Appendix includes further information for some activities and convenient, reproducible activity sheets for those activities that require them.

Resources

The Resources section adds another dimension of value with a list of helpful, related books for adults as well as a list for children. Readers are encouraged to delve more deeply into areas of special interest or concern.

In the face of research and obvious evidence, we can no longer question the necessity of helping children to become more balanced in body, mind, and heart. It is up to caring adults to provide not only models of balance in an unbalanced world but guidance to help bring more balance into children’s lives and help them maintain it. Perhaps it can even be said that the future of the world is “in the balance.”


Section 1

The Meaning of Balance


Activity 1

What Is Balance?

Purpose of this activity: This activity draws out what children already know or intuit about balance. It helps them to more fully understand the concept and generalize from just physical balance to balance in their lives.

Timeframe: about 45 minutes, depending on the length of discussion

What you need: Balance and Me Appendix Activity 1 and a pencil or pen for each child

What to do:

1. Start with a discussion of balance. Ask the following questions and pause for the children to answer: “Who has been on a seesaw?… Who has ridden a bicycle? … Who has walked along a fallen log or along a tree branch? … What do you need to do all these things? … Yes, balance.

“What happens on a seesaw if one person is much bigger than the other? … What would make you fall over when you’re riding your bike or walking along a log? … How does it help when walking a log to hold your arms out to your sides?”

Lead the children into the understanding that too much weight on one side will pull you off balance and that your weight has to be evenly distributed to balance well, even if it is constantly being adjusted from one side to the other.

Tell them they’ll be thinking and talking more about balance, because it’s important in many parts of their lives—not just on seesaws or riding their bikes.

2. Pass out the Appendix Activity 1, and make sure everyone has a pen or pencil. Ask them to complete the sentences on the sheet, and tell them to have fun with it. It is not a test—just something to get them thinking.

3. Ask for volunteers to share what they’ve written. Discuss their answers, leading the children to the conclusion that too much of one thing creates imbalance, which doesn’t work very well in life, just as it doesn’t work very well on a seesaw.

Notes

 

Activity 2

The Wheel of Balance

Purpose of this activity: We each have a body, mind, heart, and spirit. To have our lives go smoothly, we need to pay attention to and take care of all four of these aspects. This activity introduces children to a model of balance represented as a wheel made up of these four aspects of ourselves. If any aspects in our wheel of balance are not supported, our wheel won’t roll very well! (See the Appendix for background information and the Wheel of Balance Model.)

Timeframe: 45 minutes to one hour. The writing part of the activity for older children can be a separate activity, if necessary.

What you need: one copy of the Appendix Activity 2 Wheel of Balance and coloring utensils for each child for drawing and another copy for each child who can write. You might want to use a chalkboard, whiteboard, or flipchart to record ideas.

What to do:

1. Give each child a copy of the Appendix Activity 2 Wheel of Balance and drawing utensils.

2. Tell the children the circle represents each person’s life. It is divided into four parts, because we each have a body, mind, heart, and spirit. As you discuss each of these aspects of our lives, have the children label each quadrant. In order to have room for drawings, ask them to label the quadrants between the inner and outer circles, using the circumference of the inner circle as a baseline. (For younger children, you can copy the form and hand label the quadrants, then make copies of the labeled form for the children.) As you discuss the four aspects, allow the children to come up with their own definitions and descriptions, but feel free to prompt them if they get stuck. A Wheel of Balance Model is also included in Appendix Activity 2 (for your use and the sake of discussion).

3. Ask the children to illustrate the four aspects of their lives by drawing pictures in each of the four quadrants to represent that aspect of their lives. For example, in the body quadrant, they might draw pictures of food and/or the physical activities they do. Although the other areas aren’t tangible like the physical, challenge the children to use their creativity in representing them with drawings.

4. Give children who can write another Wheel of Balance form after they have completed their drawings. Ask them to list in each quadrant what they are doing to take care of and pay attention to each of the four aspects of their lives, then to draw a line and list some new things they can do in addition to what they are doing. (With younger children, talk with them about how they might pay attention to and support each aspect of their lives. List their ideas on a board or flipchart, and help them brainstorm new ones.)

5. When they have finished drawing and listing, ask them to take a look at their wheels and their lists. Are some of the parts more full of drawings than others? Are some of the lists more lengthy than others? Explain that to have our lives roll smoothly along, we need to pay attention to and take care of all four of these aspects. Ask what would happen to a wheel if part of it were missing or smaller than the others. (It wouldn’t roll very well!) You might want to draw such a wheel on the board or a flipchart to make the point.

6. Ask the children to think of new ways they can pay attention to and take care of the parts of their lives that need more attention, and list these below the first list.

7. Ask them to choose one of the things they listed and start putting it into action in their lives.

8. Tell the children that, over a period of time, you’ll be sharing with them more ideas about how to help their wheels of life roll more smoothly.

“Just as your car runs more smoothly and requires less energy to go faster and farther when the wheels are in perfect alignment, you perform better when your thoughts, feelings, emotions, goals, and values are in balance.”

—Brian Tracy

Notes

 

Activity 3

Creating Balance JournalsCreating Balance Journals

Purpose of this activity: Having the children create journals in which to keep their thoughts, ideas, stories, drawings, and other records of activities around a theme helps them to personalize and enhance the meaning of the theme. Journals also serve as ready resources and references and are accumulative accounts of the exploration process in which the children are engaged. In this activity, the children create the covers for Balance Journals in which to keep the writings and drawings about balance that they generate while doing the activities in the first section of this book, The Meaning of Balance. It is best to have already done Activity 1, What Is Balance?, and Activity 2, The Wheel of Balance, so the children are familiar with the concept of balance. Those activity sheets can be inserted into the covers of their journals.

Timeframe: up to 30 minutes to create the journal

What you need: for each child, two 8½-x-11-inch pages of heavy-weight colored paper, solid-color wallpaper, or other appropriate material; a three-hole punch; brass hole fasteners, yarn, or ribbon to hold the covers together; and drawing or painting supplies such as crayons, markers, or paint and brushes. Covers could be laminated, if you wish. Depending upon the age of the children, folders can also make suitable journal covers.

What to do:

1. Have the children create covers for their journals out of sturdy colored paper or any other kind of durable material on which they can write, draw, and/or paint. Punch, or have the children punch, both covers with three holes for binding.

2. Ask them to write Balance Journal and their names on the front. If you wish, you may also have them make a symbol or draw a representation of the concept of balance on the front cover. At a later time, they may want to use the back cover for writing words or drawing pictures of what they do to help themselves stay in balance.

3. Have the children attach the covers with fasteners, yarn, ribbon, or whatever works best for you, allowing for pages to be inserted.

4. Have the children hole-punch their activity sheets from the first two activities, What Is Balance? and The Wheel of Balance, and insert them into their journals. As they complete the rest of the activities in the first section of this book, those can be added.

5. Collect the journals from the children, and keep them in a central place so they are accessible for future use.

Notes

 

Activity 4

Learning About Balance Through Self-Care

Purpose of this activity: Learning about ways to be in balance is a life-long process. Self-care is the cornerstone for addressing what our bodies, minds, hearts, and spirits need to obtain a state of balance and to rebalance as needed. The purpose of this activity is to introduce children to the idea of self-care and how self-care can help balance their bodies, minds, hearts, and spirits.

Timeframe: 15-45 minutes, depending upon how many of the four parts you choose to do in one timeframe

What you need: for each child, one copy each of the four Learning about Balance through Self-Care activity sheets (Appendix Activities 3, 4, 5, and 6)

What to do:

1. Introduce this activity by telling the children that they will be learning ways to help themselves balance their bodies, minds, hearts, and spirits through self-care (things they can do to take care of themselves). You may need to take a few moments to talk about what self-care means, emphasizing that when we are younger we are more dependent upon others for our care, but as we gain in age and experience, we are more able to be responsible for ourselves.

2. Distribute copies of the four activity sheets that cover the four areas of self-care involved in this activity (or as many sheets/areas as you wish to cover at this time). If you are choosing to do one area of care at a time, you may want to pass out the first sheet only: Self-Care of My Body. You may want to share the material orally with younger children who are unable to read the text and have them orally respond to the ideas in each area.

3. For each care area, first cover the information about that area, and then share the examples listed for each area. Note that these examples are generated from the letters in the word BALANCE.

4. After going over the examples for a specific area (such as the body), ask the children to add other ways in which they can take care of their bodies, minds, or whatever area you are addressing.

Note: Have the children put these pages in their Balance Journals to refer to (if they made them), and add ways of self-care for each area as they learn about them.

Notes

 

Activity 5

Stoplight Self-Assessment

Purpose of this activity: Often we don’t stop to evaluate how we are feeling, so signs of imbalance can go unnoticed and cause negative repercussions in our lives. This activity helps children to check in with themselves and notice when something is out of balance. It encourages them to find solutions to any imbalance in their bodies, minds, or emotions so their learning and behavior don’t suffer as a result but are supported in a positive way.

Timeframe: 45 minutes to one hour

What you need: green, yellow, and red 3-inch circles of paper (deciding how many you’ll need after you read the activity); writing utensils; a flipchart, poster board, whiteboard, or chalkboard

What to do:

1. On a table, set out three piles of green, yellow, and red paper circles, respectively. Tell the children that they are going to play Stoplight.

2. Introduce this activity by asking the children to stop and reflect on how they are feeling in this moment.

First ask them to silently consider how the different parts of their bodies feel, inside and out. Are their bodies feeling great, so-so, or not so good? (You may want to adjust these words to fit your group.) Give the children time to check in. If their bodies are feeling great, i.e., healthy, comfortable, and strong, have them come up and get a green circle. If their bodies are feeling so-so, meaning not great but not awful either, have them pick up a yellow circle, and if they are feeling not so good or really bad, a red circle.

Then ask them how peaceful their minds are. If their minds are very peaceful, have them come up and get a green circle. If their minds are just a little busy and not quite ready to settle down, have them get a yellow circle. If their minds are jumping around like monkeys from tree to tree and not at all ready to settle down, have them pick up a red circle.

Now ask the children to consider their emotions in the moment. Do they feel happy? Pick up a green circle. A bit upset or not really happy? A yellow circle. Sad, angry, or otherwise yucky? A red circle.

3. Tell the children to take stock of their stoplight colors. Tell them that:

GREEN means being in a state of balance and ready to learn and take part in activities. Green means GO.

YELLOW means being in a state of caution. Those with yellow circles need to pay attention to what is going on in their bodies, their thinking, or their feelings. It means LOOK OUT.

RED means being in a state of imbalance. Those with red circles need to STOP and figure out what is out of balance in their bodies, their thinking, or their feelings. Then they need to do what they can to correct the imbalance(s).

4. Ask the children to share their thoughts about what makes them feel good and what seems to get in the way of learning and participating in activities either on their own or with others. Record their answers on a flipchart, poster board, whiteboard, or chalkboard. From the ideas the children generate, create the following general categories, listing the factors involved:

•   feeling good physically

•   being able to think clearly and problem solve without undue struggle or frustration

•   feeling emotionally comfortable with oneself and others

•   feeling safe in one’s environment, both physically and psychologically

5. Tell the children that when they feel good physically, mentally, and emotionally and feel safe and comfortable, they can do their best thinking, feel good about themselves, get along with others, and make good decisions about their own behavior. Depending upon the age of the children, help those who picked yellow or red circles identify what they can do differently. For example, if a child is feeling physically tired, ask if he or she ate a balanced breakfast and got a good night’s sleep. If the children don’t want to talk about why they picked yellow or red, invite them to talk to you about it later. Then make sure you follow up with them.

6. Once the causes of imbalance have been identified for a specific child, have the child write down on the corresponding colored circle what choice/s he or she can make to help bring about a more balanced state. Parents should be involved when appropriate.

7. You might do this activity periodically to get the children used to checking in with themselves and making choices about what to change to support their own balance.

Notes

 

Activity 6

Options for Balancing

Purpose of this activity: When children and adults are in a state of balance, their bodies, minds, and hearts can function at optimal levels for learning and well-being. The purpose of this activity is for children to gain experience working in cooperative groups to help increase their social skills, while at the same time gaining a greater understanding of the options available for living a more balanced lifestyle. (If you haven’t already done so, you might want to have the children do the activities in the beginning of this book before you do this one. That way, they will understand the concept of balance and can more easily come up with choices they can make to create balance in their lives.)

Timeframe: about 30 minutes

What you need: paper, writing utensils, and multiple copies of the letters B, A, L, N, C, and E on small slips of paper (Divide the number in your group by six, and make that many of each letter.)

What to do:

1. Introduce this activity to the children by telling them that during the next half hour they will be working in groups. Their goal is to discover the many choices they have to help themselves stay in balance so they can learn better and feel healthy as well as discover the choices they have to rebalance when things aren’t going well for them. Depending on the children’s understanding of the meaning of balance and its importance in their lives, you may need to spend a few minutes talking about balance and what it means to have options or choices. Remind the children that balance involves the body, mind, and heart (emotions). It also involves their interactions with others (social). If appropriate for your setting, you may add the spiritual dimension.

2. Explain to the children that the goal for this activity is for each group to come up with as many options, or choices, as possible that begin with the letter assigned to their group. They will have 10 minutes to do this. Suggest that they choose one person to facilitate the discussion and one person to record the group members’ responses. Next, randomly pass out the slips of papers with letters until everyone has a letter. Tell the children that all together the letters spell the word BALANCE. (You will have only one A group, however.)
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