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Introduction
As fall approaches, educators have their hands full getting ready for the 

school year ahead. To ease some of the stress that comes along with 

planning, we’ve put together this Back-to-School Playbook filled with tips 

and tricks for integrating social and emotional learning (SEL) into your 

daily routine. Use this guide to get through the busy first week of school 

and set a strategy for the year. Have fun reading these articles full of 
ideas, inspiration, and tips for improving student success with SEL!

• Planning for the Year Ahead: Ideas on strategic planning

throughout the year

• Teacher Hacks: Tricks that will help you and your students succeed

this school year

• First-Week Activities: Things you can do to start building student

relationships and set a foundation for SEL from day one

• Nutrition Tips: A look at how good nutrition is not only critical to

your health but also has a deep impact on students’ abilities to learn

For additional resources, contact our experts to learn more about how 

Aperture can help you and your students succeed this year. Together, we 

can create an SEL initiative that meets everyone’s needs.
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The Story of Aperture Education
Helping Children Become Successful and Happy Adults
Aperture Education is focused on addressing the whole child through the Evo Social/Emotional Online Assessment 

and Intervention System, or Evo SEL. Evo SEL features the Devereux Student Strengths Assessment (DESSA), a 

standardized, strengths-based measure of critical social and emotional skills such as personal responsibility, self-

management, relationship skills, and responsible decision-making.

The Evo Social/Emotional online system features both the DESSA and the DESSA-mini, a universal screener of social and 

emotional competence that can be completed in less than 1 minute per student. Evo SEL also provides research-informed 

Intervention Strategies and Foundational Practices to strengthen social and emotional skills. Robust reporting within 

the system provides program administrators the data they need to inform the impact of their programs and to help 

educators understand students’ SEL strengths and needs for instruction.

Our Roots
We have recently grown out of two organizations – the 

Devereux Center for Resilient Children, a non-profit 

focused on creating resilient children, and Apperson, 

Inc, a for-profit focused on making sure educators have 

good data to make great instructional decisions. In order 

to realize their shared goals, a partnership was born: 

Aperture Education, a company rooted in the belief that 

our children hold the promise for a better tomorrow 

with an obligation to ensure that they have the skills and 

mindsets necessary to be good stewards of our future.

We encourage you to learn more about social and 

emotional learning and the positive impact it has on our 

youth. Check out our white papers, customer spotlights, 

webinars, as well as this guide for the latest information.

Our Mission
The mission of Aperture Education is to ensure that all 

members of school and out of school time communities, 

both children and adults, have the social and emotional 

skills to be successful, productive, and happy.

Our Approach
We achieve our mission by providing teachers, out-of-

school-time staff, parents and students with accurate 

and actionable data about their social and emotional 

strengths and needs. We pair this data with research-

informed strategies and resources leading to improved 

outcomes.

What is an Aperture?
(ap·er·ture)

noun. technical.

noun: aperture; plural noun: apertures
1. a space through which light passes in an optical

or photographic instrument, especially the variable

opening by which light enters a camera.

At Aperture Education, our main FOCUS is on promoting the 

resilience and social and emotional strengths of all children. 

Just like the aperture of a camera, we continually adjust our 

lens to ensure our focus remains on the whole child.
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There never seems to be enough time to prepare for the year ahead. 
Back-to-school, particularly that first week of class, is especially hectic. 

That’s why we’ve done some of the legwork for you. Explore this section 
for activities that will get the school year off to a great start.

First-Week 
Activities

Back-to-School Guide  >  First-Week Activities



First Week of School: Incorporating 
Social and Emotional Learning

The first week of school is critical. What happens in those first few days sets the tone for the rest of the school 

year. Get off on the right foot with fun, engaging activities that promote social and emotional skills that will support 

academic achievement and foster a classroom environment everyone looks forward to coming to all year long!

Improving Attitudes
Students with positive attitudes about learning have 

greater motivation to learn and are more committed to 

productive school and classroom behavior. Here are a 

few ideas on how to promote learning in a positive way 

that will get your students ready and excited to learn.

• Inspire your students about the importance of

learning with these TED Talk videos about people

overcoming adversity.

• Learn how to help students transform from a fixed

mindset to a growth mindset.

• This “Reach for the Stars” activity creates a fun visual

that illustrates your students’ goals for the year.

Decrease Negative Behaviors
Students will be less likely to engage in disruptive 

behaviors if they play a role in defining the classroom 

rules and the consequences for breaking a rule. Set the 

right tone the first week of school with a group activity 

to define the rules. Be sure to outline goals to help your 

students stay on track throughout the year.

• This “Emotional Bank Account” activity helps

students define and work toward positive behavior.

• Set your classroom rules as a group and promote

strong goal-setting all year long with this group

activity for the first week of school.

Promote Prosocial Behaviors
Research shows that students who have strong and 

supportive relationships with teachers and other 

educators are more likely to achieve academically. Show 

your students that you care about them, and they will be 

much more likely to engage in learning. These activities 

provide ideas for building strong relationships with your 

students from day one.

• Connect with your students and build trusting

relationships with these five activities.

• Discover how you can take a few minutes each

morning to meet as a class so you can catch up with

one another in a meaningful way.

DOWNLOAD YOUR FREE  
GROWTH MINDSET POSTER!
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7 Strategies for Supporting Your Students
Unfortunately, many students feel their teachers do not care 

about them. Research shows that healthy relationships 
between teachers and students are critical to creating 
effective learning environments. When students feel they 

can trust their teachers and are supported by them, students 

are much more likely to engage, succeed, and demonstrate 

positive behavior in school.

Keep reading for tips on how to improve connections 

between your students as part of your social emotional 

learning framework to drive student success.

Teachers do so much more than simply deliver curriculum. 

Great educators take an active role in connecting with 

their students and are committed to their success within 

the classroom and beyond. Part of this is accomplished 

through developing students’ social and emotional skills, 

such as relationship skills. Dealing with disruptive or 

uncooperative students can certainly be challenging, but 

strong teacher/student relationships can have a deep 

impact on students’ academics, behavior, and likelihood to 

graduate and engage in school.
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Teacher Behavior Example
1. Interact with your students in a

personal and responsive way that
builds trust

Share experiences from your life where you struggled in a particular task and talk 
about how you overcame obstacles along the way.

2. Always demonstrate respect in
your interactions with students

Be careful to constantly speak to students in a respectful manner. Even in difficult 
situations, be sure to keep your temper in check and avoid displaying feelings of 
frustration and anger.

3. Actively engage in helping and
supporting your students

Stay on top of grading homework and answer questions in a timely manner. Be 
aware of your students’ unique needs so you provide the appropriate supports 
and scaffolds.

4. Show students that you care
about them

Learn about your students as individuals (e.g., their interests, likes/dislikes, 
strengths, backgrounds, etc.).

5. Promote student confidence and
self-efficacy

Promote a growth mindset to encourage improvement over time. Use phrases 
such as “You really worked hard to do well on that test” instead of nonspecific 
praise such as “Good job!”

6. Promote strong peer connections
by encouraging caring and
respectful behavior

Encourage students to join a school club, sport, or peer mentoring group. Plan 
group projects to promote collaboration and the ability to work with others.

7. Develop relationships with
parents/guardians to strengthen
your student relationships

Send home an introductory letter and keep up the communication throughout the 
semester by sending notices of important homework deadlines, upcoming exams, 
how to establish positive learning at home, etc.
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3 Games Your Students Will Love  
That Teach Social and Emotional Skills

Social and emotional learning is just as critical to students’ academic achievement and success in college and careers as 

mastering math, science, and reading. Unlike teaching multiplication, teaching social and emotional skills takes a more subtle 

approach and should be woven into subject area lessons and daily classroom activities. These three games are a great way to 

start the day, give students a break between lessons, or to make a rainy day recess period a learning period too.

1. Anger Catcher
Help your students realize that they 

are in control of their choices. They are 

the ones who decide how their feelings 

impact their words, thoughts, and 

behavior. Brush up on your origami 

skills with this activity to help students 

learn how to manage feelings of anger.

2. Kindness Bingo
Foster a caring environment in your 

classroom with Kindness Bingo. 

This spin on the classic game will 

encourage your students to be kind 

to others and can be used with 

students of all ages.

3. Emotions
Scavenger Hunt
Observing others is a great way for 

students to explore and understand 

emotions. This game works well in 

small groups and helps students 

build emotional awareness, 

perspective taking, whole body 

listening, and social skills.

These are just a few ideas to teach 

social and emotional skills to your 

students. Click here for even more 

activities that you can do in your 

classroom to promote social and 

emotional learning.
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21 Simple Ways to Integrate 
SEL Throughout the Day

Here are 21 simple ways you can support social and emotional learning for your students every day.

1. Start the day with a check-in.
Make it a goal to start each day with a personal connection. 

It doesn’t need to be a time-consuming or elaborate 

procedure. It can be as simple as giving a warm greeting to 

welcome each person as they arrive in the morning.

2. Use story time for
teachable moments.
Read-alouds are the perfect tool for exploring social 

and emotional learning themes with your class. They’re 

not just for little kids either—there are tons of gorgeous 

picture books with complex themes and vocabulary that 

older kids will love, too. Here’s a list to help start your 

social and emotional learning book library.
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3. Work in
partnerships.
Give kids lots of opportunities to work 

with partners. Working with a partner 

helps kids learn to cooperate and 

builds community in your classroom. 

Alternate between strategically 

assigning partnerships and allowing 

kids to make their own choices.

4. Teach them how
to work in a group.
Being able to work in a group setting 

is an important life skill. Students 

will learn how to negotiate with 

others, develop leadership skills, 

and figure out their own strengths 

so they can best contribute to the 

group. Click here for tips to make 

group work more productive.

5. Nurture a culture
of kindness.
At the beginning of the year, read 

Have You Filled a Bucket Today?, a 

story about the power of kind words. 

Then create your own bucket for the 

classroom. Get a small tin bucket 

from a craft store and cut 3-by-3-inch 

pieces out of card stock. Kids can write 

messages of kindness, appreciation 

and love on the cards throughout the 

week to fill up the bucket. At the end 

of each week, spend a few minutes 

sharing these notes of encouragement 

to end the week on a positive note.

6. Give them new
words to say.
Here’s a free poster, “8 Phrases That 

Nurture Growth Mindset,” that gives 

students positive phrases they can use 

to foster their resilience and overcome 

failure. Hang a large copy on the wall 

or give them their own smaller version 

for their journals or planners.

7. Set up a
Peace Place.
Create a special place in your 

classroom for kids to take a break 

when they are upset or angry or need 

to calm themselves. This space should 

have a peaceful atmosphere and 

might include comfy pillows to sit on, 

noise-canceling headphones, a fish 

tank, journaling materials, calming 

images, and/or books about peace.
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8. Teach your kids
how to manage
conflict with peer
mediation.
Peer mediation is a problem-solving 

process that helps students involved 

in a dispute meet in a private, safe, 

and confidential setting to work 

out problems with the help of a 

student mediator. There are lots of 

programs out there—above is one 

sample curriculum.

9. Use anchor charts
to teach social-
emotional skills.
You can create anchor charts with 

your class about many different 

topics, from “Owning Your Learning” 

to “What Does Respect Look Like?” 

and “Be a Problem-Solver.” Check 

out the We Are Teachers Classroom 

Management Anchor Charts 

Pinterest board for many more ideas.

10. Practice lots
of role-play.
Sometimes you have to put yourself 

in someone else’s shoes to truly 

understand a situation. Taking time to 

role-play tricky or troubling situations 

that show up in your classroom helps 

kids develop empathy and understand 

other people’s feelings. For example, 

it’s a great strategy to use when 

discussing bullying. Read The 10 Key 

Benefits of Role-Play for Children.
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11. Allow for talk time.
Give kids a lot of opportunities—

both structured and unstructured—

to talk to one another during the 

course of the day. Bouncing ideas 

off of one another or figuring out 

problems with a little give-and-

take will help your students build 

understanding and confidence. Here 

are 10 great techniques to try with 

your students. When your class is 

cracking up and getting wiggly, taking 

a five-minute chat break is a great 

way to hit the reset button.

12. Play games to
build community.
Cooperative-learning games can 

promote social and relationship 

skills. There are tons of resources 

out there for activities to play in 

your classroom. Here’s one we love: 

10 Team-Building Games That 

Promote Critical Thinking.

13. Buddy up
with an older or
younger class.
Having a special connection with 
another class is a great way to build 
positive ongoing relationships in your 
school community. Kids are always 
amazed at how easy it is to find 
common ground with younger or older 
students. The big kids feel important 

and the little kids feel special. For how-
tos, check out The Power of Buddy 
Classrooms: 19 Ideas.

14. Build community
with teams.
Consider an alternative seating 
arrangement that allows kids to sit 
in teams. Let each team create an 
original name, motto and flag. This 
is a great way for students to feel a 
sense of belonging, and it encourages 
collaboration and cooperation. 
Change up teams every 6 to 12 weeks.

15. Teach students
to monitor their
own progress.
Make personal goal-setting 
(academic, emotional, social, etc.) a 
regular activity with your students. 
It will strengthen their intrapersonal 
skills and give them ownership 
of their own learning. Help them 
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develop the habit of revisiting and 
adjusting their goals often to monitor 
progress. Am I meeting my goals? 
What do I need to work on next? 
How do I want to grow? For more on 
goal setting, click here.

16. Hold class
meetings.
Check in frequently to celebrate what 
is working and address things that 
need tweaking within your classroom 
community. Empower all of your 
students with a voice and a vote to give 
them ownership of their environment.

17. Make space for
reflective writing.
Give your students time to journal 
and free-write. Put on quiet music. 
Dim the lights. Make writing time a 
quiet, soothing break from busyness 
that your students will look forward 
to. For stubborn starters, you can 
provide a menu of optional prompts. 
For more information, read 6 
Benefits of Journal Writing.

18. Encourage
expression through art.
Sometimes students think and feel 
things that they can’t quite put 
into words. Art is a great tool to 
allow them to explore topics from 
a different perspective. Sketch 
your thoughts and feelings out as a 
prewriting activity. Create a painting 
as an interpretation of a piece of 
music or poetry.

19. Assign interview
projects.
Have your students interview each 
other throughout the year about 
topics such as cultural background, 
family traditions or opinions about 
a current event. Conducting a 
formal interview is different than 
a casual conversation and teaches 
skills such as focused listening and 
conversational skills. In addition, 

learning about their classmates will 
broaden their perspective as they 
consider that everyone’s background 
and experience is not necessarily the 
same as their own.

20. Put ’em to work.
Classroom jobs teach responsibility 
and give kids ownership of their 
classroom. Pride in a job well done 
is a great confidence-builder. Here 
are 25 fun, easy job charts you can 
create for your classroom.

21. End each day
with a checkout.
Circle up for just a few minutes at 
the end of each day to reflect on 
your day together. Check in with how 
your students are feeling, talk about 
what went well, read some notes 
from the kindness bucket, and set 
some goals for tomorrow.
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10 Activities to 
Help Students 

Explore Emotions
Research shows that there is a strong relationship between 
social and emotional learning and cognitive development. 
But, just like math and reading, students must be taught 
social and emotional skills. Emotional regulation is a 
particularly important skill for students to learn as it affects 
students’ ability to make decisions, persist in goal-oriented 
activities, and seek help when needed. Try a few of these 
fun activities to help your students learn how to explore 
and regulate their emotions.

1. Plastic Egg Faces
Draw a variety of faces on plastic Easter eggs with the 
eyes on the top half and the mouth on the bottom half. 
Teach your students about different emotions as they 
have fun interchanging the parts to make all sorts of 
different faces.

2. Books About Feelings
Reading to your students is one of the best ways to teach 
them about their feelings and emotions. There are many 
wonderful books that teach children how to identify their 
emotions. Visit our “15 Must-Reads That Promote SEL 
and a Growth Mindset” post to see our top fifteen book 
recommendations.

3. Emotions Sorting Game
This website includes free downloads for an Inside Out-
themed game where students match various reactions, 
facial expressions, etc. to the correct emotion.

4. Robot Flashcards
These cute cards will help your students learn how to identify 
and recognize a range of different emotions. The fun robot 
theme is sure to capture their interest and attention.

5. Emotion Meter
Empower younger students to express themselves 
with an emotion meter. This is a great tool to use with 
students who may not yet be able to clearly express what 
mood they are in.

6. Emotion Volcano
Anger is often the emotion that erupts when a child is 
dealing with unregulated secondary emotions. In this 
activity, students learn about these emotions and what 
happens when they build up.

7. Calm Down Yoga
Many of the other activities in this list are about teaching 
children how to identify their emotions. Calm Down Yoga 
reinforces these concepts while teaching how to regulate 
emotions through calming yoga poses.

8. Teaching Feeling Words
Too often, the emotions we focus on teaching 
are happy, sad, mad, etc. Students will benefit 
greatly in their social emotional development by 
learning about a wide range of emotions.

9. HALTED
This helpful acronym will help students pinpoint their 
emotions when they are feeling less-than-perfect.

10. Emotions Iceberg
A fun iceberg theme is used in this visual that helps 
students learn about and regulate their emotions.

DOWNLOAD YOUR FREE  
ME-MOTICONS LESSON!
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15 Must-Reads That Promote 
SEL and a Growth Mindset 

Growth mindset — we’ve all heard the buzzword, but what exactly does it look like in the classroom? And how do we 

help children develop it?

Researcher Carol Dweck puts it this way: “In a growth mindset, people believe that their most basic abilities can be 

developed through dedication and hard work — brains and talent are just the starting point. This view creates a love 

of learning and a resilience that is essential for great accomplishment.”

Sounds like a dream, doesn’t it? Students taking risks, focusing on effort rather than result, meeting challenges head-

on, and even celebrating mistakes as a means for growth.

One easy way to encourage growth mindset is through engaging, purposeful read-alouds. We’ve assembled 15 stories 

of individuals (including one precocious penguin!) who overcome obstacles and labels to develop extraordinary 

talents and capabilities.

Title: How to Catch a  
Star by Oliver Jeffers
GRADES: PREK–2

In this inspirational story, a young stargazer 

wishes to catch a star of his very own. Despite 

his many creative attempts, he learns in the 

end that sometimes having your dreams 

come true requires a little flexibility. A great story for 

encouraging kids to dream big and never give up.

Title: Whistle for Willie 
by Ezra Jack Keats
GRADES: PREK–2

“Oh, how Willie wished he could whistle …” 

begins this beloved classic. Young Willie longs 

to be able to whistle for his dog, but try as he 

might, he just cannot figure out how to do 

it. We follow along as Willie goes through his day, trying, 

trying and trying some more until finally his efforts are 

rewarded with a tweet!
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Title: Everyone Can Learn to  
Ride a Bicycle by Chris Raschka
GRADES: PREK–3

This sweet tale follows the course of a 

little one trying to learn to ride a bike — a 

milestone to which younger students will 

surely relate. With determination and practice, 

as well as a fair share of frustration, her trials ultimately 

lead to triumph.

Title: Flight School by Lita Judge
GRADES: PREK–3

Penguin has big dreams of soaring through the 

sky with the seagulls. Although his body is not 

remotely designed for flight, Penguin’s creativity 

and ingenuity, not to mention his persistence, 

lead to the fulfillment of his dreams. A wonderful story for 

encouraging kids to think outside the box.

Title: A Splash of Red: The Life 
and Art of Horace Pippin  
by Jen Bryant
GRADES: K–3

This whimsically illustrated story tells the tale of 

a talented artist who grows up immersed in the 

joy of creating art until he is tragically injured in 

a war. Very patiently, with great determination, 

he slowly regains some of the control in his 

injured right arm, and although his abilities aren’t exactly 

the same, he goes on to become a celebrated artist.

Title: Rosie Revere, Engineer 
by Andrea Beaty
GRADES: 1–3

When Rosie’s attempt to build a flying 

contraption for her aunt doesn’t turn out 

quite as she plans, she feels like a failure but 

learns that in life the only true failure is giving 

up. A story of pursuing one’s passion with perseverance.

Title: Emmanuel’s Dream: The  
True Story of Emmanuel Ofosu 
Yeboah by Laurie Ann Thompson
GRADES: K–4

Although he was born with one misshapen 

leg, Emmanuel Ofosu Yeboah pursued life 

with a tenacity that helped him accomplish 

all that he set his mind to. Encouraged by his 

mother, who told him to pursue his dreams regardless 

of his handicap, this story is an inspiring true story of 

triumph over adversity.

Title: Nadia: The Girl Who  
Couldn’t Sit Still by Karlin Gray
GRADES: 1–4

Nadia Comaneci captured the hearts of the 

world with her skill and grace as a young 

Olympic champion. This story shows that her 

triumph was the result of years of practice 

and dedication. Even through difficult times, 

Nadia worked hard, picked herself up when she failed 

and persevered.

Title: Brave Irene  
by William Steig
GRADES: 1–4

Irene, the loyal young daughter of a 

dressmaker, must forge through a dreadful 

storm to deliver her mother’s work to the 

duchess. She must brave the howling wind, the 

freezing temperatures and many dangerous 

obstacles in order to complete her mission. This inspiring 

story teaches that with proper motivation, there are no age 

restrictions on accomplishing great things.
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Title: Drum Dream Girl: How  
One Girl’s Courage Changed 
Music by Margarita Engle  
and Rafael López
GRADES: 1–4

This inspiring true story is about a girl who 

dared to dream of being a drummer in a 

culture that said girls could not. She practices 

in secret and never gives up on her dream. 

Ultimately, her perseverance and belief in 

herself change a culture and reverse a long-held taboo.

Title: Hana Hashimoto, Sixth 
Violin by Chieri Uegaki
GRADES: 2–5

Hana’s worried about playing her violin in the 

talent show. She longs to play beautiful music 

like her grandfather in Japan, but she’s only a 

beginner. She is determined to play her best 

though, so she practices every day. This inspiring story 

offers hope and confidence to all children who are yearning 

to master something difficult and teaches that sometimes 

there is more than one way to be successful at a task.

Title: Ruby’s Wish  
by Shirin Yim Bridges
GRADES: 2–5

Ruby is a young girl filled with curiosity and a 

hunger for learning in a time when schooling 

was traditionally a boy’s privilege. Her hard 

work and courage result in her skills being 

recognized by her powerful grandfather, who 

breaks with tradition and clears the way for Ruby to further 

her education. This is a great story for inspiring kids to 

break down barriers in their pursuit of the love of learning.

Title: Walk Two Moons 
by Sharon Creech
GRADES: 3-7

This Newbery Medal winner is a wonderful 

story of love, loss and the complexity of 

human emotion. Salamanca Tree Hiddle is 

a 13-year-old Native American girl longing 

to be reunited with her missing mother. She 

embarks on an adventure and travels to Idaho with her 

eccentric grandparents in hopes of finding her.

Title: Raymie Nightingale 
by Kate DiCamillo
GRADES: 4-7

Raymie Clarke has a plan. Her father has run 

off with a dental hygienist without a word, 

but Raymie believes that if she wins the Little 

Miss Central Florida Tire competition, her 

father will see her picture in the newspaper 

and return. She begins baton-twirling classes and makes 

unexpected friendships with two other girls. As her tale 

unfolds, it teaches about loss, the struggle to improve 

oneself, accepting differences in others, kindness, 

building relationships, and courage.

Title: The Watsons Go to 
Birmingham — 1963 by 
Christopher Paul Curtis
GRADES: 4-8

Meet the Weird Watsons of Flint, Michigan. 

There’s Momma, Dad, little sister Joetta, 

brother Kenny (the story’s narrator), and 

brother Byron, who is known as a bully and an 

all-around troublemaker. The family heads to 

visit their strict Grandma Sands in Birmingham 

to shape up Byron’s behavior. Through all their adventures, 

the reader learns about bullying, empathy, the Civil Rights 

Movement, and social and emotional issues.
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Teacher Hacks
From space planning and storage advice to 
ideas for inexpensive classroom rewards, 
discover how to make your classroom 
a happier, more productive space for 
students. Also, treat yourself with 
strategies for relieving stress and 
building your own resilience.

Back-to-School Guide  >  Teacher Hacks



6 Student Rewards That 
Won’t Break the Bank

Want to promote success or good behavior among your students? While intrinsic motivation is critical to social and 

emotional learning (SEL), sometimes external, extrinsic rewards are just what students need to go the extra mile.

But you are busy and budgets are limited, and we understand that finding effective (and inexpensive) student rewards 

can be a challenge. If you’re looking for rewards students will respond to, here are six affordable — sometimes free — 

ideas that will motivate students to do better in class.  

1. Reward Passes
These make students feel special and 

only require a few minutes of prep. 

Students might enjoy rewards passes 

that allow them to:

• Sit with a buddy

• Wear a hat in class

• Earn bonus points on an

assignment or quiz

• Chew gum

• Eat lunch in the classroom

with a buddy

• Turn in a homework

assignment late

Bonus tip: Feeling crafty? Turn rewards 

passes into DIY scratch-offs to add to 

the fun. Students will love the surprise!

2. Treasure Box
Repurpose an old shoe box into 

a treasure chest students can dig 

through when they’ve done great 

work. Simply decorate it and fill it with 

candy or small $1 trinkets.

3. Brain Bucks
Promote intrinsic motivation among 

students using brain bucks! Hand these 

out when students solve a problem in 

a new way or when they find a creative 

solution for accomplishing a task. 

Students can redeem their Brain Bucks 

for prizes or rewards at the end of the 

quarter or term. Click here for a free 

Brain Bucks printable.

4. Free Time
Allow students to have 10 minutes of 

free time on a 1:1 or BYO device, with a 

book, or simply to themselves while the 

rest of the class completes other tasks.

5. Call Home
A simple call to a parent or guardian 

is not only a powerful way to 

reward students, but it also helps 

foster strong relationships between 

students, educators, and parents — 

an integral component of social and 

emotional development.

6. Class Rewards
If an entire class is behaving 

exceptionally well or has worked 

through a particularly difficult 

assignment, reward them with a party, 

whether it’s snacking on cupcakes, 

eating pizza for lunch, or enjoying 

popcorn and an afternoon movie. Or 

hold class outside for a day to give 

students a break from the classroom.

Have fun trying one or more of these 

inexpensive ways to reward students 

for great work or behavior! Intrinsic 

motivation is critical to SEL, but extrinsic 

rewards are an effective way to get 

students excited about learning. Strive 

to promote both intrinsic and extrinsic 

motivation for the best results.
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Managing Stress for a Successful 
School Year: 10 De-Stressing Tips

Being an educator is extremely rewarding. But there are those school days that feel extremely difficult and stressful. 

Some stress is perfectly normal, but if it gets out of control stress can lead to some pretty harmful health concerns 

including hypertension, headaches, and even anxiety and depression.

This school year, be proactive about keeping your stress levels under control — and your health in check. 
Try these 10 de-stressing tips to find out which work best for you.

1. Stress Triggers
Stress can be caused by many 
different factors — long hours, 
unruly students, piles of papers to 
grade, administrative observations, 
etc. Make a list of all the work-related 
stressors in your life. Delineate 
between those you have control 
over and those you don’t. Begin 
tackling the list by choosing the 
one or two items you have some 
control over that cause you the most 
stress. Create a plan to manage the 
stressor(s), write down a goal, and be 
sure to follow through.

2. Deep Breathing
Deep breathing can have a powerful 
physical effect in reducing tension 
and helping the body relax. Clinical 
research shows that regular deep 
breathing exercises affect the heart, 
the brain, digestion, and the immune 
system. They can have immediate 
results and can also be used to 
reduce the production of harmful 
stress hormones. 

Try the 7/11 exercise: Breathe in for 
a count of seven, and exhale for a 
count of 11. Do this a few times each 
day, particularly when confronted 
with your stress triggers.

3. Sleep
We’ve all been there — staying up 
too late to grade assignments or 
preparing for tomorrow’s meetings. 
But getting enough sleep is critical to 
your health and to reducing stress. 
Try setting an alarm for when it’s time 
for bed, and do your best to get seven 
to eight hours a night. Maximize the 
sleep you do get by “unplugging” (i.e., 
turning off the computer, phone, TV, 
etc.) an hour before bed.

DOWNLOAD YOUR FREE  
MINDFULNESS LESSON!
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4. Good Nutrition
A healthy diet does wonders for 

your health and state of mind. Eat 

nutritious foods and avoid too many 

fatty or sugary foods that deplete 

your energy. Also be sure to drink 

enough water. An estimated 75 

percent of people in the U.S. are 

chronically dehydrated. A good rule 

of thumb is to drink eight servings of 

eight ounces of water every day. You 

may need more or less depending 

on the climate you live in, your body 

type, how much you exercise, etc.

5. Exercise
Health experts argue that sitting is 

the new cigarette. Prolonged sitting 

can cause serious illnesses such as 

cancer, heart disease, and type 2 

diabetes. Getting enough exercise is 

critical to your health and also can 

alleviate stress. Go for daily walks, 

take a yoga class, or join a softball 

league. Prioritize this time and use it 

to clear your head: You will feel more 

energized and will be much healthier.

6. Support Network
Establishing a good support network 

is critical to keeping sane throughout 

the school year. Lean on your 

colleagues for advice, trade ideas, 

and create mentoring relationships. 

Friends and family also can provide 

invaluable support by lending an ear 

on days when you just need to vent. 

You can further expand your network 

through educator-based online 

support networks and learning 

communities. Join one or more, and 

share in a wealth of knowledge from 

educators across the country. 

7. Organization
Being organized is a proactive way to reduce stress during 

the school year. Just think about how much time you 

waste searching through email or computer files to find 

what you need, rewriting misplaced work, or trying to 

manage your calendars. Setting an organization plan now 

— and sticking to it — can help reduce stress, improve 

efficiency, and make you a more effective educator.

8. Meditation
Meditation can have a tremendous impact on your 

ability to de-stress. Meditation has been practiced 

for thousands of years and can bring clarity to your 

thoughts and promote peace and balance. Even a few 

minutes of meditation can significantly reduce stress. 

Here are some different techniques to try. 

9. Visualization
Visualization is another effective tactic for reducing stress. 

Give it a try. Sit comfortably and think about a peaceful 

scene (a beach, the mountains, a favorite spot in your 

neighborhood). Or visualize yourself realizing a goal.

10. Laughter
Having a sense of humor will do wonders for relieving 

stress. As an educator, you need to learn to find humor 

in unexpected places and laugh at things you may initially 

find irritating. According to the Mayo Clinic, laughter 

promotes a stronger immune system, increases your 

ability to cope with difficult situations, and can improve 

your mood by lessening depression and anxiety.

We all know that the school year can be stressful. It is 

critical for your health and sanity to develop a plan to 

tackle stress before you get overwhelmed. Try these 

strategies to determine which de-stressing methods work 

best for you and then put them to use this school year!
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10 Clever Ways to Keep  
Your Classroom Organized

A good organization system is a key element to effective classroom management. Keeping clutter at bay helps students 

focus. Try these genius tips and tricks to add more order to your classroom. Click the icons for additional information.

1. Organize Books  
With Paint Stirrers
Write each letter of the alphabet on a separate paint 

stirrer for an easy way to organize your bookshelf.

2. Mark Your Loaner Pencils
Use decorative painter’s tape to mark your pencils 

as an easy way to keep track of loaned pencils.

3. Pom Pom Dry  
Erase Markers
Glue pom poms to the ends of dry erase markers 

for easy erasing.

4. Paint and Storage
It’s easy and inexpensive to make your own 

paint! Store it in ketchup squeeze bottles for easy 

dispensing.

5. Wine Rack Storage System
Insert plastic cups into a wine rack for storage of 

pencils, pens, and markers.

6. Make a Portable Art Caddy
Glue tin cans or mini buckets onto a lazy Susan for a 

portable art supplies station.

7. Use Clothespins to Keep 
Track of Students Who 
Haven’t Turned in Their Work
Assign each student a number and write it on a 

clothespin. Clip all the clothespins to a tin can 

located next to a basket used for collecting students’ 

classwork. When students turn in their work, they 

need to clip it to their clothespin before putting it in 

the basket. You can easily identify students who are 

missing assignments by seeing which clothespins 

are left on the tin can.

8. Create Extra Space  
on Your Desk
Use a shoe rack to add extra storage space  

to your desk.

9. Paper Organization 
Organize student assignments with this  

simple tray system.

10. Easy Bulletin  
Board Organization
Glue tacks to the back of clothespins so you  

can easily swap out materials posted on your 

bulletin boards.
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3 DIY Classroom Furniture 
Hacks That Support SEL

You don’t have to create Feng Shui, but classroom furniture and accessories — and how you arrange them — can 

have a big impact on your daily routine, student interaction and collaboration, and even student behavior. Set yourself 

and your students up for success this year with these three DIY ideas for creating and organizing your classroom 

furniture. And as an added bonus, they all promote social and emotional learning (SEL)!

1. Whiteboard Tables
Create an interactive learning environment by priming 

and painting regular tables with special whiteboard paint. 

Simply tape off the edges of a table, prime the surface, 

and apply a couple layers of whiteboard paint. Click 

here for more detailed instructions. Hint: Test your dry 

erase markers in a small spot on the table before turning 

students loose — make sure the marks erase!

Use: Students can write and erase math problems and 

short writing assignments. And whiteboard tables can 

promote collaboration. Use them with small groups as a 

way to encourage contribution from all students.

2. Calm Corner
A few quiet minutes alone can help de-escalate a student’s 

negative behavior. Create a Calm Corner — a space in 

your classroom where students can go to chill out. All it 

takes is a fuzzy area rug, a couple cozy chairs (or try these 

fun DIY crate seats), and a table. You can also add relaxing 

artwork and tactile items like stress balls.

Use: Calm Corners can help students learn how to 

manage their feelings and come up with strategies to 

calm down. This can be a powerful experience since it 

helps teach students how to identify their emotions and 

strategize ways to regulate their behavior. Keep in mind 

that it will probably take time for students to learn how 

to use the Calm Corner effectively but stick with it and 

you should see increased positive behavior!
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3. Desktop Dashboard
A teacher’s desk doubles as a classroom command 

center. Without effective organization, it can quickly 

become a disarray of papers and a chaotic mess of 

classroom supplies. Maximize your productivity by 

creating a desk organization system that works.

Take time to think through what kinds of organization 

you’ll need. Here are some ideas:

• Create an in/out box or a fun homework caddy to

keep track of student assignments.

• Find a desk organizer with compartments for pens,

paperclips, staplers, and other supplies to keep

them off your desk.

• Color code folders and binders by subjects,

classes, or students. This can be a good way to stay

organized but remember to keep it simple!

• Use large labels. Sure, labeling is important, but

how you label makes a difference. Make your labels

big and bold so you can easily find the materials you

need.

• Get students involved in keeping your desk and

other spaces throughout the classroom clutter-

free. Holding students accountable for keeping the

classroom organized reinforces a variety of social

and emotional skills including self-management,

responsible decision-making, and relationship skills.

Create a rotating schedule and assign students

“chores” to keep materials in their proper place.

Classroom furniture is so much more than desks and 

chairs. There are many ways to use furniture as a tool 

for reinforcing learning, including SEL. Try one or more 

of these furniture hacks in your classroom, and enjoy a 

more productive space!
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Why You Should Focus 
on Teacher Resilience 
Teachers, just like students need strong social and emotional skills. As more districts 

and schools adopt SEL standards, teachers are increasingly expected to teach these 

skills in the classroom. Yet many teachers lack a deep understanding of these skills, 

and, unfortunately, some teachers struggle with low resilience themselves. Teachers 

who understand and possess strong social and emotional skills are better, healthier, 

and happier teachers and therefore more equipped to teach both academic and social 

and emotional skills to their students.

You Can’t Teach What You Don’t Know
Whether it’s geometry, biology, or reading, educators must have foundational 

knowledge in a subject matter in order to be an effective teacher. The same is true for 

social and emotional skills: teachers must understand what these skills are and why 

they are critical for students’ success. Without proper training, teachers are more 

likely to see SEL assessments and curriculum as just “one more thing on their 

plates,” and the instruction will likely suffer as a result. Teachers are much 

more likely to be invested in SEL when they understand how these skills 

help students succeed in their academics and in life.

Teacher Well-Being Affects 
Student Well-Being and Success
Teachers are asked to do so much, and their workloads 

seem to be ever increasing. This long laundry list of daily 

requirements often results in high levels of stress. Burnout 

is too common among educators and can be caused by 

emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, low morale, and 

feelings of reduced personal accomplishment. Recent 

attention on the high rates of teacher turnover suggests 

that many teachers can significantly benefit from SEL 

programs designed at building teachers’ resilience. By 

reducing teacher stress and improving factors like their 

physical well-being and morale, educators become better 

teachers and schools have higher retention rates.
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Building Strong Bonds for Learning
In addition to building their foundational knowledge of SEL and reducing common stressors experienced by 

teachers, SEL for teachers can lead to improved relationships with students. Teachers with high levels of resilience 

display more availability to their students, are more able to effectively model social and emotional skills, and have 

more positive experiences/relationships with their students.

Building resilience in teachers is a critical component of any SEL platform. Teachers who possess strong social and emotional 

skills are better teachers, are less likely to get burned out, and tend to have stronger relationships with their students.

Aperture Education’s Evo SEL Platform helps build social and emotional skills in both students and teachers. For instance, each 

of our DESSA competencies includes a Teacher Reflection section that arms instructors with thought-provoking activities that 

will strengthen their own social and emotional skills along with their students’. Learn more by contacting our experts today.
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Planning for the 
Year Ahead

Educators are tasked with the responsibility of providing 
students with a quality education that sets them up for 
future success. Ensure your own success this year with 

strategic planning on everything from formative assessments 
to understanding what’s new in education policy.
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4 Tips to Build  
Back-to-School Resilience

Summer is winding down and it’s time to start getting ready for the fall. Before students enter your halls and 
classrooms, it’s important to focus on your own social and emotional well-being so you’re ready to tackle the year. Try 
the following tips to build your back-to-school resilience.

1. Get organized
Organization is crucial to maintaining your sanity during 
the school year. Just think about how much time you 
waste searching through email/computer files to find 
what you need, rewriting misplaced work, or trying to 
manage your calendars. Setting an organization plan now 
— and sticking to it — can help reduce stress, cut down 
on time, and make you a more effective teacher.

Take Action: Keep computer files organized by 
creating folders in your inbox for different areas of 
work. Improve time management by resisting the 
urge to check email while you are working on a task 
or project. This task-switching makes it much more 
difficult to stay focused and consumes more time than 
you might think! Check out this article for more ways 
to increase your work productivity throughout the day.

See page 24 for ideas on how to keep your classroom 

organized.

2. Keep your emotions in check
Your mood has direct impact on the behavior of your 
students. If you are overly stressed or agitated, students 
will pick up on your emotions and may react to them. 
While it’s only natural to feel frustrated or lose your 
patience, by managing your emotions and modeling 
calming behavior, you’re setting the tone to help 
students better manage their own emotions.

Take Action: If you find yourself starting to lose your 
temper, take some time to calm down. Take a deep 
breath and think about the problem. Is there a new 
approach you can try? Perhaps take the student to the 
hall and have a conversation about appropriate times 
to be loud and disruptive. Tell the student you don’t 
think he/she is a bad kid but that you have a job to do 
and need him/her to let other students learn. 

If needed, ask another staff member for help resolve a 
situation. If you need to send a student to the office, be 
sure to have a follow-up conversation with the student 
about what led up to the disciplinary action and talk about 
ways to avoid the incident in the future. You have a better 
chance of building a strong relationship with students 
when you show them respect, listen to what they have to 
say, and show them that you care about them.

See page 22 for tips on how to effectively manage stress.
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3. Establish a support network
We are constantly encouraging students to seek help from 

mentors, educators, family members, and peers. But have you 

given thought to creating your own support network? Lean on 

your peers and school leadership for advice, to trade ideas and 

to create mentoring relationships. Friends and family can also 

provide invaluable support by lending an ear on days when 

you just need to vent. You can further expand your network 

through educator-based online support networks and learning 

communities. Join one or more and share in a wealth of 

knowledge from teachers across the country. 

Take Action: Take some time before the school year starts to 

map out all the different people you can rely on, including school 

leadership, friends and family, peers, and online communities. 

Check out this article from Learn NC to help you get started.

4. Focus on creating cultural 
awareness from day one
We all know that helping students learn how to empathize with 

others is an important element of SEL. Increasing your social 

awareness of your students can help you better understand 

their perspectives and the challenges they’re dealing with outside 

of school. At the beginning of the school year, be purposeful in 

learning more about your students.

Take Action: Plan social awareness lessons and activities. Here 

are a couple of ideas to help you get started:

• Cultivating Empathy: The Best Antidote to Bullying – a 

webinar emphasizing the importance of empathy that 

focuses on the “6 Rs of anti-bullying”: Rules, Recognize, 

Report, Respond, Refuse, and Replace

• Culture Observation – includes lesson ideas, a fun hand 

gesture activity, and inspiring quotes

• Who I Am Poem – a creative activity where students write a 

poem about themselves

Taking care of yourself is critical to your ability to support students 

and cultivate their academic and social and emotional growth this 

coming school year. Putting plans in place now to reduce your own 

stress will help ensure a happy, healthy and successful school year 

for everyone.
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Ready, Set, Go! The Impact of ESSA on 
Teaching and Learning This School Year
Schools across the country are ramping up for The Every 

Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), a new federal mandate that 

goes into effect this fall. ESSA will replace No Child Left 

Behind, a federal law passed in 2002 to help bridge the 

academic achievement gap in our nation’s public school 

system. In addition to measuring academic achievement, 

ESSA will also require schools to address at least one non-

academic “other indicator” beyond traditional measures 

such as state exam scores or graduation rates. This other 

indicator must be a student measure to ensure that data 

can be separated into various subgroups.

Recently, The Education Week Research Center surveyed 

634 teachers on which other indicators they felt would 

work best in their schools. Social and emotional learning 

(SEL) received the greatest support — 23 percent of 

the teachers indicated this measure as their preferred 

choice. Other high-ranking factors include student 

engagement (19 percent), college and career readiness 

(15 percent), and student mindset (11 percent).

Educators clearly understand the importance of 

assessing the social and emotional skills of their 

students, due in part to the growing national recognition 

of the importance of these competencies. Increasingly, 

schools are putting systems in place to teach these skills. 

With quality SEL assessments, schools can measure 

students’ social and emotional competencies, utilize 

the data to guide SEL instruction, and demonstrate that 

educators and leadership are effectively implementing 

an SEL framework in their schools, districts, and states. 

In this way, quality SEL assessments can contribute to 

school accountability systems.

A handful of SEL assessments, including Aperture Ed’s 

DESSA, have sufficient reliability and validity to effectively 

measure students’ social and emotional competencies. 

The DESSA in particular is an effective formative measure 

that can be used to guide instruction within a Response 

to Intervention (RtI) framework. The full assessment can 

be administered at the beginning of the school year, and 

quick mini-probes can be administered throughout the 

year to determine if students are showing measurable 

growth. Educators can document progress as students 

attain these SEL skills and modify their instructional 

strategies if students are not making the expected gains.

Students’ social and emotional skills can be impacted by 

many factors in and out of the classroom, which makes it 

difficult to hold educators solely responsible for teaching 

these skills. Yet effective SEL instruction is essential to 

students’ success, and quality SEL assessments such as the 

DESSA can be used to ensure schools are developing and 

supporting the social and emotional skills of all students.

Contact our SEL experts to learn more about the DESSA, 

a standardized, strength-based measure of social and 

emotional competencies for grades K-8. Grounded in 

resilience theory, the DESSA helps educators measure the 

social and emotional skills related to school and life success.
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How to Benchmark for the 
Most Reliable Results

Fall is in the air and classrooms are full of new students. While everyone in the room may be in the same grade, students 

have a diverse set of learning needs. Before diving into the first lesson, teachers need to understand who knows what so 

they can adjust their instructional plans accordingly. That’s where benchmark assessments come to the rescue.

The Importance of Benchmark Assessments
Benchmark assessments give teachers a roadmap for the 

year ahead, identifying students who are on track, who are 

not quite where they need to be, and who are further along 

than expected. With benchmarking data in hand, teachers 

can tailor instruction and design interventions to ensure 

that each learner’s needs are addressed, giving every 

student the best chance for success in the year ahead.

Typically, benchmark assessments are given at designated 

periods throughout the school year to measure student 

growth — often in the fall or at the start of the school 

year, and again in the winter ahead of the spring testing 

season. Some districts may benchmark 

as often as once a month. Benchmarking provides the 

opportunity to adjust curriculum so that every student 

stays on track to meet curriculum goals.

Students can also be empowered by benchmarking. 

Their results can inform them of which areas they need 

to concentrate on improving and give them a boost in 

confidence when they see improvement during the next 

round of benchmarking. 

GET YOUR FREE 60-DAY 
TRIAL OF EVO SEL TODAY!
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Tips on Using Benchmark Data
Fall benchmarking data provides a baseline of where 

students began, and subsequent assessments 

administered throughout the school year show how 

much students have improved and where they may still 

need support. Looking at individual student benchmark 

data gives teachers insight into who needs alternative 

instruction, deeper modeling, additional practice, or 

other forms of intervention.

Besides understanding the needs of individual students, 

benchmark data also helps teachers monitor the collective 

needs of the whole class. For example, if benchmark 

results show that one or two students are struggling with 

a particular lesson, a teacher may decide to give extra 

attention or remediation to just those individuals. But if 

the benchmark data shows that the majority of the class is 

struggling, the teacher may decide to adjust her instructional 

plan to spend more time on a particular concept.

Assessment data is only powerful if teachers know 

how to collect it, if they understand it, and if they feel 

empowered to use it. Teachers can feel overwhelmed by 

the amount of data they have so it often ends up having 

little impact on instruction. To maximize the effectiveness 

of benchmarking, teachers need training and support 

in how to use the resulting data. Professional learning 

on how to analyze and act on data is critical to the 

effectiveness of benchmarking.

Benchmark assessments can be viewed as regular 

checkups to see how students are progressing throughout 

the school year. Just as we rely on periodic checkups 

with our doctors to maintain good health, benchmark 

assessments can be relied up to ensure students stay on 

track academically throughout the school year.

The benchmark assessment and data analysis process can 

be streamlined and simplified with software platforms and 

scanning tools like the ones our friends at Apperson offer. 

Contact an Apperson, Inc. assessment specialist to learn 

more about how they can help teachers better understand 

the needs of their students, tailor their teaching strategies, 

and provide every student with the support they need to 

be successful.

ApertureEd.com  /  info@ApertureEd.com  /  1.844.685.2499  /  15801 Brixham Hill Ave. Ste 150, Charlotte, NC 28277
33

Back-to-School Guide  >  Planning for the Year Ahead  >  How to Benchmark for the Most Reliable Results

http://www.apperson.com/
http://www.apertureed.com/


Why Formative Assessments are Critical
It seems we spend a big chunk of the school year focused on summative assessments. From the big end-of-unit and 

end-of-semester tests to state standardized testing, this drive toward the final test can leave many educators feeling 

pressured to hurry through the curriculum to make sure they cover all of the material. Taking a moment to check 

students’ learning along the way with formative assessments is worth the time.

These informal checks make sure students are keeping pace with a lesson. Sometimes, they may reveal that students 

don’t understand what they need to in order to move on, and other times teachers may be surprised to find that the 

test results show that a student can skip ahead. Either way, using formative assessments regularly throughout lessons 

makes sure students have achieved full comprehension by the end and will be prepared to ace those summative 

assessments!
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A Powerful Tool for 
Guiding Instruction
Formative assessments are the only type 

of assessment that can have an immediate 

impact on student learning. Whether it’s a 

traditional quiz, an exit ticket, or a short essay, 

the goal of formative assessments is to gain 

insight into students’ mastery of the material 

as they’re learning it. These quick check-ins 

help educators pivot as needed to make 

sure students are on track. The results of a 

formative assessment may mean re-teaching 

or reviewing material with the whole class. 

Or the results may reveal that one group of 

students is leaping ahead while another group 

is still working through the basics. In that 

case, lessons may need to be adjusted so that 

instruction can be differentiated appropriately 

for each group of students.

Formative assessments make teaching more 

fluid, and that can be challenging for teachers. 

After all, who likes to have their carefully 

laid plans derailed? But if a quiz or student-

reported assessment of understanding 

reveals that the majority of students just don’t 

get how colons and semicolons are used 

differently, how effective is the rest of the 

lesson going to be? Not very. With a formative 

assessment process in place, rather than 

moving on to how to use commas, a teacher 

can model again the use of colons and 

semicolons, pair students up to practice using 

them, and then have a class discussion about 

the correct answers to the practice questions. 

This kind of immediate instructional 

adjustment enables teachers to diagnose, 

address, and correct students’ misconceptions 

immediately instead of letting them become 

embedded and more difficult to correct.
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Making Formative  
Assessments a Habit
For many teachers, the formative assessment process 

will take some getting used to. These quick assessments 

may feel like constant interruptions at first, but with 

practice, teachers will come to rely on the data they 

provide. They’ll also quickly see the impact that formative 

assessments can have on improving student outcomes.

Here are three ways that educational leaders can support 

the consistent use of formative assessments.

1. Provide teachers with professional development on 

how to effectively develop, administer, and assess 

formative assessments. Then support that learning 

through ongoing coaching and professional learning 

communities.

2. Allow for flexibility and choice. Make sure teachers 

are aware that the use of formative assessments is a 

priority and implement policies and procedures that 

encourage their use. But let teachers do the rest. Don’t 

mandate types of assessments or how frequently they 

should be administered. Let teachers determine what 

works best for themselves and their students.

3. Incorporate the use of formative assessments into 

teacher performance standards and indicators.

Empowering Students with 
Formative Assessments
The ultimate goal of formative assessments is to help 

students improve their academic achievement. But 

they’re also a powerful way to build the “learning to 

learn” skills that are needed for success in college and 

careers. Formative assessments require students to 

continually reflect on their learning. Peer and self-

assessments strengthen students’ collaboration, analytic 

and problem-solving skills as well as their confidence and 

autonomy as learners.

Students’ poor performance on summative assessments 

is really a failure of formative assessments. The 

consistent use of formative assessments during lessons 

and units ensures that every student is mastering 

concepts and content along the way. They affirm that 

learning is a process, help to create a supportive learning 

environment, and improve learning outcomes.
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Food is fuel for our brains just as much as our bodies. 
Learn about the role a balanced diet plays in learning, 

discover brain-boosting foods, and review healthy 
recipes you can share throughout your school.
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Create a Healthy Appetite for  
Learning by Teaching Good Nutrition

We’ve all heard the saying, “You are what you eat.” But did you know that what you eat can affect how well you learn?

A healthy diet is vital to a student’s academic achievement. Unfortunately, many students in the United States do not 

have access to nutritious foods, and this could impact their performance in class. Help close the achievement gap 

created by poor or inadequate nutrition by educating students and their families about the importance of a healthy 

diet and recommending resources that help students gain access to healthy foods.

Food is Fuel for Learning?
Research suggests that low-income students acquire 

academic skills at a slower rate than their more affluent 

peers. This disparity is caused in part by higher stress 

levels, home environments, and financial difficulties. 

Another major contributing factor is poorer health and 

well-being due to inadequate diet.

Recent studies also indicate that nutrition impacts 

cognitive skills, behavior, and health — all factors that 

affect academic performance. Additionally, children 

without access to proper nutrition early in life can have 

slower cognitive development, and diets high in trans and 

saturated fats can have a negative effect on learning and 

memory. We also know that a healthy diet can improve 

cognitive ability, energy levels, and concentration.

Engage Both Students and 
Family Members
Healthy eating habits start at home, so it’s important to 

get the whole family involved when teaching students 

about nutrition. With some fun, family-friendly activities, 

you can educate students and their families about the 

importance of healthy eating.

START A SCHOOL GARDEN

Plant popular fruits and vegetables such as melons, 

tomatoes, peas, beans, carrots, and peppers and recruit 

parent volunteers to help maintain it. This activity is also a 

great opportunity to teach about the plant life cycle — and 

students get to eat the fruits (and veggies) of their labor!
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TEACH STUDENTS HOW TO READ NUTRITION FACTS 
LABELS ON PACKAGED FOODS AND DRINKS.

Explain how to look for healthy ingredients and how to 

tell if a food is high in unhealthy ingredients such as trans 

fats or sugar. Encourage students to go home and share 

the information with their parents.

HOST EVENTS AROUND NUTRITION.

Engage parents by asking them what types of nutrition-

related information they are interested in. Schedule a 

family night and have students prepare healthy snacks or 

a nutritious meal to serve while you discuss those topics. 

Or reach out to parents in the restaurant industry and 

invite them to share about their work.

GAINING ACCESS TO HEALTHY FOODS

Keep in mind that many students might not have access to 

nutritious foods. Share these resources with those students 

and their families to help them get the support they need.

• Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program 

(SNAP) offers nutrition assistance to millions of 

eligible low-income individuals and families and 

provides economic benefits to communities. 

• Women, Infants, and Children (WIC) is a federally 

funded program for supplemental foods, health 

care referrals, and nutrition education that’s 

available to low-income pregnant, breastfeeding, 

and non-breastfeeding postpartum women as well 

as infants and children up to age five who are found 

to be at nutritional risk.

• Child and Adult Care Food Program (CACFP) 

provides reimbursement for healthy meals and 

snacks in child care centers, family child care 

homes, after-school programs, emergency shelters, 

and adult day care programs.

• Team Nutrition offers training and technical 

assistance for food service, nutrition education 

for children and their caregivers, and school and 

community support for healthy eating and physical 

activity.

• This guidebook, compiled by the USDA provides 

helpful information on how folks can apply for food 

assistance.

A healthy diet is important for students’ health and well-

being as well as their ability to learn. Teaching students 

about good nutrition will set a foundation for a lifetime 

of healthy eating habits. Educators can take steps to 

improve students’ nutrition by educating them on how 

to follow a healthy diet. Getting parents involved is a key 

part of the process, along with helping families access 

the support that’s available to them.
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Fuel Learning: Foods that  
Support Brain Power
For educators, eating right helps us stay sharp, feel good, and have the energy to 

keep up with our students every day.

Top Brain Power Superfoods
Here are delicious, versatile foods that will give you a boost of brain power in the classroom.

MINT

Much research has linked 

mint with alertness, 

memory, and overall brain 

functioning. This herb is 

high in Vitamin A, which 

can help improve learning 

skills and increase brain 

plasticity, as well as Vitamin 

C, which may protect 

against cognitive decline.

OILY FISH

Omega-3 fats are essential 

for healthy brain function. 

Fish such as salmon, trout, 

and mackerel are excellent 

sources of this fatty acid.

DARK CHOCOLATE

Cocoa contains high 

levels of flavonoids, which 

help boost memory and 

heart health. Avoid eating 

it with milk (and even 

milk chocolate) – some 

research indicates that 

milk mitigates the benefits 

of flavonoids.

WATER

Dehydration causes 

brain tissue to shrink. 

Research also shows that 

dehydration can also 

impair short-term memory, 

cognitive function, and the 

ability to focus. Make sure 

your students are drinking 

enough water – especially 

right before a test.

WALNUTS

A good source of alpha-

linolenic acid (ALA), walnuts 

are great for promoting 

blood flow and delivering 

oxygen to the brain. Some 

research suggests that 

consuming walnuts can 

improve memory and the 

ability to learn.

AVOCADOS

Avocados are an excellent 

food that promotes brain 

health. The high levels of 

monosaturated fats help 

promote healthy blood flow 

to the brain. Additionally, 

avocados have been shown 

to reduce blood pressure, 

which is important for 

brain health because 

hypertension is a known 

risk factor for decreased 

cognitive abilities.

BERRIES

Berries such as 

blueberries, raspberries, 

blackberries, etc. boost 

brain power and may 

even help prevent 

brain disorders such 

as Alzheimer’s disease 

and dementia.

BEANS

Beans are not only an 

excellent source of 

protein, but they also 

play an important role in 

stabilizing blood sugar 

levels. The brain requires 

glucose for energy, yet it 

doesn’t have the ability 

to store it. Beans help 

provide a steady stream of 

fuel to the brain.
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Teach Your Students Healthy Eating Habits
The best way to teach students healthy habits is to demonstrate them. Students notice what you have for lunch and 

the snacks you eat. You can also promote healthy eating habits with these activities and recipes.

ACTIVITY: “EAT YOURSELF A  
RAINBOW EVERY DAY”

This lesson idea promotes healthy eating habits and 

includes a Vegetarian Zucchini Slice recipe.

RECIPE: BLACKBERRY MINT  
LIME FRUIT LEATHER

Incorporate two brain super foods into this  

fun and creative snack.

ACTIVITY: MAKE GUACAMOLE  
IN THE CLASSROOM

This mother taught her daughter’s third grade class how 

to make guacamole. This article includes the recipe, 

lesson plan, and tips and tricks.

RECIPE: BANANA SPLIT BITES

Use dark chocolate and swap out the peanuts for walnuts 

for a brain power super snack.

SCIENCE SKILL: ESTIMATING AND  
MEASURING WITH CEREAL AND RAISINS

Combine math skills with healthy foods  

in this hands-on activity.
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Conclusion
We hope this Back-to-School Playbook has helped you prepare for the year ahead. Social and emotional learning (SEL) 

is such a critical part of children’s development, and as you can see, there are many ways to incorporate it into daily 

instruction. Have fun trying out the strategies in this playbook, and have a great school year!

Contact our SEL experts if you have any questions  
or want to learn more about creating an SEL initiative at your school.
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