
August 2020

The First 10 Days (and Beyond)
Creating Caring Connections and Supporting Student Mental Health and 
Well-Being During the Return to School

Getting ready

It is the start of a school year like no other. Something none of us prepared for, and for which there are few 
roadmaps or signposts to guide us. We are welcoming students back to school during a moment in time when 
there are more questions than answers. So, how do we proceed? 

We proceed together.  
It is possible to prepare for the future without knowing what it will be. The primary way to prepare for the unknown 
is to attend to the quality of our relationships, to how well we know and trust one another. Wheatley (2004) Disturb 
Me, Please

We learn.
We need to learn about safety protocols and, in some settings, find strategies for straddling physical and remote 
learning. But to truly receive students well, honouring the vast range of experiences and emotions that they will bring 
in their backpacks, we need to educate ourselves about other things too. 

We need to reflect deeply on instances of systemic racism and anti-Black racism, anti-Asian racism and anti-
Indigenous racism in our society, and on the inequities that have been amplified through the pandemic. We need 
to see students as they begin this school year, and give them space to tell their story. We need to ground this work 
in anti-racist and anti-oppressive practices. And we need to learn how to prioritize mental health and well-being at 
school, and build confidence in noticing when students might require a helping hand in this area. 

We build on what we know.
Every school board in Ontario has a mental health strategy and action plan. We can build on these foundations and 
mobilize existing resources and supports to ensure we are ready to serve students’ mental health needs. Your board 
mental health leader, and your superintendent with responsibility for mental health, have developed a plan for a 
mentally healthy return to school that is rooted in your board’s foundational work. In the same way, you should build 
on your board’s work in equity and inclusion.

We connect the dots.
We need to think in integrated ways, and save time and energy where we can. In the midst of the difficulty, loss 
and disruption, the pandemic has revealed efficiencies and innovations, and new opportunities for collaboration 
and sharing. We can look for ways to connect and share ideas and resources across schools and boards, and with 
community partners.

We remain flexible.
No one knows what the future holds. Plans we create today may need to change tomorrow. We can be gentle with 
ourselves, and each other, and keep doing the best we can.
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Background to this resource
The First 10 Days resource was created by practicing school mental health professionals and educators, alongside 
School Mental Health Ontario. It is not meant to be prescriptive. Instead, it offers a range of ideas to help you to get the 
school year off to a good start, in spite of the challenges. You can certainly substitute different activities. The ones here 
are meant to spark ideas. And you can of course modify strategies to fit with your class grade and complement.  

The activities outlined in the resource focus on relationships, connection and community. They are designed to help 
students ease into school routines. That will allow them time to learn and practice skills to manage the emotions and 
challenges they may encounter in coming weeks. As they learn ways for supporting social-emotional learning and 
mental health, students can create a “toolbox” of strategies to practice throughout the year in and outside school.

Ideas within the First 10 Days are meant to be used universally, class-wide. Of course, this work must also be 
culturally-relevant and responsive. We anticipate that all students will need a chance to debrief, build relationships, 
feel a sense of safety and belonging, calm anxiety, re-engage with learning, and honour missed rituals/milestones 
when they return to school. 

The resource highlights “good for all” wellness 
promotion strategies (tier 1), which can help students 
with the transition. Some students will need all of 
these strategies, plus more. For example, some will 
need an extra chance to catch up in their learning, to 
talk through their emotions and experiences, gradually 
return to school, or access dedicated prevention or 
early intervention support (tier 2). A smaller number 
of students will experience significant mental health 
needs, requiring urgent and/or intensive professional 
mental health services (tier 3). 

As an educator, your role is to lead with universal 
activities like those noted in this resource, but to be 
watchful and notice when a student might need more 
or different kinds of support. For more information on 
the services and pathways available, please connect 
with your principal, school social worker, equity and 
inclusionor psychological services staff.

The First 10 Days is meant to be a flexible resource. 
While it is designed for use in a physical classroom 
setting, you can modify many of the ideas for remote 
learning. Although there are certainly important 
differences between a face-to-face and a virtual 
classroom, relationship-building strategies translate 
very well between these two modalities. 

Creating caring connections and trust with your learners centres on helping students to know that they matter – that 
their uniqueness is celebrated, and voice is heard. Students learn best when they feel safe, valued and certain that 
they belong.
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Setting the stage through relationship-building
The following relationship-building strategies are particularly important for the transition into this unique  
academic year. 

•	 Acknowledge the lack of closure from the previous school year.

•	 Establish (face-to-face or virtual) back-to-school social events to allow peers and staff to re-connect. Consider 
opportunities to spend time with classmates or teachers from last year. 

•	 Acknowledge that returning to school will be straightforward for some, challenging for others.

•	 Recognize the unique transition challenges of those entering a new school, either due to moving or aging up (e.g. 
kindergarten, high school). Provide additional opportunities to get acquainted.

•	 Work with feeder schools to see if/what transition activities occurred before or during school closures.

•	 Consider matching up peer-buddies, particularly for students who may be at risk of a challenging transition. Peer-
buddies can include same-grade peers or matching older and younger students.

•	 Consider establishing year-long homerooms or periods where students can check in before engaging in the 
instructional day.

•	 Consider establishing similar check-ins and supports for your staff group.

•	 If possible, consider a long-term plan to bolster the process of welcoming students to school each day (e.g. have 
staff greeting students as they exit the bus or at drop-off locations). 

•	 Establish routines to make students feel welcomed amidst the potential for public health measures (e.g. social 
distancing, hand sanitization, masks, etc.) as students enter the building each day.

•	 Make concerted efforts to build the school community and establish staff/student relationships (e.g. have staff 
learn student names, even those not in their classes).

•	 Anticipate significant fatigue and sleepiness, particularly among adolescents. More gradual reintroduce academic 
rigour compared with previous years, with a shift in focus and expectations on social and emotional well-being, 
self-efficacy and adaptive skills.

•	 Teach and re-teach expectations and routines, and be patient and positive (and non-punitive) when reinforcing 
physical distancing requirements. 

•	 Consider refraining from introducing new academic content until routines are firmly re-established. Allow extra 
time for back-to-school transitions this year.

•	 Role model the behaviours and coping strategies you are hoping the students will follow.

•	 Consider opportunities for students to work cooperatively, feel empowered and assist others, which can prove 
restorative following significant disruption and collective stress. 

•	 Provide students opportunities to voice concerns, challenges and needs.

(Adapted from School Re-entry Considerations: Supporting Student Social and Emotional Learning and Mental and Behavioural Health Amidst 
COVID-19 (2020). American School Counsellors Association and National Association of School Psychologists.)
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Day one – welcome!

Imagine you are arriving in a new place, one that is familiar in some ways, but unusual and a little unsettling 
in other ways. A place that you both know…and do not know. You are arriving with heavy bags and aren’t sure 
you can put them down just yet, because you aren’t sure if you are safe, or if you belong there.

How might you feel? 
What would help you to feel more comfortable?  
What would help you to feel more confident?

One thing that might help is having a caring guide. Someone to help you to find your way, carry your luggage, 
and get you settled in. Even though you yourself may not feel completely confident or comfortable, for your 
students, you are the caring guide.

Here’s what you can do to help students feel more comfortable and confident about day one.

Provide a warm welcome – Under usual circumstances, you would greet students warmly into your classroom with 
a smile or a high five or handshake. This year, many teachers and students will be wearing masks, so smiles will 
be harder to see, and we will be doing what we can to avoid physical contact. In some schools, classes will be held 
remotely. So, we need to think about other ways to let students know we are happy to see them and to help them to 
feel safe and confident. A few ideas as a start.

•	 For in-person learning environments, post positive, hopeful messages around the classroom that inspire a sense 
of wellness and belonging. You can share similar messages in remote learning by using the chat window, or 
putting posters on a wall.

•	 For younger students, it might help to wear a smiling photo of yourself on your shirt so they can see what you look 
like without your mask on, just as some physicians have done to help their patients feel more comfortable. 

•	 Greet older students by name when you can, making eye contact and letting them know you are happy to see them.

•	 Share a welcome message/video for students and family members that briefly discusses how you will be starting 
the year, ways to support one another, etc.

Allow time to talk – Students may need the opportunity to talk about their feelings and experiences related to the 
unexpected end to the previous school year. and life during COVID-19. Validate their perspectives and acknowledge 
the uncertainties that still exist. Highlight that you will all do your best as a class and school community to support 
one another through all of this

Have some conversation starters ready to inspire discussion that is both safe and meaningful. This means balancing 
dialogue about challenges with messages of hope. Examples: 

•	 “What I missed most about school was…” 

•	 “What I liked best about being away from school was…” 

www.smho-smso.ca
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•	 “One thing I did that made me happy was…” 

•	 “One thing I’m looking forward to is…

Acquaint students with the safety rules for the classroom – In a developmentally-appropriate way, describe 
classroom safety rules and explain why it is important to follow public health guidance. Students who are nervous 
will appreciate that you are following the rules and keeping them safe as a first priority. Leave time for questions, and 
answer by providing the clear facts.

Engage in a welcoming activity – It would be very premature to introduce any sort of academic learning in the first 
days back this school year. Instead, you can participate in a number of different activities that help to acclimatize to 
the new setting and protocols, and to build a sense of classroom community. Remember to include those who are 
learning remotely into community-building activities. Here are a few ideas to start. 

•	 Set up a photo wall with two pictures of each of your students, one of them with a mask and one without. Ensure 
that students who cannot join your class in-person are included in the photo wall, and consider sending a picture 
with a personal message so that they know they are still a valued part of the class. You can adapt the photo wall 
for a virtual classroom by posting the pictures on the whiteboard.

•	 Have students decorate their masks.

•	 Work on setting up a calming space in the classroom where students select or place items that they think would 
help (e.g. low light, mindful colouring pages, music station, pipe cleaners or other fidget toys, etc.).

•	 Invite your students to create a journal entry or video related to features of a welcoming classroom. What does it 
sound like, look like, feel like? How can they welcome someone new to the school? How can we make everyone 
feel welcome?

•	 Engage in a “get to know you” activity. For example, ask students to pick a number between 1 and 3, or hand out 
cards randomly with 1, 2, 3 written on them. They have to tell that many things about themselves.

•	 Read a story about new beginnings, managing change, etc. (e.g. The Day You Begin by Jacqueline Woodson). 
Invite students to reflect on what it is like to start a new school year in a new classroom with students and a 
teacher they may not know, and some good first steps they can take to get to know each other.

Spend time with students needing more assistance – Some students need a little more support in transitioning to 
school. Students who are starting kindergarten, high school, or moving to a new school will require more support 
as they settle in to their new setting. Former grade 12 students who are returning for a 5th year may be sensitive 
about this. They may benefit from a recognition that their cohort had a rough year, and that taking an extra year 
is a sensible decision for them. Check in with students who may need a bit more encouragement and support 
throughout the day.

Educator’s note: Welcoming practices will call on educators to reflect on how well they know their students,  
many of whom may be new to their class. Greater Good in Education have developed a helpful resource,  
Making Families Feel Welcome, which provides a research-based list of methods for helping families of all 
backgrounds feel welcome in the school community.

https://smho-smso.ca
https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/37506301-the-day-you-begin?from_search=true&from_srp=true&qid=e81e5NBT98&rank=7
https://ggie.berkeley.edu/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/GGIE_Making_Families_Feel_Welcome.pdf
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DAY 2

Day two – co-creating classroom rules and norms
Building on the reflections and practises from day one, you can begin to co-create classroom norms and 
expectations with your students. In contrast to rules, which are (usually) teacher/school generated, norms are an 
agreement among members of a classroom or school about how they will treat one another. They are different from 
public health rules, which are non-negotiable. Day two is designed to establish the classroom environment as a safe 
and inclusive space by co-creating the norms for interactions throughout each learning day.

Tips for co-creating classroom expectations and norms 

When introducing your class to the norming process, state that the goal is to develop a class culture where everyone 
feels included and valued. Because everyone is an important contributing member of the classroom community, 
everyone has a chance to shape the norms. 

You may be used to creating norms together as a class. What may be different this year is how you respond to 
situations related to the pandemic. For example, you may need to reflect on expectations for mask use, physical 
distancing, and how to respond when someone seems ill. It may be important to highlight in advance that if someone 
gets sick it does not mean that they have COVID-19. And if a classmate does get the virus, we need to be caring and 
compassionate, and avoid any blaming or stigmatizing behaviour.

Getting started – Using developmentally-appropriate language, help students to define what it means to have a 
classroom (or virtual classroom) that feels safe. For example:

 “One of the most important parts of being a learner in this classroom is making sure we take care of each other so 
everyone can learn. That means creating a classroom that feels safe. What are ways you can feel safe or unsafe 
both physically (in your body) or emotionally (in your feelings)? Why is it important that we create a classroom that 
everyone feels safe and ready to learn?”.

For younger students (primary/junior) consider using a mentor text to build a focus on empathy and community 
caring and inclusion (e.g. read Be Kind by Pat Zietlow Miller (available in French). What does it mean to be kind? This 
story focuses on ways that we can help and include others. Invite students to discuss ways that they can be kind and 
support one another at school. 

Brainstorm – Share ideas for classroom shared agreements. Record students’ ideas (using their own words) for 
what they need to feel safe this year, and/or how they will treat others, so they feel safe. You can do this on large 
graffiti paper in small groups, or as a full class in other ways.

Finalize shared agreements – As a class, group similar ideas and narrow their brainstorm to five or six statements 
that capture what students have identified. Consider where the final agreements will be posted (virtually or in-
person) so that together with your students, you can refer to it and practice the norms often.

(Source: https://schoolguide.casel.org/resource/sample-lesson-plan-generating-classroom-shared-agreements/)

https://smho-smso.ca
https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/34506910-be-kind
https://www.amazon.ca/gentillesse-cest-Pat-Zietlow-Miller/dp/1443176532
https://schoolguide.casel.org/resource/sample-lesson-plan-generating-classroom-shared-agreements/
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DAY 3

Day three – you are unique and valued
In recent months, the pandemic has not only affected our sense of health and safety, but it has also amplified 
inequities and injustice in our society. Some experienced more challenges than others, often because of differences 
in the social determinants of health (e.g. income, language, discrimination, etc.). We witnessed multiple instances 
of system racism, and particularly anti-Black racism, anti-Asian racism and anti-Indigenous racism brought to the 
surface in painful reality. Many students and families that we serve, as well as community and staff members, have 
been deeply affected by this difficult time in our society. We all have a role to play in addressing inequities, injustice, 
and oppressive practices. 

We need to give special attention to building students’ sense of identity and mattering as they return to school this 
fall. Classrooms where students’ identities are valued have culturally responsive and relevant pedagogy at the heart. 
They reflect a commitment to a deep knowledge of students, in order to create an environment where everyone feels 
welcome and included. 

Here are some ideas for building a sense of identity and belonging in your classroom.

Teach us your name – Have each student tell their name, then teach the class how to pronounce it the way they 
want it said, and something about their name’s meaning (e.g. named after my aunt, my name means “peace” in my 
language; my name is Nikhil and I like to be called Nik, etc.).

Something you want me to know – This activity allows the student to take ownership of the information they wish 
to share, while providing a safe way to introduce themselves to you as their new teacher. Ask students to think 
about something that is important to them that they would like to share with you (e.g. something they are proud of, 
something about their culture or faith, something they may need extra help with, or anything that would help them to 
be successful this school year). Remind students that the information will not be shared with the class. 

Being unique – Facilitate a discussion related to what it means to be unique. Invite students to complete a handout 
that highlights what makes them unique, for example:

Something I’m passionate about…	 Something I’m good at…

People I matter most to…	 What I’m grateful for…

Close the exercise with a discussion about how the class can best celebrate uniqueness.

Read Thunder Boy Jr. - Sherman Alexie (available in French), a story focused on name and identity. Invite students to 
share information about their own names (first or last). 

Watch this video that speaks about the uniqueness of individuals and how it is okay to make mistakes along the 
way. A discussion at the end of the video could include students’ thoughts on how important it is to be authentic, to 
accept ourselves and to love our imperfections.

Educator’s note: Educators are invited to watch Huda Essa’s TedX talk titled “Your Name is the Key”,  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TuGL9_Isfyg, to support their own learning.

https://smho-smso.ca
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https://www.amazon.com/Mon-Nom-Est-Tonnerre-French/dp/1443159026
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DAY 4

Day four – identifying and managing emotions
Each day, from day four through day nine, we will introduce one of the six social-emotional learning (SEL) categories 
and related skills that can help students to navigate these uncertain times, and to feel more confident and capable 
overall. Day four focuses on identifying and managing emotions.

Students may be experiencing a range of emotions as they return to school this fall – excited, worried, frustrated, 
sad, confused, etc. Given the unsettled times we are in, they may struggle to identify and appropriately express their 
feelings. Learning to notice different emotions, and name them, can help students to communicate how they are 
feeling and what they need to navigate through these feelings. 

The following everyday practices can support educators in teaching 
students the necessary skills to notice, name, and navigate 
emotions. Hear from some Ontario students about this social-
emotional learning skill: https://youtu.be/wl6yMVGQl34

Here are some ideas for helping students to learn and practise this 
skill (adapt to your students’ developmental level.

Emotion charades – In usual times, this activity can help students 
to practice expressing emotions with their whole body, and to 
recognize body language and facial expressions in others. If 
students are wearing masks, it is much harder to read facial expressions. Challenge students to come up with ways 
to show various expressions with their eyes and gestures. This will really help students who have difficulty reading 
non-verbal cues, like establishing a new shared language.

What’s my temperature? – Gauging the intensity of our emotions and energy levels is an important component in the 
development of self-regulation. Take the emotional temperature in the room, and introduce ways to shift the tone to 
help all students to re-focus. This activity can help students to take their own emotional temperature, so they learn to 
notice, name, and navigate their emotions. 

Realistic thinking and feeling – Students sometimes get into unhealthy habits of thinking where they focus on 
worries and negative events, and lose sight of more positive and optimistic approaches. Being trapped in negative 
thinking spirals can lead to unpleasant emotions like sadness and anger. This activity helps to reinforce how 
thinking, feelings, and actions are interrelated, and how breaking the negative thinking cycle can you to feel better.

Online discussion forum/circle discussion – Lead a discussion about positive ways to express our feelings (e.g., put 
our feelings into words, draw a picture or write about how we feel, create an art or media project, show our feelings 
through dance or music). 

Read The Way I Feel by Janan Cain (available in French) to illustrate how visiting feelings helps us to treat our feelings 
like guests. We can welcome them in, get to know them, and perhaps learn why they are visiting. Educators may also 
wish to read Your Fantastic Elastic Brain: Stretch It, Shape It by JoAnn Deak (available in French), which introduces 
students to the anatomy of the brain and connections to emotions and learning. 

https://smho-smso.ca
https://smho-smso.ca/emhc/wp-content/uploads/sites/6/2020/08/Emotion-charades-EMHC.pdf
https://smho-smso.ca/emhc/wp-content/uploads/sites/6/2020/08/Whats-my-temperature-EMHC.pdf
https://smho-smso.ca/emhc/wp-content/uploads/sites/6/2020/08/Realistic-thinking-and-feeling-EMHC.pdf
https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/8769.The_Way_I_Feel
https://www.amazon.com/Tourbillon-dActions-French-Janan-Cain/dp/1443125938
https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/10237568-your-fantastic-elastic-brain
https://www.worldcat.org/title/ton-fantastique-cerveau-elastique/oclc/1038400925?referer=di&ht=edition
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wl6yMVGQl34&feature=youtu.be


Mentally Healthy Return to School Toolkit

www.smho-smso.ca

DAY 5

Day five – stress management and coping
Every day, students are exposed to big and small challenges. With practice and support, they can learn ways to 
respond to these challenges and to bounce back and grow more resilient in the face of obstacles. As we return to 
school, there may be additional stressful circumstances and changes to navigate for all of us. It is a good time to 
remind students about their existing coping skills, and to add a few additional ideas to add to their toolkit. 

Hear from some Ontario students about this social-emotional 
learning skill: https://youtu.be/qiNC-P9GKdg 

Stress management and coping skills include strategies like: calm 
breathing, muscle relaxation, distraction, visualization, noticing, 
and thought changing techniques. Here are some ideas for helping 
students to learn and practise coping skills (adapt to your students’ 
developmental level).

Deep belly breathing – You can remind students to take slow deep 
breaths to help them to feel calmer. One way to do this is through a 
deep belly breathing activity. You can modify this for younger students. Have them imagine they are holding a cup 
of hot chocolate. hey begin by blowing out air to cool the cup, then draw in a deep breath to take in the warm sweet 
scent. For older students, download our social media bundle with different breathing exercises.

Tense and relax – One way to help students to understand how different their body feels when it is relaxed, relative 
to when it is tensed, is to show them how to engage in progressive muscle relaxation. This activity offers a fun way 
for students to try this out to see if it can help them to release the stress they may be carrying in their neck, back, 
jaw, etc. For older students, download our social media bundle with muscle relaxation exercises.

Imaginary walk – In this visualization activity, you can read from a script that helps students to imagine being on 
a peaceful walk through a beautiful forest. Of course, you can use your own script and make up any sort of guided 
visualization that your students would relate to and could help them feel calm. 

Stress buster bulletin board – To acknowledge that everyone experiences stress, and convey that we are all in this 
together, you may wish to create a classroom/online bulletin board. It can share strategies that students find helpful 
for coping with challenges. You may be surprised with the creative ideas that students bring forward. Students will 
also benefit from normalizing the experience of stress.

Older students may wish to visit the COVID-19 Youth Mental Health Resource Hub to access some shareables that 
can help them with their strategy practice, especially when they are feeling anxious.

https://smho-smso.ca
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qiNC-P9GKdg&feature=youtu.be
https://smho-smso.ca/emhc/wp-content/uploads/sites/6/2020/07/Deep-belly-breathing-EMHC.pdf
https://jack.org/getattachment/13d5efc7-e077-4d6c-95b8-294390f130fb/Jack-org-Young-Leaders-2.aspx
https://smho-smso.ca/emhc/wp-content/uploads/sites/6/2020/07/Tense-and-relax-EMHC.pdf
https://jack.org/getattachment/4d57089b-9e37-4bb7-8ec7-c43a373c52f5/Jack-org-Young-Leaders-2-1-1.aspx
https://smho-smso.ca/emhc/wp-content/uploads/sites/6/2020/07/Imaginary-walk-EMHC.pdf
https://smho-smso.ca/emhc/wp-content/uploads/sites/6/2020/07/Stress-buster-bulletin-board-EMHC.pdf
https://jack.org/Resources/COVID-19-Youth-Mental-Health-Resource-Hub
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qiNC-P9GKdg&feature=youtu.be
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DAY 6

Day six – positive motivation and perseverance
Practices that promote positive motivation encourage students towards optimistic thinking habits. They can help 
in reframing situations so that students can see alternative explanations, interpretations, and views when facing 
challenging circumstances that are difficult to change. 

At this time when there are many things out of our control, there is 
strength in looking for the positives so that we don’t find ourselves 
feeling overwhelmed by the strain and worry of the pandemic. 
Optimistic thinking, and keeping a long view, has been associated 
with better mental health outcomes. But it takes practice, especially 
during challenging times.

Hear from some Ontario students about this SEL skill:  
https://youtu.be/uxikLRpORbQ

Here are some ideas for helping students to learn and practise this skill (adapt to your students’ developmental level.

The power of yet – When facing challenging situations, rather than giving up or using negative self-talk, students 
can learn the power of “yet”. Adopting a growth mindset, they can say to themselves, “I can’t do that…yet” or “I don’t 
understand…yet”. This activity helps students to practice this optimistic way of thinking. Consider expanding to with 
a discussion about how students could reconsider the following thinking traps to reflect the power of yet.

Instead of thinking:	 I could try thinking:

I can’t do this	

I want to give up

I made a mistake
	

Gratitude moment – This activity can be completed as a group 
or individually. Ask students to think of something that they are 
grateful for. Remind them that there is no correct answer and that 
the something they select can be big or small. Ask students to 
either share their gratitude with the class in a community circle or 
privately as a journaling activity. This can become a daily practice 
(as you start/finish each day, think of one thing you are grateful 
for and why). You may wish to share the social-emotional learning 
poster about this practice. 

Read The Thing Lou Couldn’t Do by Ashley Spires  
(available in French), a story about what to do when confronted 
with something difficult. As noted on Day 4, you may also wish 
to use Your Fantastic Elastic Brain by JoAnn Deak (available 
in French), which introduces students to the anatomy and 
functions of the brain and helps them to stretch and grow 
their fantastic brain. For older students, choose a text to help 
students explore the main characters’ use of a growth mindset.

Four Finger 
Affirmations

Select four words that 
make you feel calm and 
confident. It might be a 
sentence or just four words.

Examples: “I am loved today” 
   “I believe in me” 
   “Breathe, listen, smile, love” 
   “I can handle this”

Each word you have chosen will match a 
finger on your hand.

As you say your affirmation in your head, 
connect each finger with your thumb.

Keep In Mind
• The more you say this  

to yourself the more  
you will feel that what 
you say is true.

We work together with Ontario school districts 
to support student mental health
www.smho-smso.ca

Calm Place

Where do you feel 
the most relaxed?
 

Imagine you are there.

What do you see?

What do you hear?

Are there any smells, tastes, or textures?

Keep In Mind
• You can use your  

Calm Place to feel 
more at peace during 
stressful moments.

• Spend time developing 
details of your Calm 
Place to make it feel 
more realistic.

• Use your imagination 
and walk around your 
Calm Place – notice 
every detail.

We work together with Ontario school districts 
to support student mental health
www.smho-smso.ca

Elementary posters       Secondary posters

https://smho-smso.ca
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uxikLRpORbQ&feature=youtu.be
https://smho-smso.ca/emhc/wp-content/uploads/sites/6/2020/08/The-power-of-yet-EMHC.pdf
https://smho-smso.ca/emhc/wp-content/uploads/sites/6/2020/08/Gratitude-moment-EMHC.pdf
https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/31934710-the-thing-lou-couldn-t-do?from_search=true&from_srp=true&qid=m0YiZlEWN8&rank=1
https://www.amazon.ca/hauts-bas-dAmanda-Ashley-Spires/dp/144315962X
https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/10237568-your-fantastic-elastic-brain
https://www.worldcat.org/title/ton-fantastique-cerveau-elastique/oclc/1038400925?referer=di&ht=edition
https://www.worldcat.org/title/ton-fantastique-cerveau-elastique/oclc/1038400925?referer=di&ht=edition
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qiNC-P9GKdg&feature=youtu.be
https://smho-smso.ca/blog/online-resources/sel-posters/
https://smho-smso.ca/blog/online-resources/sel-posters/
https://smho-smso.ca/blog/online-resources/sel-posters/
https://smho-smso.ca/blog/online-resources/sel-posters-for-secondary/
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Day seven – healthy relationship skills
Many skills go into building and sustaining healthy relationships. These skills help students to have caring 
interactions in the classroom that can foster a sense of community, inclusion, and belonging. When students 
develop these skills together, this can contribute to a safe and caring environment for all students in the classroom, 
which helps with learning (and teaching). 

At this time when we all may feel a little tense and worried, we may 
not always be at our best in our interactions with others. Practicing 
skills of listening, sharing and collaborating at the beginning of this 
school year can set a positive tone for coming weeks and months. 
Being generous with each other, and overlooking moments of 
irritability and frustration, can help us to keep small things small.

Hear from some Ontario students about this social-emotional 
learning skill: https://youtu.be/q-XOIWhff9I

Here are some ideas for helping students to learn and practise healthy relationship skills (adapt to your students’ 
developmental level and ensure physical distancing requirements met ).

Pay it forward – Empathy is an important skill in developing and maintaining healthy relationships. Putting oneself 
“in another’s shoes” can often provide a new and more compassionate perspective. This activity builds empathy and 
compassion by encouraging students to notice good qualities in others, and make their peers feel valued. 

Cup stack challenge – In this activity, student teams receive a stack of six cups, an elastic, and a piece of string for 
each person. The challenge is to unstack the cups collaboratively without touching them, and then to restack them 
into a pyramid using the same strategy. This activity promotes team-building, collaboration and communication 
skills. It also provides an opportunity to learn about one another’s strengths. You can use similar cooperative 
challenges to reinforce this skill (e.g. collaboratively completing logic puzzles; playing cooperative, inclusive 
games, etc.).

Kindness wall (or jar) – In this activity, teachers and students catch random acts of kindness and celebrate them. 
That happens by posting a note describing the action on a kindness wall bulletin board, and/or placing a bean or 
button in a jar for every kindness they observe. Kindness grows when we draw attention to it.

Interviews – Pair up students and have one individual talk about something they feel proud of or happy about (e.g. 
their culture, an accomplishment, a hobby or talent, their pet). The other person actively listens, as if they are a news 
reporter. They take notes and introduce their partner to the class highlighting what they heard, providing at least 
three details. Then they switch roles.

Educator’s note: Would you like to learn more about listening and learning with compassion in the classroom?  
Check out this article from the Greater Good Science Center at UC Berkeley.
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Day eight – self-awareness and identity
Supporting and practicing self-confidence can assist students to value their uniqueness, and to be comfortable 
expressing their opinions. A critical element of self-confidence for students involves growing and learning to 
appreciate their identity. Knowing who you are and holding firm to the person you believe yourself to be – all in the 
face of life’s challenges and choices – is a lifelong skill that can begin to develop in childhood. Educators have a key 
role in helping to show students that they matter, and that they bring value to the classroom.

Hear from some Ontario students about this social-emotional 
learning skill: https://youtu.be/2QnHpbPAQuM

Here are some ideas for helping students to learn and practise 
skills related to self-awareness and identity (adapt to your students’ 
developmental level and ensure physical distancing requirements met).

Show and share – The purpose of this activity is to help students to 
identify important aspects of themselves, and to practice sharing 
pieces of their identity with classmates. It also helps students to 
see the value in uniqueness and diversity. It can be done as a circle 
activity, where students are invited in advance to bring an item or piece of information about themselves to share 
briefly. Students can also share through journaling, drawing, spoken word, etc.

The I in the image – This activity puts a series of interesting photos around the room, and asks students to stand/sit 
near the picture that they identify with (or like) the most. Have each student explain why they picked that picture.

Self-advocacy cards – In this activity, students complete cards highlighting the type of learner they are and what 
they need to help them to succeed. Teachers can provide a listing of learning types (I like to learn by observing 
others, I like to learn by talking with others, I like to learn by listening, I like to learn by looking at pictures, etc.). Other 
prompts can also be provided: I work best when the class is quiet…the work is chunked into smaller pieces…I can ask 
a friend for help, etc.

Guess who? – In this activity, students use a folded piece of cardstock to write something about themselves (likes, 
hobbies, family information, cultural information, etc.) on the front. Then they draw a self-portrait and write their 
name on the inside. After the cards are posted on the bulletin board, classmates try to guess who is who from the 
information on the front of the card. For older students, you may wish to invite them to offer a little-known fact about 
themselves or play two truths and a lie.

Students come to know one another through these identity and confidence-building activities. As they do, it is 
important that classmates receive information shared in an affirming and welcoming manner.
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DAY 9

Day nine – critical and creative thinking (executive functioning)
Every day in classrooms, educators establish routines, model positive social behaviour, and develop and maintain 
caring relationships that help to facilitate the development of students’ executive functioning skills. These skills 
are the processes that help us to plan, focus, retain instruction, and multitask. We know that these skills are further 
developed and enhanced through repeated practice (Center on the Developing Child, Harvard University, 2017).

Hear from some Ontario students about this social-emotional 
learning skill: https://youtu.be/JUyYKAve7to

Here are some ideas for helping students to learn and practice 
skills related to critical and creative thinking (adapt to your students’ 
developmental level).

Stop, think, go – This activity helps to develop problem-solving skills, 
using traffic lights as a guide (1. Red – stop – what is the problem? 2. 
Yellow – think, slow down, proceed with caution, brainstorm possible 
solutions. Think about what might happen for each of your possible 
solutions 3. Green – go, try it out. Post the visual as a class reminder 
and make use of the practice as often as opportunity arises.)

Keeping track – This activity helps students to remember that when they develop organizational skills, they are 
better able to keep track of information and materials, especially the things they need every day (homework, 
notebooks, keys, phone, sports equipment, etc.). 

Goals for the year – Have students identify three big goals for themselves for the coming school year (e.g. get a 
B in math, try out for a sports team, get to know Ruby better, etc.). Help them to notice that these big goals might 
seem a long way off. Invite them to choose one of the goals, and develop a set of sub-goals that are smaller and 
easier to achieve (e.g. what is one small thing you could to over the next week that would bring you a little closer 
to your goal?).

Memory games – Memory and concentration can be practiced as part of your back to school routine. Memory 
matching games with pictures or cards, or progressive list games (I went shopping and bought... an alligator…a box…a 
candy cane…a dish towel…etc.), can be a fun way to get students back into the swing of working their memory skills.

For older students, you might want to have them apply their critical thinking skills to discussions related to current 
events. Be mindful that current events may be sensitive for some students, and they may not wish to be reminded 
of things happening in the world at this time. Try to choose topics that everyone can participate in without feeling 
uncomfortable or unsettled. Use small group formats to help to ensure conversations are safe for everyone.

https://smho-smso.ca
https://youtu.be/JUyYKAve7to
https://smho-smso.ca/emhc/wp-content/uploads/sites/6/2020/08/Stop-think-go-EMHC.pdf
https://smho-smso.ca/emhc/wp-content/uploads/sites/6/2020/08/Keeping-track-of-things-EMHC.pdf
https://youtu.be/JUyYKAve7to
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Day 10 – build your 2020 toolkit
Welcome to day 10. You and your class are starting to get to know one another, and you have introduced some 
skills to help them to manage the uncertainties of the 2020-2021 school year. You have also set a positive tone for a 
mentally healthy classroom – one where students know they matter and belong, engage in positive interactions with 
one another, and are starting to settle into school routines again. 

You may be ready to start to approach the curriculum as you normally would, or you may feel that your students need 
a little more time to be ready to learn. Some may be ready to go, others may not. You can always reach back into this 
guide to explore or repeat activities in a class-wide or more individualized manner. 

It can be helpful to remind students about the ideas you introduced over the past 10 days. You might also suggest 
that they create a toolkit of ideas and strategies that can help them to manage things during this unusual time. They 
could create a physical or online toolkit where they list the coping strategies that they liked the best and can use 
when they feel anxious (e.g. breathing techniques, visualization). Or they could place any journaling or drawing that 
they did to remind themselves of their strengths and identity.

One of the additional pieces you can mention on day 10 is the importance of asking for help along the way.  
Seeking support is an essential skill for learning and achievement. Consider the following questions for your 
classroom discussion:

•	 Where can you go to get support (help) at school?

•	 Who are the people you can talk to?

•	 What might be some reasons for asking an adult to help instead of a friend? (And vice versa.)

•	 What does support look like to you? 

•	 How would a teacher show you support? How would a friend? A family member?

•	 What supports are available in your community? (For example, Kids Help Phone, local resources.) 

Here are some activities to support the skill of help-seeking.

Ask three, then me – This activity helps students to understand the importance of asking questions and asking  
for help. 

Identifying helpers – Invite students to consider building a list of supportive people that they can go to when they 
have concerns. This may include trusted friends and family members, as well as more formal community supports. 

Read Ruby Finds a Worry by Tom Percival (available in French), a story about a young girl who discovers she has a 
worry and so do others. You can invite students to talk about who they could share their worries with.
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A final note
Thank you for considering the ideas in this First 10 Days guide. As noted at the start, these are just jumping off 
points. We are confident that you will use your creativity and professional judgement to adapt these and other 
activities, to create a welcoming and inclusive space for learning during this difficult time.

The main point of the guide is to convey that students need time to adjust to school after months of uncertainty and 
challenges. This year, more than ever before, the key foundation for learning and wellness at school is a focus on the 
relationships we forge in our classrooms. 

Students need to feel safe and welcome before they can begin to engage in academic learning. They need social-
emotional skills they can draw on as challenges arise, and need to feel confident asking for help if they feel 
themselves struggling at school. This work needs to be culturally-relevant and responsive, grounded firmly in anti-
racist and anti-oppressive pactices.

And we recognize that things are changing daily. It is possible that the first 10 days may look nothing like imagined 
here. We trust you will use the thinking flexibly, doing the best you can as we all adapt to evolving circumstances.

Finally, we thank you for all that you are doing to make things as good as they can be for students at this time. 
Remember to engage in your own self-care, and to reach out for assistance if you need support. Every board has a 
mental health leader who can direct you, or your school principal, to student supports and services.

Be well.

www.smho-smso.ca
 @SMHO_SMSO

Kids Help Phone 
1-800-668-6868  

or text “CONNECT” to 686868  
for support 24/7

Visit the COVID-19 Youth Mental Health 
Resource Hub to help young people 

look out for themselves and each 
other. Please share widely.

https://smho-smso.ca
https://smho-smso.ca
https://twitter.com/SMHO_SMSO?ref_src=twsrc%5Egoogle%7Ctwcamp%5Eserp%7Ctwgr%5Eauthor
https://kidshelpphone.ca/get-info/how-help-friend-deal-thoughts-suicide/
https://jack.org/covid
https://jack.org/covid

