
Thinking Traps 

Based on Common Sense Education lessons found on the website for the Center for Digital Thriving at 
Harvard University.  Suggested lesson order:  1.Tech & Values; 2.Design Tips; 3.Thinking Traps; 4.Tech Habits 

 

Thinking traps are automatic thought patterns that, when left unchecked, can lead to 
feelings of anxiety and depression.  When you can notice these, you can avoid a spiral into 
negative thinking.  This lesson leads students to reflect on how their experiences with 
media and tech can be affected by these “traps”, and what students can do to support their 
well-being. 

Objectives 
Students will be able to: 

• Learn about “thinking traps” and how they can affect us while we use tech.  
• Recognize and label common thinking traps, like mind reading or all-or-nothing 

thinking. 

Vocabulary 
Thinking Trap 
 -- Negative thought patterns that can lead us to believe things that aren’t necessarily true 

Negative Automatic Thoughts 
-- Negative thoughts that pop up in our minds, which may not be true or helpful to us  

 

Needs for Class 
• Video:  Above the Noise:  How Your Brain Tricks You into Negative Thinking 
• Thoughts & Traps Handout (student and teacher versions) 
• What are Thinking Traps (student and teacher versions) 
• Thinking Traps Online document 

 

Lesson Plan 
Part 1:  What are Thinking Traps 

1. Have you ever worried that someone was mad at you because they left your 
message “on read” or they took too long to text back? 

https://www.commonsense.org/education/digital-citizenship/lesson/my-values-tech
https://digitalthriving.gse.harvard.edu/imagine-ai-portfolio/tech-values/
https://digitalthriving.gse.harvard.edu/imagine-ai-portfolio/thinking-traps/
https://digitalthriving.gse.harvard.edu/imagine-ai-portfolio/thinking-traps/
https://digitalthriving.gse.harvard.edu/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/THINKING-TRAPS-POSTERS.pdf


Most things we think are true and helpful. But sometimes we fall into “thinking 
traps” that don’t help us.  They lead to feelings of being worried, angry or upset, or 
they lead to behaviors that we later regret. 

Define “thinking trap” – thought patterns that can lead us to believe things that aren’t 
necessarily true. 
 

2. We all fall into thinking traps from time to time, and using devices and social media 
can sometimes lead us to experience thinking traps more often than we’d like. 
 

3. Thinking traps are common and psychologists have given them names.  Today, we’re 
going to learn about some thinking traps so we can help support our digital well-
being. 
 
Distribute the “What are Thinking Traps” handout. 
 

4. Show the video How Your Brain Tricks You into Negative Thinking and have students 
complete the What are Thinking Traps? Handout as they watch  
 

5. Most of the time, we don’t really stop to think about how powerful our thoughts are.  
But as we just saw, our thoughts influence how we feel and what we do. 
 
Define “negative automatic thoughts” -- negative thoughts that pop up in our minds, 
which may not be true or helpful to us. 
 
When we notice the negative automatic thoughts that pop into our heads, and we 
make a choice to find new ways of thinking, we can actually spark a different chain 
of thoughts, a new thought pattern that leaves us feeling and acting differently. 
 

PART 2 

1. The video introduced a few very common thinking traps that we all experience 
from time to time.  Let’s review the ones described in the video and look at a 
couple more. 
 
Distribute the Thoughts and Traps worksheet and review one at a time, reading 
the thinking trap, its definition, and the example thought. 
 

https://digitalthriving.gse.harvard.edu/imagine-ai-portfolio/thinking-traps/


2. As Myles mentions in the video, just knowing about these thinking traps and 
having examples of them can help us from falling into a negative spiral.  So now 
that we’ve reviewed this set of thinking traps, let’s see if you can match the 
particular thinking traps to the related example thought. 
 
Have students complete the Thought and Thinking Trap worksheet. 
 

3. Refer to the teacher version to review the correct matches. 
Note:  There can be more than one thinking trap for each thought example. 

 

PART 3 

 
1. Which traps do you think are most important to learn about before someone gets 

their first phone or starts using social media?   
 

2. Have students access the Thinking Traps Online document.   
 
Students will mark on the online document with a highlighter. 
 
Tell students they can mark 5 times and distribute them however they’d like (all on 
one trap, one on five different traps, 2 on one and 3 on another, etc.) 
 

3. After everyone has had a chance to add their marks, ask students  
• Looking at our mark votes, what do you notice? 
• What are your reactions? 
• What is it about social media and devices that can make it more likely to fall 

into thinking traps? 
 

4. What is one thing we talked about today that you hadn’t considered and/or want to 
remember?  

https://digitalthriving.gse.harvard.edu/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/THINKING-TRAPS-POSTERS.pdf
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