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It is possible to intentionally produce a state of security and capability, even when external 

conditions are difficult and critical. This short vademecum was created to help parents 

manage the emergency we are experiencing and turn it into an educational opportunity. 

Indeed, moments of difficulty like this give us the possibility to become more aware of our 

positive resources and the value of the educational relationship, to orient us towards the 

state of health we desire. “Health is a state of complete physical, mental and social well-

being and not simply the absence of disease” World Health Organization.

Neuroscience and Pedagogy. For twenty years the Patrizio Paoletti Foundation has been 

carrying out interdisciplinary research: neuroscientific, educational, psychological and so-

cial, developing tools to fully develop awareness in people, in whatever context or situation 

they are living in.  
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The 10 Steps
Before you begin, please read the instructions 

of the World Health Organization 
www .who .int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019/advice-for-public

http://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019/advice-for-public
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Educate your children to experience difficult times as an opportunity 
to discover their resources . Stay close to them and guide them to 
discover that you can always learn from every situation . In moments 
of confusion and uncertainty, we encounter our fears and also the 
possibility of finding ways to overcome them . Complexity makes us 
discover our strength and power .

1

Live passionately: every difficulty is an opportunity

Learn from science!
Neuroscientist Wendy Suzuki points out the following as some of the main factors of 

psychological stress: the idea of not having control over a situation; not being able to 
predict events; the lack of social life, leisure and fun; and the feeling that things are getting 
worse. 

During these days of emergency, these elements are all present. It is therefore essential 
to learn how to prevent the effects of stress on your brain and body .

To do this, the first step is to transform your interpretation of events. Whatever situa-
tion you find yourself in, ask yourself: what do I want to get out of this situation? 
What is the situation I want? (Paoletti, P . et al . 2016) . These are powerful questions, 
which strengthen your awareness and allow you to interrupt the mechanism of automatic 
response to stimuli (S-R), carried out by the most archaic part of the brain. This allows you 
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to give a conscious response, resulting from an understanding of the stimuli received. 
These questions activate the most recent part of your brain: the neocortex. It is the seat of 
the frontal lobes, which are connected to several functions that are crucial in creating a 
future for humanity based on the ability to manage conflict and impulses, on cooperation 
and peaceful coexistence. This dimension is not yet fully developed in mankind (Montalci-
ni, R .L . 2004; Paoletti, P . 2008; Sitskoorn, M . 2012) . Cultivating positive emotions inten-
tionally has therefore the effect of stabilizing a positive image of ourselves over time and 
strengthens our sense of effectiveness, better preparing us to face change and its many 
challenges, with confidence in the future. 

Live passionately!
According to the Pedagogy for the Third Millennium method (Paoletti, P . 2008), living 

passionately means to create a bridge between the dimension of the mind and that of 
the heart: this attitude is capable of transforming disorientation and uncertainty into op-
portunities to grow, by giving energy and health to your body and more meaning to life. 
The coronavirus is revolutionizing everyone’s daily routine, completely disrupting your 
habits. When this happens, a piece of your life’s puzzle is lost, it’s as though you can no 
longer recognize the script of your life. The main message we want to give you with this 
vademecum is that you can transform what is happening into an opportunity!

Even if there are external conditions which I cannot change, there are other inner 
conditions, which I can have a great power over. 

It is quite a common mistake to be more inclined to emphasize the negative side of situ-
ations. Many scientists today confirm that the way we look at things affects our lives . 

Try to look at the new opportunities that this emergency can give you, such as doing 
the things in your daily life that you didn’t manage to do before: cooking at home, watching 
a movie with your loved ones, playing games, sharing, talking together. Try to change the 
way you describe to yourself what you are experiencing.  This is the most important 
step and is necessary to better understand all the others in the vademecum! 

To train yourself to transform difficulties into strength and determination, you must fol-
low a precise and certain path that requires you to use the highest thought function of 
abstraction, intentionally. Go beyond the present condition, asking yourself: 

What is really important to me? What do I really want for my life and that of my 
children?  These questions immediately take you into the realm of your aspirations, into 
the dimension that allows you to substantially change your point of view. Turn condi-
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tionings into conditions and conditions into opportunities. You will move from being pas-
sively dominated by events, to being able to use any event as a means to move towards 
what you want, creating a new scenography for your life. This is the path of the intelligence 
of the heart (Paoletti, P . 2019) 

How to direct your educational action
The ability to re-narrate events requires some practice . Don’t be discouraged if it 

seems difficult or far from the way you’ve been thinking until now. Just try and little by little 
you will become more and more sensitive and capable. When you face your fears, confu-
sion and uncertainty, know that they are a precious gift, because they give you the chance 
to get to know yourself and to bring out your best abilities. The same goes for your children.

We all run away from sadness and anger because we think that these emotions are 
connected to something horrible and intolerable. Instead, we should deal with them, as 
they exist and are a part of human behaviour: knowing how to identify and recognize this 
emotions is a valuable opportunity to teach our children how to use them to grow and 
strengthen themselves.  

It may have happened to you, like all parents, to judge your children’s fears and worries as 
foolish or exaggerated and to have said: “There is nothing to be afraid of”; “Don’t be sad”, 
“Stop crying”. These are all responses that prevent them from feeling heard. Especially 
in situations like the one you’re going through, you could replace these sentences with: 
“Talk to me, I’m listening, tell me what’s bothering you . . .” . These words will give your 
children confidence in what they feel, and they will believe more in themselves. This will 
help them access their inner world without fear and without running away from their emo-
tions. On the contrary, they will be able to use them and transform them . You cannot stop 
your children from suffering, but you can help them build the foundations of their 
emotional intelligence. Don’t be confused or hurried, don’t offer them solutions, don’t 
distract them from what they are feeling, be their emotional coach (Gottman, J . 1997).

Exercise 
As we have seen so far, difficulty, discomfort, uncertainty, fear and pain can become 

opportunities to make the educational relationship with your children even more intimate. 
In the face of emotions of anger, fear and confusion you have the opportunity to 
manage these emotions by educating yourself to educate, exercising your role more 
effectively and incisively. We propose this exercise for you to practice every day. 
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When you are experiencing the part of you that considers the present difficulty as a mis-
fortune and something that should not have happened, tell yourself that these thoughts 
weaken your sense of capability and your confidence. Accept them, but at the same time 
ask yourself: what do I want from this situation? What is the situation I want? What would 
I want my children to learn? What would I want them to remember about me? Think 
about what is good in the situation you are experiencing and how you can use it to 
achieve what you really want for you and your children. This will produce new awareness in 
you. When the first answer comes, and more will come in clusters, you will be amazed at 
how many positive things you can find. They are not the same for everyone. Be inventive 
and be creative! Just think that Rita Levi Montalcini, forced to confinement in 1938, built 
a laboratory in her bedroom where she began the research that later led to the discoveries 
that won her the Nobel Prize!

Remember: if you learn to recognize and manage your emotions, you can guide 
your children to do the same .
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You are important: be an example 
Even before following your explanations, your children imitate your 
behaviour, because you are the most important person to them . If 
you are anxious and worried, your state will certainly affect their 
emotions . Find calm and lucidity in moments of stress by dedicating 
a few minutes of silence to yourself, even just one minute a day will 
help you relax .

Be an example 
How many times have you found yourself giving long explanations to your children about 

what is right and wrong? On the other hand, how many times have you paid the utmost 
attention to the way you behave in front of them? In everyday life, parents can often be 
unaware of gestures they make due to anxiety, haste, superficiality or lack of empathy. It is 
important to keep in mind that children always imitate adults and they learn by imitation. 
By imitating them they feel at the same time accepted and protected. Imitation is initially 
unconscious but soon becomes a habit and over time a constant behaviour. The way you 
move, become upset or stay calm, raise your voice or modulate it, has an effect on your 
children. It captures their attention and become a point of reference for them. The family 
environment is the first school in which they learn lessons about their emotional life. 
Daniel Goleman, psychologist and author of the book ‘Emotional Intelligence’, tells us that 
in the intimacy of the family, we learn how we should feel about ourselves and how others 

2
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will react to our feelings; what to think about those feelings and what alternatives we have 
to react; how to read and express hopes and fears (Goleman, D. 1999).

Learn from science! 
In his studies on the development of the new-born child, the Swiss psychologist Jean 

Piaget observed how infants learn quickly to respond by imitation. Even at the age of 2 
months, children are able to imitate gestures even if they don’t know their meaning (Pia-
get, J. 1967). The psychologist Albert Bandura observed that by imitating, children model 
their way of doing and being (Bandura, A. 2000). Giacomo Rizzolatti, a famous Italian 
neuroscientist, has discovered the mirror neurons, a set of neurons which activate when 
we engage in an interaction with someone, and allow us to communicate without logical 
processes, but in a direct way, as if we were the other person (Rizzolatti, G., Sinigaglia, C. 
2006). Here is a practical example: if I am disgusted or scared certain parts of my brain are 
activated. If I see a person who is afraid or feels disgust, the same areas in my brain acti-
vate, as if I was experiencing those emotions myself. But I’m really just observing them! 
Therefore, fear or disgust are not understood intellectually, but are perceived inside of me. 
The discovery of mirror neurons is very important, as it explains the basis of our social 
interaction, the reciprocity and the influence that each of us has on the other. The same 
happens in the relationship with your children. They feel your emotions, which in turn 
affect their own way of feeling . If you can be calm and assertive in different situations, 
even the most difficult ones, your children will experience the same emotions. Not only 
this, by repeating this experience over time, they will stabilize a sense of self-esteem, 
accompanied by a strong sense of capability and self-efficacy. 

This situation of emergency exposes us all to different types of negative emotions. How 
can you recognise and deal with them? What effective tools can help you stay relaxed, 
calm and lucid? 

There are scientifically confirmed techniques that can help you be more aware and less 
reactive. For example, meditation techniques, guided meditation and mindfulness 
have been widely considered by international scientific literature as a valid and useful tool, 
proving to be effective both as a stand-alone intervention and as a complementary one 
(Goyal, M., Singh, S. et al. 2014; Creswell, J. D. 2017). Some studies suggest that even one 
minute of meditation and/or a mental focusing technique can produce positive emo-
tional and endocrine effects (Carney, D.R. et al., 2010). Recent research has also shown 
that short meditation sessions of a few minutes can improve aspects such as creativity, 
reflection and brain function (Dotan Ben-Soussan, T. et al., 2015; De Fano, A. et al. 2019; 
Piervincenzi, C., et al. 2017; Paoletti, P. et al. 2018).
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Exercise: relax and direct your actions
The Pedagogy for the Third Millennium method summarizes these themes in the idea: 

“Everybody is an educator”, linking pedagogy to communication. Man, by nature, cannot 
avoid communicating. Man’s entire existence, every gesture he makes or doesn’t make, 
is a communicative act: to communicate is to educate (Paoletti, P. 2007). That is why as a 
parent you must become aware of the educational potential of every single gesture. So 
far, we have discovered that, more than following any explanation, your child imitates your 
behaviour. In order to find calm and lucidity in this moment of stress you can dedicate 
a few minutes of silence every day to relax and recover your energy. Here is a practical 
suggestion for you. 

Every day, stop for a few moments while you are engaged in your activities: 

1) Consider what you are feeling and how you are behaving.
Focus: When you are in the company of your children, pay attention to the type of tone 

you use, the gestures you make and what you express through them. What do you find? 
Nervousness and tension or calm and tranquillity? Remember: Your inner state conditions 
their emotions.

2) Avoid extremes.
Goal: Avoid anxiety and alarmism. At the same time, avoid expressing indifference or 

excessive scepticism about this ongoing emergency. 

3) Host calmness and confidence in your mind as well as the ability to evaluate events 
and situ ations with lucidity. 

Action: Choose an intentional minute of silence to reach an inner state of greater neu-
trality. In this way you will positively influence your children’s emotions and prepare them 
to understand and learn.
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Choose what’s good for you:  
stimuli and environments condition you 
The environments and situations we experience condition our thinking 
and attention . This is even more so for little children! Avoid exposing 
your children to media hyper-stimulation where there are images and 
narratives full of anxiety and tension about what is happening . Choose 
environments that are as stable and secure for them as possible . 

Home sweet home
In these days in which you are forced to stay at home you are experiencing a complete-

ly new situation: interactions with the outside world pass through your smartphone, pc, 
television or radio. Therefore, the stimuli you receive are filtered by others. The images and 
the often contradictory and confusing news you are exposed to, can cause you to experi-
ence sadness, distrust, agitation and worry. You almost don’t realize that even though 
you are isolated, at the same time you are immersed in a river of information and emotions 
that you are not choosing. How can you regain control? 

Learn from science!
The environment in which we are immersed and the stimuli we are subjected to 

influence us and condition us . Today, together with psychologists, pedagogues and phil-

3
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osophers, neuroscience is also confirming this. The way we use our mind and the process 
of attention play a central role in relation to the structuring of brain networks. Studies on 
neuro-plasticity, from the first to the most recent, confirm that the physical structure 
of our brain is transformed by the experiences we make, favouring or preventing the 
establishment of new neuronal connections (Mateos-Aparicio, P., Rodríguez-Moreno, A. 
2019). William James, Eugenio Tanzi, Ernesto Lugaro, Jerzy Konorski and Donald O. Hebb 
are some of the researchers that have worked on the concept of the plastic brain. The 
definition of plasticity of the brain as “the ability of the nervous system to adapt its struc-
ture in response to a variety of factors and internal or external stimuli, including acute 
pathogenic situations” has a significant impact, not only in the medical field, but also in the 
educational field, as it is also related to all learning processes throughout life (Baroncelli, 
L., Maffei, L. 2010). In addition to our genetic heritage, education also gives shape to our 
brain. During the first two years of development, there are many more synaptic connec-
tions in a child’s brain than there will be in the future. This intense work of creation 
of the network is called “blooming”: it is as if the child’s brain “blossoms” (Banich, M.T., 
Compton, R.J. 2018). The experiences that children make will have an influence on 
the number and type of connections that they will develop: in an environment rich 
in stimuli, children not only develop more networks, but also more varied networks. Not 
only the quantity, but the type of stimuli they receive is paramount! Becoming aware of 
what kind of inputs are reaching you and implementing strategies to manage them 
is one of the goals you could set for yourself in the coming days. The Pedagogy for the 
Third Millennium method describes the ability to “learn to learn” as a central step in 
the educational process. This ability gives you the chance to transform the conditioning 
from the environment, contexts and circumstances in which you live, into learning 
conditions (Paoletti, P. 2008). Although we are all influenced by the stimuli we receive, we 
can avoid being passively determined by them, using them to self-determine. Pedagogy 
and neuroscience support us in understanding what is happening in our children’s minds 
during these days and can give us valid tools to deal with the changes taking place.

Exercise: select what is good for you and be grateful 
Let’s take a look at how you can use these ideas to determine what’s good for you . Ask 

yourself what is happening in your home these days: what stimuli are reaching you? How 
are they affecting you? Which ones can you select?

Your children are sensitive to the environment and, even if they are not directly exposed 
to the news, they tune into your mood. Some stimuli are better than others at this time. 
It is important to learn to distinguish them from the stimuli that drain your energy . You 
can choose which news and programs to listen to and at which time . We advise you 
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to leave your phones and tablets far away and turn off the TV at mealtimes, while 
studying and especially before going to sleep .  

Avoid excessive exposure to images charged with tension and anxiety (Oliverio, A. 2017). 
Select those that give you stability and security. Whenever you feel good thanks to a 
stimulus, note it down, as highlighting it will increase its effect.

If you have teenagers, create a space where you can listen to them without prejudice 
and free from conditions. In this space they can feel free to interact with the stimuli they 
are experiencing and understand them, transforming and enriching them. Share with them 
what happens when we over-expose ourselves to information without any criteria. Do not 
simply give them rules, but tools to help them choose. It is very important that they can 
see things from different points of view, stimulating them to acquire critical thinking . They 
will thus be motivated to not consider everything they see and hear as real. 

Learn to select the stimuli that generate positive emotions, that give you well-be-
ing . Among these, gratitude is fundamental. Brain scans of individuals who practice grati-
tude show a stronger structure for social cognition and empathy, as well as in the part of 
the brain involved in reward processing (The Greater Good Science Center, Berkeley Uni-
versity, 2018). In addition to the University of Berkeley’s study, a 2015 study showed that 
simply writing thank-you notes has positive effects in relieving stress, reducing symptoms 
of depression and encouraging people to be more aware of what makes them happy. To 
investigate and discover what stimuli and impressions give you energy, strength and 
well-being, we suggest this exercise to carry out together as a family: make a gratitude 
diary. Write one or more times a day the things you have discovered that make you feel 
good and for which you are grateful: it will be your collection of special stimuli. Over 
time it will help you to maintain an atmosphere of serenity and joy and to discover what 
you really love, helping guide you in your choices.
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The routine: your true friend 
A daily routine is a true friend in times of uncertainty, because simple 
and regular activities that structure the day create the perception of 
a safe and stable environment . Even if the regulations developed by 
the competent authorities for preventive and safety purposes imply 
a temporary interruption of activities, try to establish a simple and 
regular rhythm for your family, defined by mealtimes, moments of 
play and moments of study together .

All of a sudden, another daily life
Many of us are working from home, working less or have stopped working. School 

lessons, at best are being delivered online. Everyone’s situation is different, but for every-
one the house has become the place where everything happens. Family, work and 
school life are no longer separate, but happen in the same rooms and often at the 
same time . The youngest children have suddenly interrupted their first social experien-
ces and are spending 24 hours a day with their closest family members. Perhaps you 
have come across your children’s sad look because they miss their classmates and best 
friends. There’s no gym, no music class, no evening outings. Trips are cancelled. You are 
faced with the challenge of creating a new routine, which can really become your 
main ally. 

4
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Learn from science! 
When you choose which activities to engage in, you use specific areas of your brain, 

those involved in decision-making and executive thinking (Fellows, L. K. 2016). The deci-
sion creates the intention to move in one direction. By setting up a routine, you reduce the 
number of variables that the cerebral cortex has to evaluate. This process increases 
the perception of self-confidence, decreasing anxiety and concern (Korb, A. 2015). A 
simple daily routine, which is structured with predetermined activities, is an important tool 
for you and your children. Several studies show that having ‘rituals’ to perform, which 
mark the different moments of the day, help children to build points of reference and sta-
bility, especially during periods of change and stress (Boyce, W.T., et al. 1983). Thanks 
to the routine, children can predict with certainty what is going to happen and the transition 
from one activity to another becomes relaxing. If you introduce patterns into everyday life 
you help your children to internalise rules, habits and schedules. Their biological clocks also 
benefit from this, in favour of a correct wake-sleep cycle. Maria Montessori, pedagogue 
and doctor, repeatedly emphasized in her writings that children are particularly sensitive 
to order, not only regarding the external environment, but also regarding the execution of 
procedures, the use of time and the organization of the day. Disciplined behaviour is the 
natural consequence of children’s development as they simply ask parents “help me do it 
myself”. (Montessori, M. 1970). Create a welcoming and stable environment in which 
activities such as mealtimes, playing, studying and preparing for sleep are decided 
in advance and carried out regularly. Routines and ‘rituals’ will become “scaffolding”, 
a supporting structure to promote your children’s adaptive behaviour (Migliorini, L. et al. 
2015) and help them develop emotional skills. Your children will learn to respect other 
people’s rhythms and to adapt, regulate and control their impulses (Goleman, D. 2007).

Exercise: how to introduce an orienting routine
To face the moment of emergency, first ask yourself: what are the simple and regular 

activities that will structure the day? Then ask yourself: how will you manage to intro-
duce and maintain them? The Pedagogy for the Third Millennium system suggests to 
consider four important factors to ensure the continuity and effectiveness of a program: 
time, rhythm, cadence and intensity. First of all, decide which activities during the day 
are performed regularly (time): for example, mealtimes, study time, playing and bedtime. 
Within each activity, choose the quantity and quality of stimuli (rhythm): for example, 
when preparing for sleep, depending on your child’s age you can decide to introduce a fairy 
tale reading or the opportunity to sing a sweet lullaby. As an educator, decide in advance 
which activities and/or gestures you wish to emphasize (cadence), highlighting aspects 
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that you consider important within the process. Finally, be intense, fully engaged and full 
of life (intensity) to ensure they will let you guide them. Through this process you will 
introduce a routine and also an orientation. You can use phrases such as “I give you 
this message with the aim of...to show you...to lead you to understand...”. (Paoletti, P. 2007; 
Paoletti, P. et al. 2011).

In short, decide and choose your new family routine: establish the activities and 
times, defining both the beginning and end; choose a setting, a space dedicated to each 
moment with its objects and stimuli; choose actions that respond to the need for security 
and sociability. Give importance to both physical and emotional needs. Decide what to 
do together, the games to get enthusiastic about and the readings or the movies to study 
and discuss. Remember to include additional activities within this regular plan that your 
children will choose in agreement with you. This will allow them to participate even more 
enthusiastically in the new routine.

You will find that all this:
- makes your children feel safe: knowing exactly what to do without asking for explana-

tions will put them in a state of tranquillity;
- reduces conflict: they already know what to expect and what you expect from them;
- puts you in tune with each other: your moments together will become rich in meaning 

and your relationship strengthened.
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Listen before you speak: create harmony
Tune in to your children by listening to their needs: observe their 
behaviour, listen to their emotions, take note of what they say and 
do . Don’t express judgement .  Practice loving attention: this will make 
them feel accepted and therefore ready to listen to you and be guided 
by you . 

Intro
We are all born equipped to connect with others. Your children’s growth starts with their 

relationship with you.  The way you communicate emotionally with them is crucial to how 
they will respond to the events in their life. It is normal for parents to find it difficult to al-
ways respond adequately to children’s needs. Often, we exceed with an overly concerned 
and involved interaction, or in a detached and cold way. The more complex the moments 
are, like the one we are currently experiencing, the more this can happen. How can you 
tune in to your children to help them deal with this period’s problems and learn from them?

Learn from science! 
To “tune in” comes from the Greek word syntonía meaning “harmony of sounds”. In 

the field of telecommunications, the verb describes the action of tuning the receiver with 

5
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the transmitted signal. In radio or television sets, the tuning indicator is the device that 
allows you to choose the desired transmitting station by tuning it with the corresponding 
wave frequency .  In psychology, this word is used to describe the possibility for two 
people to enter the same wave frequency during interaction. The term is used by the 
psychologist Stern to describe how parents perceive the emotional experience of children, 
“tuning in” to them starting from their behaviour. In turn, children read their parent’s re-
sponse and realize that it reflects their emotional experience. The term therefore refers 
to a reciprocal movement, in which the behaviour is only the external display of an inner 
motion.  

When new-borns experience this tuning in, their minds reach states of greater coher-
ence and enrichment and this experience of connection gives them the feeling of “be-
ing seen” and feeling safe. Attunement is defined by Daniel Siegel as the fundamental 
dynamic between children and parents which forms the basis for the development of a 
secure attachment. It is also present in the relationship between teachers and students, 
or therapists and patients.  

Exercise: 
Referring to the Pedagogy for the Third Millennium method, we suggest that you first 

tune in to yourself in order to better understand your emotional states and those of 
your children. To do this, the process we suggest consists of three steps: “Relax, ob-
serve and be happy”.

First step: relax
Relaxing makes you more aware of the state of your body. Relax on a muscular and 

physical level, breathe consciously, check in with yourself during the day and bring your 
attention to your postures, correcting them if necessary. Relaxing helps you avoid stress 
and worries, allowing you to be more present and have more energy and availability for you 
and your children.

Second step: observe
By observation we mean self-observation. In order to observe what happens outside of 

you, you must first observe yourself. Learn to look at your children through new eyes: in-
tentionally suspend your judgement, the labels and unverified beliefs you have about them 
and about the situations you are experiencing. If you learn to observe without judgement, 
you may notice that you sometimes unknowingly project your beliefs onto your children. 
It will help you differentiate what they are experiencing from your own projections. This 
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process is enough to change the quality of your interactions in a surprising way. 

Step three: Be happy . 
Step three is connected to gratitude and the narration you create about life. Being happy 

means having the ability to resist negative emotions and use a proactive language. If you 
often find yourself without sufficient energy to pay attention to your children, try investigat-
ing the thoughts that you are having. Positive and proactive thoughts give you back energy 
and enthusiasm.  

To sum up, all you have to do is tune in to your children: observe their needs, pick up on 
their behavioural signals and all references to their state. Investigate and take note be-
cause the way they interpret what is happening around them, everything they do, say and 
express, will be a precious map to help you interact and orient their vision of things. The 
next steps of the vademecum will show you more specifically how to use this information 
to accompany them in studying, in playing and how to talk to them and help them to be 
stronger and more aware. Remember: this map is your most powerful tool to make 
your children safer and more capable.
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Choose the right words: stories are powerful 
Find a time and place where you can be with your children without 
the fear of being disturbed . Share facts rather than opinions: use 
information from official sources of the public health authorities, 
such as the World Health Organization and your country’s Ministry of 
Health and National Institute of Health . Use age-appropriate language 
along with calm and clarity .

 The power of words
New coronavirus, epidemic, pandemic, quarantine, are just some examples of words we 

keep hearing every day. Words matter, they have great power over us. In recent days your 
children are immersed in a mix of new words that when combined with dramatic tones, 
can amplify their sense of disorientation and helplessness. It is our responsibility to help 
the youngest children to assimilate and place these words in a proactive narrative to 
avoid them becoming a source of stress for them. It is through language that we build 
“beliefs” and “convictions”, that strengthen or weaken us. Through language we make 
“associations” that can support our adaptive responses to situations or inhibit them. 
And it is through language that we can generate pro-social behaviours, that help us deal 
with this situation of emergency. 

6
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Learn from science!
Language is one of the key elements with which we construct our mental models 

of the world . Reality is narration (Watzlawick, P. 2013). Narrative thinking is one of the 
first ways in which children first, and then adults, learn to express their vision and rep-
resentation of the world (Bruner, J. 2009). This is why it is a priority to pay attention to what 
we listen to and what we repeat in times like this. Maria Richter, German neuroscientist, 
together with the researchers at the Friedrich Schiller University Medical School in Jena, 
conducted a study to observe the effects of negative words on the brain and showed 
that when spoken, they activate the pain matrix, that intensifies the experience we have of 
them (Richter M., Eck J., Straube T., Miltner W.H.R., Weiss, T. 2010). Positive language and a 
proactive narrative are the result of the activation of the cortical and neo-cortical part of our 
brain and in particular the pre-frontal lobes. Proactivity is closely related to the ability to 
think intentionally or in other words our ability to think of ourselves and describe us as 
active subjects, able to interact with events instead of reacting to them, thanks to having 
a clear goal (Sitskoorn, M. 2019). We could define proactivity, in a broader sense, as the 
ability to take responsibility for one’s own life and to find strong and firm motivations 
to project ourselves into the future with confidence, even in difficult conditions (Frankl, V. 
2017). You are proactive when you know how to interact with stimuli in a conscious way, by 
not letting yourself be conditioned by past experiences and environmental circumstances 
(Paoletti, P. 2008).

Exercise: Choose the right words by listening to theirs
How can you talk to your children about the current health emergency? Start with 

yourself. Avoid saying to yourself, “in this time of disorientation and confusion it is difficult 
to educate and be confident about the future”. Instead, choose to say, “How can I achieve 
my educational goal by using what this specific moment is offering me?” 

Train yourself every day to listen to and accept your children’s need for security and 
congruence. Prepare yourself to share with them about the present experience, by 
choosing the right words and taking care of both the quantity and the quality of 
the data you present them. Find a time and place where you can be with them without 
the fear of being disturbed. Listen to their words and take note of the messages behind 
their behaviour. This listening can concretely help you to support them in changing the 
representation they have of things that make them afraid. Find out which words they use, 
which ones upset them, and which ones calm them. You can try repeating more often the 
words you have found to be reassuring and pro-active. Share facts rather than opinions: 
use information from official sources of the public health authorities, such as the 
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World Health Organization and your country’s Ministry of Health and National Institute of 
Health. Use age-appropriate language along with calm and clarity. With very young 
children, we suggest you use a language similar to that of the stories they know, with 
familiar and reassuring words. You can transform the elements of reality into characters, 
who encounter obstacles and solutions to overcome them. Don’t overlook the element of 
difficulty: it’s thanks to this that you learn that problems can arise in life, but that you can 
always find solutions to them. These moments of intimate sharing will help to develop and 
enrich your bond with your children.
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You learn by having fun… together!
Create special moments: agree with your children on the special 
action plan (as indicated by the competent institutions) to remember 
and scrupulously stick to, together . Join forces with other parents in 
your community to ensure that the requirements are respected and 
understood .

Play to learn and feel good
In these days there are special plans that we must stick to. Simply saying “no” to your 

children, or imposing new behaviours on them, may not be effective as it often generates 
opposition and disorientation. Tantrums, screams and fights are an expression of this. We 
know that behind every tantrum there is a need that requires attention, a question to 
be answered. First of all, it is necessary to listen, to give space to the need that is being ex-
pressed (step 5).  For example: if you observe that your child has a lot of energy and needs 
to move, try to make time during the day for physical activities. Prepare the right environ-
ment, emphasizing with enthusiasm the beauty and importance of being able to do things 
together. Plan the activities to do (step 4). All this requires a moment of listening and 
actively engaging your children in a fun way. In your daily activities, in addition to the 
general learning needs of the school curriculum, remember also to include moments of 
leisure activities, play and fun! Play is the way children explore the world, contributing 

7
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to the development of their cognitive, psychological and social skills . It is through play 
that they establish their first relationships, explore their own and other people’s feelings 
and experience the social rules shared by the group. Playing is the “language of children” 
(Gordon, T. 2014). A growing number of well-known psychological health professionals have 
observed that even for adults, play is just as important for happiness and human well-being 
as love and work (Schaefer, C.E. 1993). 

Learn from science!
According to Jaak Panksepp, psychobiologist and neuroscientific researcher at Wash-

ington State University, play activates neuronal growth factors and stimulates the de-
velopment of certain areas of the brain, especially the cerebral subcortex. It intervenes 
in the processing of sensory-motor responses (managed by the cerebellum) and implicit 
emotional memories (limbic area). In turn, all this has an impact on the development of 
the automatic responsiveness to the environment that each individual defines in the 
first years of life and that will then determine their personal “perceptual color”, which they 
will use to filter future experiences. The activity of about one third of the 1200 genes 
present in the frontal and posterior cortex of the brain changes significantly in the hour 
following a 30-minute recreational activity session. (Burgdorf, J., Panksepp, J. 2010). The 
resulting changes facilitate emotional management and social sensitivity. By learning 
the natural motor patterns of physical play, other mental abilities such as mnemonic skills, 
visual-spatial skills and mathematical thinking are also optimized. “Imaginative play”, 
moreover, seems to allow individuals to experiment with solutions to complex problems 
and to prepare themselves to face the future challenges of real life in a functional way. 

Learning while having fun also oxygenates our brain, keeps us healthy and improves 
relationships within the family.

Exercise: be magnetic  
How can you use play in the educational relationship to respond to this difficult moment?  

Let’s see together how to facilitate learning from everything and every situation. First of 
all, it is important to develop the capacity to be magnetic (Paoletti, P. 2011). Magnetism 
is an idea that effectively summarizes two fundamental ingredients of the educational 
relationship: having a clear objective and harnessing the enthusiasm and joy that a 
loving relationship produces. Your ability to stimulate, engage and arouse curiosity in your 
children, in a fun way, will lead them to experience the happiness of acquiring new skills 
and new know-how.
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But how can you replace outdoor games and friends? In reality, a safe environment and 
a stable, consistent and comforting relationship are enough to generate a new routine. To 
balance out the many things you can’t do together now, such as playing with other children, 
going to a party or visiting grandparents, you can surely manage to find other positive al-
ternatives. For each thing you can’t do, look for the many things you can do. Behind every 
restriction, if respected and understood, there is a new opportunity to find: discover it to-
gether! Play together with your children: fun is the key to managing negative emotions 
and not letting them consume our energy . Also make sure to laugh: it’s good for your 
immune system too!
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Overcome the most dangerous virus: ignorance
The current emergency is a valuable opportunity to talk to your 
children about how people who have contracted the coronavirus 
(as well as all people without distinction of race, origin, social class, 
physical features or other forms of diversity) deserve our respect as 
living beings . Any discriminatory behavior we notice must be corrected 
with knowledge and information . 

Ignorance makes us weak
In the days immediately following the news about the spread of the Coronavirus, we 

have often heard and witnessed situations in which some people referred to others, in an 
accusing tone, as “guilty” of spreading the infection, as “carriers of the new plague”. The 
use of offensive words and discriminatory gestures are capable of creating preconceptions 
to the point of stigma, influencing both adults and children. If these situations are over-
looked, they can convey beliefs such as: “those infected have done something wrong and/
or are less human than others”. This dynamic undermines our ability to think critically and 
reduces empathy. This could also fuel reluctance in some people to seek treatment or 
to be screened and quarantined, and it may also reinforce feelings of hatred and lead 
to intolerant behaviour. The ignorance that comes from not verifying the information that 
reaches us, can cause real damage. The current emergency is a valuable opportunity to 
reflect upon these issues with your children .

8
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Learn from science!
Neuroscience is investigating the neural bases of prejudice and stereotypes, in an 

attempt to identify the processes that form and influence our behaviours. In particular the 
study of David M. Amodio, of the Department of Psychology at the University of New York, 
has shed light on the basic mechanisms of the social brain. Amodio describes prejudice as 
the disposition of mind towards a person, characterized by a strong emotional component 
and the neural basis of this is found in the most primitive areas of our brain (Amodio, D.M. 
2014). Stereotypes instead are sets of attributes, such as personal traits or characteristics 
of a context, given to a group based on social and cultural influences. Both prejudices 
and stereotypes can be conscious or unconscious . Very often we are not aware of 
these mechanisms and that is why it is so difficult for us to identify them and correct our 
behaviour. These mechanisms can be described using a number of different terms: auto-
pilot, invariant representation, compulsion to repeat, conditioned reflex, internal operating 
model, “top-down” neural influences... if we are not careful, our brain chooses for us.(A-
madei, G. 2009).  The cerebral cortex is where prejudices and stereotypes go through 
a process of evaluation and selection . This special part of the brain allows us to control 
and regulate the automatic instinctive and emotional processes at the base of these mech-
anisms. By enhancing the cortex’s work of evaluation and conflict management through 
awareness training, it is possible to modify our responses and reduce the power given to 
prejudice and stereotypes. The Pedagogy for the Third Millennium method describes the 
autopilot through the stimulus-response paradigm (S-R) and orients educational actions 
to acquire a new one: stimulus-comprehension-response (S-C-R) . 

In the stimulus-response paradigm we are dominated by habits and automatisms, be-
haviours not determined by our will, but by contingent circumstances. When we receive a 
stimulus in this reactive state, we do not produce a conscious evaluation of it, but we pro-
vide a fast, automatic response. Labels, prejudices and stereotypes are some expressions 
of this. In the stimulus-comprehension-response paradigm we are able to overcome 
reactivity and interact with the stimuli themselves. We can implement a conscious func-
tioning, gaining a space of understanding both of events and ourselves. Self-awareness 
starts from this “self-knowledge” (Paoletti, P. 2008) and is the most powerful antidote for 
the virus of ignorance.

Exercise: remove the autopilot
Ignorance has some characteristics in common with viruses: it is difficult to recog-
nize, it spreads quickly and needs a cure . To recognize it and fight it, train yourself in 
these days to pay attention to the messages that you listen to and transmit. Pay attention 
to your words! The risk of associating the coronavirus with places, ethnicities or groups 
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is great. Be careful and avoid it. Use this situation to teach respect. Speak to your family 
about the risk of COVID-19 in an accurate way, based on scientific data. Emphasize facts. 
Recognize fake news and the dangers of spreading it . Our suggestion is to read your 
children stories about the lives of people who have overcome difficulties and marginal-
ization. Help them to empathize with the feelings of those who are discriminated against 
and those who discriminate.  By stimulating curiosity, you will help them to have different 
points of view on the situation they are experiencing. Be curious, recognize your prej-
udices and make efforts to look beyond them . They are a limit you must overcome .
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Make efforts to “say things well”
Whenever there is an opportunity to address the question of the 
coronavirus emergency, conclude with clear, general and positive 
statements about the future . The aim is to generate in children both 
stability and security, which are basic conditions required to face any 
obstacle .

Facilitate their search for the reasons why
You will probably have experienced avoiding talking about “delicate things” with your 

children to protect them. It’s impossible not to talk to them about this period of emergen-
cy. Making efforts to “say things well” to them, telling them about what is happening 
using age-appropriate language, is the solution they need most. It will help them to 
understand the moment and to gain an emotional state that can allow them to relate to 
it with confidence and a sense of security. Those who study the human mind tell us that 
man’s drive to understand the reason for what is happening is so strong that the brain 
continues to try to find meaning for experiences until it succeeds. Your task as a parent 
is therefore to facilitate this process of finding the “reason why” by providing the most 
appropriate information using proactive language. In order to explain the event correctly, 
you must first say things well to yourself, paying attention to your inner dialogue. Focus on 
what is important to say, how and why.

9
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Learn from science!
Today, thanks to numerous interdisciplinary studies, we know how useful it is to pay 

attention to our flow of associative thoughts. Those who think and feel better, positively 
influence their behavior, their organism and their psychological well-being . In order 
to interrupt negative and unproductive associative chains of thought, it is necessary both 
to define a goal and choose one that excites us and generates positive emotions. Decid-
ing on a goal is a way of tracing a clear direction for us, giving a clear sense of purpose to 
our actions. Once we have focused our attention on the present moment, before talking 
to our children, it is important to tell ourselves the important and meaningful goals 
we want to achieve with this communication . This attitude will help us to choose the 
most appropriate words. But beware!... Barbara Fredrickson, a scientist at the University of 
North Carolina reminds us how important it is that the goal we set generates positive emo-
tions in us! Indeed, if we just say, “I have a goal to achieve,” our mind remains within its 
usual mechanisms. Instead, the presence of positive emotions enhances our attention 
improving resilience, i.e., the ability of individuals to respond in a flexible way to changes 
in the environment and improve their ability to push away negative emotional states (Fred-
rickson, B.L. 1998). Therefore, the words that we use when talking to ourselves play a 
fundamental role in the quality of our thinking as they produce emotions and so can 
be more or less motivating . Our “inner dialogue” helps us to regulate our behaviour, to 
motivate ourselves to take action, to evaluate the results of these actions and to become 
self-aware (Fernyhough, C. 2016). 

Exercise: Train yourself to “say things well”
Any action you perform is a signal that other people read and place somewhere in their 

mind. The pedagogical act is the consequence of our intentionality, and comes from the 
observation of our inner and external processes. The Pedagogy for the Third Millennium 
method states that everything we do emits a signal (verbal, non-verbal, paraverbal) that 
has an educational function as it indicates a direction, which is either orienting or disori-
enting. Our responsibility as parents is to understand that different age groups require 
different kinds of communication and therefore different levels of emotional contain-
ment . What children and teenagers need, when under intense stress, is for adults to help 
them understand the situation, by clarifying the events and supporting them in naming the 
emotions they are feeling. This helps them to restore the capability they need to under-
stand what is happening in the outside world and in their inner world. 
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Train yourself every day to “say things well” . Always take a few minutes to choose 
supportive, proactive and orienting language before talking to your children about the 
current emergency. Our suggestion is to take special care of bedtime . If you “say things 
well” before going to sleep, making efforts to build a proactive, positive and generative 
narrative of what you have experienced during the day, you will help your brain to reprocess 
and put in order everything that happened to you, while you are sleeping. This is even more 
important for your children. If you have young children, organize bedtime as a special mo-
ment.  Invite them to share with you the most interesting and beautiful things they 
have experienced during the day and then help them to resolve any small doubts or 
emotions they may wish to talk about . This will help them to create a welcoming space 
of acceptance for both the beautiful and the less beautiful things, so that the next day they 
can face the challenges that will arise with confidence and strength. “Saying things well” 
is a way of experiencing life as a source of continuous learning!
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Contribute by disseminating this vademecum
Disseminate this vademecum and take part in improving the conditions 
of this moment . Increase hope and projectuality: help yourself and 
others to improve the ability to listen, evaluate and act, learning from 
everything and all things!

You are crucial for the world
We can all take part in improving the conditions of this moment. One of the most natu-

ral ways to help each other is to share what has been useful to us. This vademecum was 
created with the aim of increasing this awareness in families and in all people who want 
to improve their communication. It is intended as an effective tool to help improve the 
conditions we live in.  Making others happy, whenever we can, is a source of well-being 
for all of us.  

Learn from science!
Researchers at Harvard Medical School and the University of California in San Diego 

argue that happiness is a collective phenomenon. They have shown how it is not only 
an individual experience, but also a phenomenon of interdependence. Indeed, it depends 
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on the happiness of the people we are in contact with, directly or indirectly. In order to 
happen, it requires emotional and/or spatial proximity (Fowler, J. H., Christakis, N. A. 2008). 
These researchers have discovered that it can be spread from person to person and that 
the “clusters” of happiness are like real social networks, capable of spreading health 
and well-being through behaviour.  In their study the authors defined happiness according 
to the score they obtained from these four statements: “I feel hope for the future”, “I am 
happy”, “I love life”, “I feel good with other people”. Using statistical analysis they found, for 
example, that cohabitants who become happy increase the probability of their part-
ners being happy by 8%; similar effects were found with siblings (14%) and neigh-
bours (34%). Not only the closest social ties are impacted, but the relationships between 
people’s happiness can extend to as far as three degrees of separation (as far as the friend 
of the friend!). A person has a 42% chance of being happy if a friend living less than 
half a mile away becomes happy and the effect decreases as the distance increases. The 
results of the study suggest that happiness clusters are the result of the transmission of 
this emotion and not just a tendency of people to associate with like-minded individuals. 
Hope is also studied today for its therapeutic effects, which can significantly improve peo-
ple’s lives. Snyder defines hope as “the belief that you have both the will and the means 
to achieve your goals.”  Sadness can turn into hope when we can learn to reread the past 
and transform it, regaining access to the inner resources we have in the present moment. 
Hope is a fuel for change, generating confidence in our ability to be effective agents 
in improving our quality of life and the community to which we belong (Snyder, C.R et al. 
1991). In Italy, Professor Fabrizio Benedetti, neuroscientist of the University of Turin and 
placebo expert, leads one of the most advanced research groups studying hope in relation 
to community well-being. According to Benedetti, “hope is one of the most complex 
characteristics of our species that have emerged during evolution”. Hope, trust and 
expectations produce a special chemistry in the brain, capable of activating the same 
mechanisms that some medicines do. Our brain is equipped with targets that can be ef-
fectively hit by words, social interaction and medicines. It has been observed, for example, 
that expecting a benefit, and therefore an improvement, reduces anxiety and pain 
(Benedetti, F .2008) .

Increase hope and awareness!
The Pedagogy for the Third Millennium method identifies three dimensions of man’s 

fundamental relationships: the “I”, “us” and “other than us” dimensions . The “I” di-
mension consists of our ability to recognize ourself and act on our surrounding envi-
ronment. However, there is no “I” without the encounter with other people. In the “us” 
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dimension we understand that we can only know ourself if we become aware that we are 
interconnected with others. Furthermore, the relationship with the others renews us by 
taking us beyond our personal attachments and needs. Change can only be generated 
through the encounter with the other . In the “other than us” dimension we encoun-
ter the world, represented by the people we do not know directly, but who are inevitably 
conditioned by our actions, just as we are conditioned by theirs. Today the social networks 
demonstrate how these three dimensions are connected and what a significant power 
they have to influence us, both directly and indirectly.

Thanks to the ideas we have shared about happiness, hope and the importance of the 
network of relationships we live in, we are now ready to envision together the change we 
wish to see in our changing world!We invite you to critically and consciously share the 
information received and continue to carry out the indications provided by the com-
petent health institutions . Help your children to discover the power of a community by 
disseminating all the information you consider useful to face the emergency, such as this 
vademecum and the free video lessons promoted by the Patrizio Paoletti Foundation.  This 
will help to increase the hope, resilience and awareness of other families, educators, 
teachers and all those who want to improve their lives by actively facing and overcoming 
adversities.
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This vademecum was produced by neuroscientists, psychologists and 
expert trainers from the interdisciplinary team of the Patrizio Paoletti Foun-
dation in the context of “Envisioning the future: methods and techni-
ques to strengthen hope and projectuality”. Since 2017 this national 
project of the Foundation has offered free support to populations affected 
by emergencies, such as the earthquake in central Italy or the collapse of 
the Morandi Bridge, and to communities facing social emergencies (po-
verty, cultural integration, economic uncertainty) throughout the country. 

Project manager: 
Tania Di Giuseppe, psychologist
For info: t.digiuseppe@fondazionepatriziopaoletti.org
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