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Lecture 1: What is happiness and how 
do we form good habits?

Dr. Padraic Dunne
Professor Ciaran O’Boyle
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https://www.who.int/about/who-we-are/frequently-asked-questions ; 

Question 1: What do you think health is?

https://www.who.int/about/who-we-are/frequently-asked-questions ; 

'Health is a state of complete physical, mental and social well-
being and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity’

What is Health?

https://www.who.int/about/who-we-are/frequently-asked-questions
https://www.who.int/about/who-we-are/frequently-asked-questions
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https://www.who.int/about/who-we-are/frequently-asked-questions ; 

Question 2: What do you think mental health is?

https://www.who.int/features/factfiles/mental_health/en/

Mental health: a state of well-being
.. a state of well-being in which every individual realizes his or her own potential, can cope 
with the normal stresses of life, can work productively and fruitfully, and is able to make a 
contribution to her or his community.

What is mental health?

https://www.who.int/about/who-we-are/frequently-asked-questions
https://www.who.int/features/factfiles/mental_health/en/
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https://www.who.int/about/who-we-are/frequently-asked-questions ; 

'Health is a state of complete physical, 
mental and social well-being and not 
merely the absence of disease or infirmity’

What does this mean for us?”

1. Being healthy does not mean just being 
physically well; it also means having good mental 
health and good relationships with others

2. Being healthy does not just mean “not being 
unwell or sick; there is a lot more to health than 
that

Diseases of lifestyle
• Non communicable diseases (NCDs) kill 41m people

each year - equivalent to 71% of all deaths.

• Five conditions – diabetes, cardiovascular diseases,
cancer, chronic respiratory diseases and mental health
disorders – account for an estimated 86% of the deaths
and 77% of the disease burden in the European Region.

• Worldwide, obesity has nearly tripled since 1975. 

• 80% of heart disease, stroke and type 2 diabetes and 40% 
of cancer could be prevented, primarily through 
improvements in diet and lifestyle

• The younger you start living a healthy lifestyle, the 
better

https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/noncommunicable-diseases

https://www.who.int/about/who-we-are/frequently-asked-questions
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/noncommunicable-diseases
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What do you 
think 
happiness is?

PERMAH Positive emotions Engagement

RelationshipsMeaning AccomplishmentHealth
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PERMA
Positive Emotions. Our well-being depends on the extent to which we 
experience positive emotions such as happiness, joy, excitement, contentment 
etc
Engagement We all need to feel fulfilment by engaging in activities which are 
interesting and absorbing for us. These could be activities such as music, sport, 
gaming and hobbies that help us to achieve a sense of ‘flow’ – contented 
immersion in an activity where you are so absorbed you forget about yourself 
and about time.
Relationships We thrive off of our relationships with other people; nurturing 
healthy and strong relationships with those around us is a significant 
contributing factor towards our overall happiness providing us with experiences 
of attachment, support, being valued and being loved.
Meaning: Having meaning and purpose in our daily lives is crucial for 
cultivating happiness and well-being. Often involves serving something bigger 
than ourselves
Accomplishment. Important for our sense of well-being giving us feelings of 
mastery and achievement.

Did you inherit your 
level of happiness?

50%

40%

10%

Level of Happiness

Genetic

Your control

Circumstances

Our basic temperament is inherited 
but we have some control over how 
happy we feel.

Lyubomirsky S. (2007) The How of 
Happiness. New York: Penguin
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How can we increase PERMA?

Positive Emotions: Try to notice the positives in your life 
not just the negatives. Either daily or weekly, start writing 
down three good things that have happened to you.

Engagement: Learn to use your best strengths especially for 
things you don’t like doing

Relationships : Set out to improve your relationships by 
taking more time, by showing understanding and 
compassion for others and by trying to use positive 
responses to people rather than negative responses. 

Meaning: Think about what is important to you; what gives 
your life meaning?

Accomplishment: Think about your achievements and 
what you hope to achieve. Celebrate your achievements

Useful resources

Siegel RD (2016) Positive Psychology: Harnessing 
the Power of Happiness, Mindfulness and Inner 
Strength. Boston, Harvard Medical School.

Bonniwell I. (2012) Positive Psychology in a 
Nutshell. Milton Keynes, Open University Press. 

Chatergee R. (2017). The 4 Pillar Plan. London, 
Penguin Life
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Further exploration - videos

Rangan Chatterjee. How To Make Diseases Disappear
TED x talk from 2016 by one of the new pioneers of progressive medicine. Author of the international bestseller, The 4 Pillar 
Plan , his 15 years of clinical experience in the NHS includes internal medicine, immunology and general practice. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gaY4m00wXpw

Beth Frates: RCSI MyHealth: Paving the Path to Wellness
A short (17minute) video of Professor Beth Frates, pioneer in lifestyle medicine, speaking at RCSI in 2019, setting out some of 
it’s key principles of healthy behaviour
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aSv6-jvT02M

Martin Seligman: The New Era of Positive Psychology. 
One of the key founders of the science of positive psychology, Professor Martin Seligman, in this 2004 TED talk, explains why
we needed to create a more positive psychology of well-being and happiness.
https://www.ted.com/talks/martin_seligman_the_new_era_of_positive_psychology?language=en

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gaY4m00wXpw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aSv6-jvT02M
https://www.ted.com/talks/martin_seligman_the_new_era_of_positive_psychology?language=en


Week 2

Developing Attention & Focus
Dr Pádraic Dunne



Do you ever find it hard to focus or pay attention?

Perhaps when doing homework, working on projects or in class?

Take a moment to discuss this in your class or group



This can sometimes make it 

hard to focus and pay 

attention

Our brains need a lot 

of energy as they 

develop



However, certain lifestyle practices can make it even harder 

to pay attention: 
• Poor diet
• Little exercise
• Lack of sleep



Can you think of the types of stress that make it hard to focus sometimes? 
Has this ever happened to you?
Take a few minutes to discuss in your class or group

Stress and pressure can also make it hard to focus

Stress can make us become forgetful; we can find it hard 
to remember facts, figures and even names



Practices to help you focus and 

strengthen your attention



1. Breathe

Patrick McKeown Ted Talk on the importance 
of healthy breathing

Breathe through your nose only!

• Breathe light (gentle)
• Breathe slow
• Breathe low (into your belly)
• 5 seconds in; 5 seconds out

Practice this before you start 
your homework and every 
15 minutes during your 
study period

Practice it when 
you feel nervous

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mBqGS-vEIs0


Healthy breathing – in for 5; out for 5

Download: Awesome Breathing 
from the Apple App Store or Google 
Play

OR

Try practicing using this website: 
xhalr.com

Sympathetic
Nervous system

“The break”

Parasympathetic
Nervous system

“Accelerator”

Why does this work?
The autonomic nervous system

• When you inhale, you activate 
the accelerator

• When you exhale, you put the 
break on

Try it now!

xhalr.com


Meditate to sharpen your 

focus and attention



LINK

LINK

LINK

LINK

https://www.nytimes.com/2019/04/05/health/military-mindfulness-training.html
https://yogamoha.com/famous-footballers-do-yoga-and-meditation/
https://www.mentalmovement.co.uk/meditating-lady-gaga/
https://www.otbsports.com/rugby/johnn-sexton-mindfulness-1143122


Meditation is not about 
stopping thinking

• It is about becoming aware of your 
thoughts, mind and your body

• Meditation can be hard and isn't easy –
but it is worth it!

• If you are very upset – its probably not a 
good idea to meditate – focus on your 
body instead e.g. exercise, sport, art, 
music, singing, being in nature and with 
animals



The body scan meditation

1. Begin by bringing your attention 
to the toes of your left foot

2. Gradually move through your 
body, paying attention to 
sensations as you move – ending 
at the top of your head



Practice the body scan meditation

Link to the practice

Practice:

• Before your homework

• If you feel angry or upset

• If you are experiencing pain 
or discomfort in the body

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XSw-WLmooWg


Other important ways to strengthen 

focus and attention:

sleep, good food, exercise



Sleep hygiene

How many of 
these things do 

you do each night 
before bed?

Discuss



Eat good food often, if you can
– low sugar
- limit processed food



2020 World Health Organisation (WHO) guidelines call for children and adolescents to accumulate at 

least an average of 60 min of moderate-to-vigorous intensity physical activity per day (mostly aerobic 

physical activity). They also recommend that vigorous physical activities and muscle and bone 

strengthening activities should each be incorporated at least 3 days per week.

Calculate how many minutes of exercise you get each day during the week?

Discuss

Check out the Irish HSE guide on exercise and for a deeper explanation of recommended exercise per day

https://www.hse.ie/eng/about/who/healthwellbeing/our-priority-programmes/heal/heal-docs/the-national-guidelines-on-physical-activity-for-ireland.pdf


Your homework for this week

• Practice healthy breathing before, during and after homework each evening

• Practice breathing before each class with your teacher - discuss what it feels like

• Practice the body scan in class with your teacher and at least once at home –

discuss what it feels like

• Write out your personal plan for sleep – hygiene; discuss in class

• Review your SMART habit check-list from last week



Thank you

This presentation is for private viewing only. It is not authorised for any other use. Any public performance, copying, commercial exploitation or other use is strictly prohibited. Duplication in 
whole or in part of this presentation is strictly prohibited. The ownership of RCSI in the material is hereby asserted.
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Lecture 3: Time management, self-discipline and motivation

Professor Ciaran O’Boyle



RCSI Science of Health and Happiness for Young People Notes for 
Lecture 3

1. The way we think about things is very important; If you change the way you look at things, the 
things you look at, change.

2. “When we are no longer able to change a situation, we are challenged to change ourselves.” 
Viktor E. Frankl;

3. “My captors could take away my liberty but they could not take my freedom to choose my 
response” Viktor E. Frankl

4. It is important to distinguish between the things we can control and those we can’t. A proactive 
focus is concerned with focusing on what we can control. The Stoic philosophers made this a 
central tenet of their thinking.

5. The language we use with ourselves and with others has a significant impact on how we think
and feel. Important to distinguish between reactive and proactive language. 



RCSI Science of Health and Happiness for Young People Notes for 
Lecture 3

1. Motivation is what drives our behaviour; Maslow famously set out human needs in a pyramid 
in which the lower levels had to be satisfied before the higher levels. 

2. Anything that drives you to do something can be seen by your brain as a motivator: e.g. food, 
money, grades, acceptance by peers, winning in sport; Your brain releases a pleasurable 
chemical called dopamine just for trying; You feel satisfaction when you have given it your best 
effort.

3. “Learned Helplessness” refers to our becoming demotivated when we experience failure - the 
negative motivation transfers to subsequent tasks. The opposite is also true – success breeds 
success. 

4. If you are struggling to complete something difficult: (i) Take a break; (ii) Do something you 
are good at; (iii) Go back to the task with renewed energy and confidence. 

5. If your goal is daunting: (i) Break it down into smaller tasks; (ii) Use a checklist- writing out 
each step has been shown to make it easier to achieve each step

6. “Gamification” is a way in which we can increase our motivation by turning tasks into fun 



RCSI Science of Health and Happiness for 
Young People Notes for Lecture 3

PrioritiserProcrastinator

“Yes”person Slacker

Managing our time
1. Distinguish between urgency and importance
2. Think of and plan time in longer blocks – such

as a week
3. Cut down time spent in QIII and QIV – learn to 

say “No”
4. Increase time spent in QII

Urgent Not urgent

Im
po

rt
an

t
N

ot
 Im

po
rt

an
t

I II

III IV

•Crises
•Deadlines
•Problems

•Texts 
•Interruptions
•Phone calls
•Popular activity

•Trivia
•Junk mail
•Time wasters
•Escape actions

•Prevention
•Planning
•Values
•Relationships
•Goals

Putting first things first



Further exploration

Covey, S (1998) The 7 Habits of Highly Effective Teens. New York, Simon and Schuster

Covey S (2015) First things first. YouTube: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Cw1_l6oKr1s

Brainchild: Motivation. Netflix: https://www.netflix.com/watch/80215241?trackId=14277283&tctx=-97%2C-

97%2C%2C%2C%2C

Pink D (2009) The Puzzle of Motivation. Ted talk: 

https://www.ted.com/talks/dan_pink_the_puzzle_of_motivation?language=en

Urban T.  (2016) Inside the mind of a master procrastinator. Ted talk: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=arj7oStGLkU

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Cw1_l6oKr1s
https://www.netflix.com/watch/80215241?trackId=14277283&tctx=-97%2C-97%2C%2C%2C%2C
https://www.ted.com/talks/dan_pink_the_puzzle_of_motivation?language=en
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=arj7oStGLkU
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Agenda

• Define positive emotions

• Discuss the role they play 

in our lives

• List ways in which you can 

boost your positive 

emotions
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Defining emotions
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Activating vs Deactivating
Positive vs Negative

Carr, 2004; Russell, 1980
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Emotions vs Moods

Fredrickson & Losada, 2005
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Over to you

• Take a piece of paper and for the next 

minute, write down as many emotions 

as you can think of, both positive and 

negative

• Please PAUSE this video now
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Examples of Emotions

• Interested

• Distressed 

• Excited

• Upset

• Strong

• Guilty

• Scared

• Hostile

• Enthusiastic

• Proud

• Irritable

• Alert

• Ashamed

• Inspired

• Nervous

• Determined

• Attentive 

• Jittery

• Active

• Afraid

Watson et al., 1988
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Examples of Positive Emotions

• Active

• Alert

• Amused

• Attentive

• Awe

• Determined

• Excited

• Enthusiastic

• Grateful

• Inspired

• Interested

• Joyful

• Hopeful

• Love

• Proud

• Relieved 

• Satisfied

• Serene

• Strong

• Calm

Burke, 2021
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“Bad is stronger than good”
Baumeister et al., 1995
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Wellbeing = 

experiencing 

more positive 

than negative 

emotions
Diener et al., 1999
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”Catch them” and “Plan for them”
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Over to you
• Sometimes, in the midst of school work, we 

don’t have the time to play. Take a piece of 
paper and write down your play list, i.e. 
activities you enjoy doing that give you a 
positive boost. 

• (Optional) share your activities with others in 
your class/group

• Please PAUSE this video now
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Playtime

Frisch, 2006

Singing in a shower

Having lunch with your friends

Taking a walk

Cooking or eating your favourite food

Praying or meditating

Going to a museum

Cinema

Watching your favourite programme/film

Listening to music

Lifting weights

Sitting quietly

Having a good cry

Singing in a shower

Joining a social club

Doing something nice for someone

Planning a party

Taking pictures

Painting

Going dancing

Coaching kids football

People watching

Wrestling, tickling, joking

Playing a game

Writing an email to someone

Hanging out with your friend

Reading a book

Learning about computers

Learning a new language
Swimming

Reading a newspaper/magazine

Crossword puzzle

Making a video

Directing a play
Surfing the web

Playing shuffleboard

Cycling
Bowling

Cycling

Playing tennis

Snow skiing

Fishing

Playing soccer

Playing pool or ping pong

Doing arts and crafts

Bird watching

Keeping a journal
Writing a poem or a story

HikingDoing woodworking

Stargazing/astronomy

Boating or canoeing

Playing a musical instrument

Playing cards

Taking music, singling, dancing, acting classes

Gardening

Scateboarding

Shopping out of town

Segueing 

Having some alone-time

Dressing up

Making up a pleasant dream or fantasy

Blogging, instant messaging or texting

The role emotions play 
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The role of negative emotions

Fredrickson, 2009
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Over to you

• Reflect on, or discuss the benefit of 

experiencing positive emotions, apart 

from just feeling good.

• Please PAUSE this video now
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Broaden and Build Theory

Fredrickson, 1998
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Broaden and Build Theory

Fredrickson, 1998
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Positivity resonance

Fredrickson, 2009
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Broaden and Build Theory

Fredrickson, 1998
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Broaden and Build Theory

Fredrickson, 1998

Boosting positive emotions
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Activities already discussed

• Listening to your favourite music

• Chatting with someone (creating connection)

• Doing something on your Play List

• Savour your pleasurable moments

• Plan for experiencing positive emotions
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Burton & King, 2004

Intensely Positive Experience

“Think of the most wonderful experience or experiences in your life, 
happiest moments, ecstatic moments, moments of rapture, perhaps 
from being in love, or from listening to music, or suddenly “being hit” 
by a book or painting or from some great creative moment. Choose one 
such experience or moment. Try to imagine yourself at that moment, 
including all the feelings and emotions associated with the experience. 
Now write about the experience in as much detail as possible trying to 
include the feelings, thoughts, and emotions that were present at the 
time. Please try your best to re-experience the emotions involved” 
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Loving Kindness Meditation

Following on from deep relaxation, imagine yourself 
experiencing peace and repeat to yourself:

• May I be happy

• May I be safe

• May I be healthy, peaceful, and strong

• May I give and receive appreciation today
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Niemiec, 2017

Playing to your Strengths  

Complete a free strengths-profile on www.viacharacter.org and 

- list ways in which you can use your top strengths more often in 

your daily life

- When you don’t feel like doing something, try to engage your 

strengths in your activity 

http://www.viacharacter.org/
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Takeaways from this session:

• We experience many emotions

• It is useful to label our emotions to help us cope 

with them effectively

• Emotions are different than moods

• Positive and negative emotions serve different 

purpose

• You can take action and change your emotions

Thank you for listening
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Week 5

This is what stress feels like
Dr Pádraic Dunne



This is what fight/flight distress feels like

Additional symptoms:

• Butterflies or upset stomach
• Need to go to the toilet
• Headaches
• Muscle tension and aches
• Wobbly legs
• Dry mouth
• Cant hear human voices very well
• Ears tune to high pitched or very 

low pitched sounds
• Fatigue



What is the difference between excitement, 

stress and falling in love?

• Butterflies in the stomach
• Wobbly legs
• Dry mouth
• Increased heart rate
• Increased breathing
• Sweating
• Loss of appetite

Switch perspective

The next time you feel stress – tell yourself it is just excitement



FREEZE  

PLAY DEAD

What are the symptoms of freezing or playing 

dead for humans?

When we find ourselves in a situation where we cant neither fight our 
way out nor escape, then we can freeze or play dead:

• Faint
• Have very low energy – want to sleep all the time
• Don’t want to go outside or socialise
• No appetite
• No interest in doing anything



Stress First Aid - ABC

A
Awareness – become more aware of what's happening in your body 
(aches, pains and tensions)

Awareness – become more aware of what's happening in your mind
(thoughts and emotions)

Solution for increased body awareness – body scan meditation, yoga, simple attention

Solution for increased mind awareness – meditation, journaling, speaking with friends, family and trusted 
others 



Practice the body scan meditation

Link to the practice

Practice:

• Before your homework

• If you feel angry or upset

• If you are experiencing pain 
or discomfort in the body

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XSw-WLmooWg


Stress First Aid - ABC

B
Breathe – use 5-5-5 

triangular breathing to balance 
the autonomic nervous system 
and prevent the fight or flight 
response

Breathe through your nose 
– lightly, slowly and deeply



Healthy breathing – in for 5; out for 5

Download: Awesome Breathing 
from the Apple App Store or Google 
Play

OR

Try practicing using this website: 
xhalr.com

Sympathetic
Nervous system

“The break”

Parasympathetic
Nervous system

“Accelerator”

Why does this work?
The autonomic nervous system

• When you inhale, you activate 
the accelerator

• When you exhale, you put the 
break on

Try it now!

xhalr.com


Stress First Aid - ABC

C
Compassion – Sometimes the negative voice inside our head can be very loud and 
vicious. We need to counteract this voice by having compassion for ourselves. 
Remember, stress can come from the inside

When you practice breathing, close your eyes and try to picture your own face – wish 
yourself health and happiness. Remind yourself that you are a human being, trying to 
your best

Each time the negative voice speaks, try to put your focus back on your breathing



cultivate awareness
Long-term management

cultivate relationships cultivate community through exercise 
& creativity, especially music

cultivate 
human 
touch -

hugs

Talk therapy 
via peers or 
one-to-one



What practices can you put 
in your distress first-aid kit?

Can you put a plan in place to do at least two every 
week? Can you put a reminder in your phone for one 
practice alone and one with other people?



Dr Robert Sapolsky
Stanford University

Book
Why Zebras Don’t Get Ulcers 

YouTube talk
www.youtube.com/watch?v=D9H9qTdserM

A final word on stress

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=D9H9qTdserM


Thank you

This presentation is for private viewing only. It is not authorised for any other use. Any public performance, copying, commercial exploitation or other use is strictly prohibited. Duplication in 
whole or in part of this presentation is strictly prohibited. The ownership of RCSI in the material is hereby asserted.



The Science of Health and Happiness for Young People

This presentation is for private viewing only. It is not authorised for any other use. 
Any public performance, copying, commercial exploitation or other use is strictly 
prohibited. Duplication in whole or in part of this presentation is strictly 
prohibited. The ownership of RCSI in the material is hereby asserted.

LECTURE 6: Strengths and Growth Mindsets

Professor Ciaran O’Boyle



WHICH MINDSET DO YOU HAVE?
Do you mostly agree or disagree with these statements:
Intelligence
1. Your intelligence is something very basic about you that you can’t change 

very much. 

2. You can learn new things, but you can’t really change how intelligent you 

are.
3. No matter how much intelligence you have, you can always change quite a 

bit.
4. You can always change substantially how intelligent you are.

Personal Qualities
1. You are a certain kind of person and there is not much that can be done to 

really change that.

2. No matter what kind of person you are, you can always change 
substantially.

3. You can do things differently, but the important parts of who you are can’t 

really be changed.
4. You can always change basic things about the kind of person you are.

Adapted from: Dweck CS. (2017). Mindset: Changing The Way You Think To Fulfil Your Potential. (Revised ed.) London, 
Robinson. Pp 12-14.

Fixed
Growth

Developing a growth mindset
• Embrace challenges
• Persist in the face of setback
• See effort as part of the journey
• Learn from criticism
• Find lessons and inspiration in the 

resilience of others



www.viacharacter.org

• You have all 24 strengths –
some stronger and more used 
than others – but, all can be 
developed

• Your highest strengths are 
called your signature strengths 
– unique to you – like your 
signature – come naturally to 
you, are energising and best 
capture the real you

• You can develop or improve the 
use of any of your strengths

• Each strength can help you in 
its own way

• Your strengths can help you 
deal with your problems and 
reduce your stress

Strengths
• Research shows that if you have an 

active awareness of your character 
strengths you are 9 times more 
likely to be flourishing

• Using strengths is a route to 
PERMA

• Using strengths decreases our 
negative bias

• Strengths have been shown to 
amplify and grow the positive in 
business, education, healthcare, 
education, coaching, 
psychotherapy and counselling

• Using strengths decreases stress, 
leads to less friction in the 
classroom, less depression, better 
physical health and increased well-
being

Strategies for using your 
strengths

1. Take the VIA survey and 
identify your signature 
strengths

2. Use one of your strengths in a 
new way each day

3. Connect your strengths to 
your happiness

4. Spot character strengths in 
others

5. Bring strengths into your 
interactions with others

6. Reflect on your role models

Adapted from Bocci GS, Niemiec RM (2020) The 
Positivity Workbook for Teens. CA, New 
Harbinger Publications. Pp 27-29



Wisdom
Life is Beautiful (Creativity)
Alice in Wonderland (Curiosity)
Sherlock Holmes (Judgement)
Akeelah and the Bee (Love of Learning)
Life as a House (Perspective)

Courage
Hotel Rwanda (Bravery)
The Pursuit of Happiness (Perseverance)
Win Win (Honesty)
The Artist (Zest)

Humanity
Away From Her (Love)
Amelie (Kindness)
Another Year (Social Intelligence)

Justice
The Way Back (Teamwork)
12 Angry Men (Fairness)
Gandhi (Leadership)

Temperance
The Straight Story (Forgiveness)
10 Questions for the Dalai Lama (Humility)
The Girl With the Dragon Tattoo (Prudence)
Twilight (Self-Regulation)

Transcendence
American Beauty (Appreciation of beauty/excellence
It’s a Wonderful Life (Gratitude)
The Prize Winner of Defiance, Ohio (Hope)
Zorba the Greek (Humour)
The Wizard of Oz (Spirituality)

Niemiec RM and Wedding D (2014) 
Positive Psychology at the Movies 2. Boston, Hogrefe

Strengths 
in the 
movies



Resources
Videos:
• Carol Dweck author of “Mindset” speaking at RCSI. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EO5Yz2x0GSk
• Neal Mayerson founder of the VIA Institute on Character speaks about the character strengths revolution. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fSmbB0Ko2hM
• Ryan Niemiec Director of Education at VIA speaks about character strengths at a 2017 Ted talk 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DMWck0mKGWc&t=351s
• On September 22, 2016 over 90,000 schools, organizations and communities participated in Character Day and hosted events to discuss 

the importance of character development. Individuals were encouraged to complete the free VIA Survey to discover their strengths. Watch 
this video of students of Christchurch, New Zealand celebrating their unique character strengths! 
https://www.viacharacter.org/resources/videos/character-matters

Books:
• Bocci GS, Niemiec RM (2020). The Positivity Workbook for Teens. CA, New Harbinger Publications.
• Dweck CS. (2017). Mindset: Changing The Way You Think To Fulfil Your Potential. (Revised ed.) London, 

Robinson.
• Niemiec R, McGrath RE (2019). The Power of Character Strengths. Cincinnati, The VIA Institute on 

Character

Web: www.viacharacter.org

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EO5Yz2x0GSk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fSmbB0Ko2hM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DMWck0mKGWc&t=351s
https://www.viacharacter.org/resources/videos/character-matters
http://www.viacharacter.org/


Session 7: Know your Brain 
–Dr Trudy Meehan

Please note: The contents is copyright of RCSI and may not be reproduced or reused outside 
of the free delivery of this course, without the permission of the author
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Gut, heart, brain – Dr Barbara Fredrickson

• How do we know the difference between smiles?
• Mimicking smiles is the key
• Moving the same muscles, we activate the same neural pathways and 

we feel it in our bodies.
• We feel a little of what the other person is feeling when we make eye 

contact and mimic their facial expression
• Eye contact triggers mimicry
• We need to mimic so that we can understand the subtilities of another 

person’s intentions.
• Implications for online versus in-person interaction?
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Paying attention to your gut
• Value of connecting to your body and paying attention
• Times when children or adolescents are told to disconnect from their 

guts/hearts (be polite! that’s rude!).
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Your brain is not fully developed until 
you are 24/25

• Not great at planning and taking consequences into account
• Overly self conscious



Pruning

• Starting to specialize
• Some neurons getting pruned 

away



Your brain is fine tuning and getting faster
Dan Siegel on Myelination and Pruning in the Adolescent Brain

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0O1u5OEc5eY

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0O1u5OEc5eY


Why is all this 
happening? 

• Dopamine/reward centres of the 
brain are extra active – need 
novelty, will take risks – Dr. 
Adriana Galván

• https://www.youtube.com/watch
?v=LWUkW4s3XxY

• Makes you seek novelty and 
interesting things

• Makes you bored at home
• Family become boring and 

annoying and outside world 
becomes fascinating and exciting

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LWUkW4s3XxY


Know your 
Brain
• Brain is a construction site 
• Pruning and myelination 
• Dopamine system changing
• Frontal lobes not fully developed 

yet so all this going on without 
full brain coordination

• Exhausting and confusing and 
frustrating



Adolescence = Adult -
ESSENCE
ES: Emotional Spark
SE: Social Engagement
N: Novelty
CE: Creative Exploration
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Resources

• Galván, A. (2013). Insight into the Teenage Brain
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LWUkW4s3XxY

• Siegel, D. (2014). Brainstorm: The power and purpose of the teenage 
brain. Scribe 

• Siegel, D. (2018). The Adolescent Brain 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0O1u5OEc5eY

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LWUkW4s3XxY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0O1u5OEc5eY


Session 8: Emotional 
Wellbeing –Dr Trudy 

Meehan

Please note: The contents is copyright of RCSI and may not be reproduced or reused outside 
of the free delivery of this course, without the permission of the author



Emotional wellbeing
“You can learn the steps to make your brain more 
integrated and to strengthen it. You can learn how to 
improve the way your mind functions and make your 
brain healthier and your relationships more 
rewarding….and if you learn these things, they can make 
the rest of your life better.” (Siegel, 2014, p.18).
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The Mental Health Continuum
• Difference between something that is a clinical issue versus a 

challenging emotional experience

Image taken from https://www.energx.com.au/the-mental-health-continuum/



Name it to Tame it
• “Name it to tame it” (Dan Siegel)
• Shifts processing from emotional limbic system to 

planning pre-frontal cortex



Notice it before 
we can name it
SIFTING - Time In (Siegel, 2014)
• Identifying feelings in body
• Identifying changes in those feelings in 

the body
• Naming the feelings and experiencing 

them
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The context (story) of our pain matters
• Name what you are feeling or what is happening to you
• Describe the impact on your life
• What’s your opinion of its impact on your life? Do you agree or disagree 

with the impact of the problem?
• Why do you disagree with the impact the problem is having on your life?
• What hopes or dreams or things that are important to you is it standing in 

the way of?
• Can you tell the story of your hopes and dreams?
• Are there any skills that you will learn from fighting the problem that you 

can take into building your hopes and dreams?



Self Criticism – it’s easier to be the 
critic than the one who messed up 

(Kirstin Neff)



Self-compassion
• Mindfulness – awareness and acceptance 

(letting go) of pain

• Common humanity – avoiding isolation or 
shame by seeing one’s experiences as part of 
the human condition

• Kindness – being kind and warm rather than 
harsh in the face of set-backs

Neff (2003a, b)



Th
e S

cie
nc

e o
f H

ea
lth

 an
d 

H
ap

pi
ne

ss
 fo

r Y
ou

ng
 P

eo
pl

e 
O

ct
-D

ec
 2

02
1

Resources

• Dunne, P. (2020). Loving kindness meditation 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LkC0K1F8nPk

• Siegel, D. (2014). Brainstorm: The power and purpose of the teenage 
brain. Scribe 

• SpunOut -Youth Information Website written by young people for
young people www.spunout.ie

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LkC0K1F8nPk
http://www.spunout.ie/


Session 9: Adolescence as a 
time of expansion–Dr Trudy 

Meehan

Please note: The contents is copyright of RCSI and may not be reproduced or reused outside 
of the free delivery of this course, without the permission of the author
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One good adult

• “adolescents pushing away from others is natural; shutting others out 
totally is not helpful (nor is it natural) for anyone. An important take-
home message is that it is vital to keep the lines of connection and 
communication open and to remember that we all – adolescents and 
adults – need to be members of a connected community” – Dan Siegel, 
2014

• Michele Fine Health Psychologist – trust in educators/adult 



Screenshot from Jigsaw Website https://jigsaw.ie/what-does-one-good-adult-mean/

https://jigsaw.ie/what-does-one-good-adult-mean/


Your attention shapes your 
brain

“Where 
attention goes, 
energy flows and 
neurons grow” –
Dan Siegel



https://www.childrensrights.ie/resources/1-2-3-online-safety-campaign





Delay using additive substances! 

• The odds of becoming dependent 
on alcohol decrease every year you 
wait to start drinking by up to 14% 
(Grant & Dawson, 1997). 

• People who begin using cannabis 
before the age of 18 are four to 
seven times more likely to develop 
a dependency than people who 
start in adulthood (Winters & Lee, 
2008).



Cannabis and brain pruning

Miller, M.L., Chadwick, B., Dickstein, D.L., et al. (2018) 



Keep your brain 
bubble wrapped

“I’m not interested, I’m protecting my 
brain”





Resources 

Talking about drugs and the brain
• https://jigsaw.ie/what-does-one-good-adult-
mean/

https://langley.bigbrothersbigsisters.ca/wp-
content/uploads/sites/145/2017/11/Adolescent
_Brain_Bochure.pdf

Jigsaw youth mental health

https://jigsaw.ie/what-does-one-good-adult-mean/

https://jigsaw.ie/what-does-one-good-adult-mean/
https://langley.bigbrothersbigsisters.ca/wp-content/uploads/sites/145/2017/11/Adolescent_Brain_Bochure.pdf
https://jigsaw.ie/what-does-one-good-adult-mean/
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Week 10 - Whole Person Health

NOTES



Whole person health -what do we mean?

Looking after our:

• Brain
• Body
• Belly
• Bed
• Best-friends



Where can we find people who engage 
in whole person health practices?
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https://www.ted.com/talks/dan_buettn
er_how_to_live_to_be_100

https://www.bluezones.com/

The blue zones
Geographical locations where humans live the longest

https://www.ted.com/talks/dan_buettner_how_to_live_to_be_100
https://www.bluezones.com/


Number of people who live to 100 and older per 100,000 population

Michel Poulain, Anne Herm and Gianni Pes. Vienna Yearbook of Population Research 2013 (Vol. 11), pp. 87–108
*CSO.ie

9.3
Ireland

100,000

12.6
Sweden

100,000

14.1
Italy

100,000

17.9
Nuoro province

100,000

16.6
Sardinia

100,000

*



Why do these people live longer?



Take home messages
• Eat mostly plants

• Eat less

• Have a garden and eat fresh food if you can

• Engage in daily exercise – natural movement

• Family & community first

• Engage in activities that cultivate meaning, purpose & 

creativity



Activities that cultivate meaning, 
purpose & creativity - Ikigai

“Essentially, ikigai is the reason why you get up in the morning” Yukari Mitsuhashi; 8th August 2017 – BBC.com

GOOD AT

LOVE

PASSION

PROFESSION VOCATION

PAID FOR

MISSION

IKIGAI WHAT YOUR 
COMMUNITY NEEDS



Homework for the week

Ikigai core concepts Your answers (1) Your answers (2)

What do you love?

PASSION

What are you good at?

MISSION

Can you get paid for it?

PROFESSION

Does your community or the world 
need what you are good at?

VOCATION

Music

Singing

Yes – musician/singer

The world needs music, 
art and entertainment

Being outside in nature

Sport and biology

Yes – work in forestry

Every country in the world 
needs healthy forests



Components of whole person health

If you score below 5 in any 
section, make a plan to get 
it up to 6/10 in a few 
months



Summary of whole person health

• Follow the brain-body-belly-bed-best-friend rule in relation to whole health

• “Eat food. Not too much. Mostly plants.” – Michael Pollen (food author & journalist)

• Move naturally – household chores can be viewed as exercise

• Value your family and your community as equally as food and exercise

• Cultivate meaning and purpose, plus creativity in your life

If you want to live to be a healthy and happy 100 year old:



Your Happiness 

toolkit

Image licensed from Adobe Stock Photos



Your Happiness toolkit (1)

• Learn to tweak your motivation to achieve your goals

• Manage your time by focusing on things you have control over and using the importance urgency 

matrix to prioritise.

• Develop a growth mindset by embracing challenges, persisting in the face of setbacks, seeing 

effort as part of the journey, learning from criticism and finding lessons and inspiration in the 

resilience of others

• Take the VIA survey, identify your signature strengths, use one of them in a new way each day, 

and learn to recognise strengths in yourself and others



Your Happiness toolkit (2)
Learn to increase your wellbeing (PERMA) by: 

• Positive Emotions: Try to notice the positives in your life not just the negatives. Either daily or weekly, 

start writing down three good things that have happened to you. 

• Engagement: Learn to use your best strengths especially for things you don’t like doing 

• Relationships : Set out to improve your relationships by taking more time, by showing understanding 

and compassion for others and by trying to use positive responses to people rather than negative 

responses. 

• Meaning: Think about what is important to you; what gives your life meaning? 

• Accomplishment: Think about your achievements and what you hope to achieve. Celebrate your 

achievements 



Your Happiness toolkit (3)

• Your brain is still under construction - be vigilant about the experiences and substances you give your brain 

while it is still growing

• In your emotional life remember: name it to tame it - identify the feelings in your body and name them.

• Every day for the next week, take a photo of one thing that boosts your positive emotions, such as joy, 

happiness, awe, amusement, excitement, enthusiasm, gratitude, hope, love, pride, etc. To move it up a level, 

do this activity with your friends and every day send each other a photo you took with a short description of 

the emotion it evoked.

• Set up your alarm clock for an emotional check. When it buzzes, reflect on what emotion you were feeling 

shortly before the buzzer went off and what caused it.



Your Happiness toolkit (4)
• Know how to make habits stick; generate a study template and plan your rewards

• Your attention can be trained through practices like meditation; good diet and 

exercise will help with your attention

• Know the symptoms of stress and remember the ABCs of stress first-aid: 

Awareness-Breathing-Compassion (self-kindness)

• Remember to breathe – 5 in/5 out through the nose; 5 in/5 out/hold for 5 - if you are 

anxious

• Regular exercise, especially in a community or group where you feel safe can help to 

manage stress; regular creative exercises can help you manage stress



Thank you & good luck!

This presentation is for private viewing only. It is not authorised for any other use. Any public performance, copying, commercial exploitation or other use is strictly prohibited. Duplication in 
whole or in part of this presentation is strictly prohibited. The ownership of RCSI in the material is hereby asserted.


