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Is it OK...
...to talk to your students about their thoughts?

...to talk to your students about how they feel?

...to talk to your students about their actions and behavior?

Can you identify a time when a student was not thinking 

rationally about something?

How about a time when their mood improved because you 

gave them some insight, provided an alternative 

perspective?



Using CBT to Promote Well-Being in the Classroom

● CBT is a framework for understanding our internal and external experiences

● and a set of tools to help disrupt unhelpful thought and behavior patterns

You are likely using CBT tools in 
your classroom already!



THOUGHTS

FEELINGSBEHAVIOR

How Can CBT Help You to Disrupt Unhelpful Cycles?

Disrupting cycles of 
strong emotions

Disrupting cycles of 
avoidance, isolation, 

and inactivity

Disrupting cycles of 
automatic negative thinking



Simple Cognitive Coping
What language and skills can we provide to students 

to combat negative automatic thoughts?

● Catching cognitive distortions / thinking traps

● Weighing out the evidence (challenging 

automatic thoughts)

● Replacing automatic negative thoughts with 

rational thoughts (coping thoughts)

When you think more rationally, you tend to feel 
better; when you feel better, your behavior tends to 
be more positive; when your behavior is more 
positive, you tend to have better outcomes.





Cognitive Distortions / Automatic Negative Thoughts
“It is not a situation in and of itself that determines how 

people feel, but rather how they construe a situation 

(Beck, 1964; Ellis, 1962).”

Automatic Thoughts (AT) - Automatic thoughts are the thoughts and images that 

involuntarily pop into our head in certain situations. They make up how we “read” or 

interpret a situation. AT’s are dangerous because usually we take for granted that they 

are True. Even more dangerous, we have a tendency to accept them as the only 

explanation or view of the scenario.  Reactive behavior is based on automatic thinking.

Cognitive Distortions - Irrational thoughts (thoughts that lack evidence or thoughts that 

are only partially true) that can influence your emotions, Everyone experiences cognitive 

distortions to some degree, but when they are extreme, they can be damaging to how 

we feel and behave.



The Cognitive Model
Basic Model

Situation / Event

Automatic thoughts

Reaction (emotional, behavioral, 
physiological)

Complex Model

https://trailstowellness.org/materials/cbt-and-mindfulness-groups/resources/psychoeducation-cbt


Complex Cognitive Model 
● Reinforcing negative interplay 

between each component of the 

sequence

● Reinforces negative cycles of 

thoughts, feelings, and behaviors

● CBT techniques seek to disrupt these 

cycles through:

○ Cognitive restructuring

○ Behavioral activation

○ Passive coping (to address immediate 

physiological needs)

○ Mindfulness Beck, 2011



Recognizing and Challenging Thinking Traps

1. Try to SEPARATE thoughts from actual events

a. What is the situation? What actually happened? Just the “facts”

b. What are your thoughts? What are you telling yourself about the situation?

2. IDENTIFY the “thinking trap”

a. Are there any thinking traps in your thoughts? 

3. CHALLENGE the “thinking trap”

a. Check the facts: Is there any evidence to support this thought? To disprove it?

b. Double Standard: Ask yourself, “Am I being harder on myself than I am on others?” “What would I say to a 
friend?”

c. Survey: Find out whether other people you trust agree with your thoughts. 

d. Behavioral Experiment: Test your beliefs to see if you get the result you were expecting. 

Resources:

● Healthy Thinking 
Handout (TRAILS to 
Wellness)

● Psychology Tools 
Behavioral Experiments

https://trailstowellness.org/materials/cbt-and-mindfulness-groups/resources/cognitive-coping
https://trailstowellness.org/materials/cbt-and-mindfulness-groups/resources/cognitive-coping
https://trailstowellness.org/materials/cbt-and-mindfulness-groups/resources/cognitive-coping
https://trailstowellness.org/materials/cbt-and-mindfulness-groups/resources/cognitive-coping
https://www.psychologytools.com/self-help/behavioral-experiments/
https://www.psychologytools.com/self-help/behavioral-experiments/


Steps to Guide Cognitive Restructuring 
1. ID the problem situation

2. Elicit automatic thoughts

3. Is this a cognitive 

distortion?

4. If so, consider the 

questions on the right.

5. What’s a better way of 

thinking about the 

problem situation?

-TRAILStoWellness.org



Challenging Automatic Thoughts
(Automatic thought) “I’m going to really struggle using CBT.”

1. So when you have that thought, what feeling do you 

have? How intense is that feeling (0-10)?

2. What evidence do you have to support this thought?

3. What evidence disproves this thought?

4. Based on the evidence, what is a more rational, 

balanced way of thinking about your original thought?

5. When this new thought comes to mind, how intense is 

the feeling you identified earlier (0-10)? 



Cognitive Restructuring
Helping students translate this:

(Automatic thought) “I’m going to 

really struggle using CBT.”

To this:

(Coping thought) “I can learn CBT. 

I’ll likely make mistakes and need to 

practice, but I can do this.”

Simplified Series of Questions

● What evidence is there to support this 

thought?

● What evidence disproves this thought?

● Based on the evidence, what is a more 

rational, balanced way of thinking about 

your original thought?



What’s a Behavioral Experiment?
“Behavioral experiments are planned experiential activities to 

test the validity of a belief. ... Behavioral experiments are an 

information gathering exercise, the purpose of which is to test 

the accuracy of an individual's beliefs (about themselves, 

others, and the world) or to test new, more adaptive beliefs.”

● “Try this problem out before you give up...check in with me about how it goes.”

● “Why not try asking to join their table/group/conversation? See what happens when you ask them to join in.”

● “I know you think turning your camera on is going to be overwhelming; try it out for a minute and then we can 

check in about how it felt.”

● “How do you know you won’t like activity/new experience?...try it out before you make  decision.”

Friends, you already perform behavioral experiments...what other examples can you offer?

https://www.psychologytools.com/self-help/behavioral-experiments/


Exposure

● Address avoidance and decrease 

anxious associations through 

repeated engagement in activities 

that are anxiety provoking

● Start with low to moderately anxiety 

provoking situations and build up to 

activities/situations that induce more 

anxiety

● Guide students to monitor their 

thoughts and feelings (predicted and 

actual) as they continue to engage in 

the situation/activity

● Process the results of these 

behavioral experiments and use the 

gathered data to reformulate beliefs 

about these situations/activities

TRAILS: Facing My Fears Worksheet

https://trailstowellness.org/materials/cbt-and-mindfulness-groups/resources/exposure
https://storage.trailstowellness.org/trails-2/resources/facing-my-fears.pdf
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