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INTRODUCTION 
 

The social and emotional needs of our students has always been important, however, with 

everyone living through a world-wide pandemic of Covid-19 as well as the Racial Injustices and 

protesting that have been occurring in our country, the social and emotional needs of our young 

people are at an all time high. As educators it is important that we are looking at these needs very 

closely and working collaboratively to address these ever growing concerns. 

 

Our students have experienced various levels of trauma throughout the last 6 months, and are no 

doubt carrying much of that with them to school each day, whether we are in person or schooling 

virtually. Several of our families may have suffered economic disaster, have had food shortages 

and potentially family illnesses both physical and with mental health, and a few have lost loved 

ones as a result of Covid-19.  Making space for our children to process all of this will be incredibly 

important as we move forward. This guide is meant to provide teachers, paraprofessionals, 

administrators and other staff with resources so that they can do that.  

 

The Mental Health Technology Transfer Center Network (2020), released a report “Back to School 

After Covid-19: Supporting Student and Staff Mental Health: Childhood-Trauma Learning 

Collaborative Toolkit” and made several recommendations. A few that stood out were: 

● Fostering Safety and Equity in our schools 

● Building Community 

● Acknowledging and Addressing Grief 

● Reestablishing Routine & Connection 

● Using Mindfulness to Teach Self-Regulation 

 

Many of the recommendations throughout this guide will address these topics and align with the 

Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning’s (CASEL) five social and emotional 

learning competencies - Self-awareness, Self-management, Social Awareness, Relationship Skills, 

& Decision-making (Reunite, Renew, Thrive: Social and Emotional Learning Roadmap to Reopening 

School 2020). 

 

With teachers, student support service staff, paraprofessionals, administrators, and families all 

working together, we will be able to best address the social and emotional needs of all our children.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://mhttcnetwork.org/sites/default/files/2020-07/B2S%20Toolkit%20-%20Print%20Ready3.pdf
https://mhttcnetwork.org/sites/default/files/2020-07/B2S%20Toolkit%20-%20Print%20Ready3.pdf
https://mhttcnetwork.org/sites/default/files/2020-07/B2S%20Toolkit%20-%20Print%20Ready3.pdf
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RELATIONSHIP BUILDING 
 

One of the most important things that you will do as a staff member this fall (and honestly every 

fall no matter the circumstances) is begin to build relationships with your students. Obviously 

building these relationships in person is ideal, but these relationships can also be built virtually. 

For many of us our hierarchy of needs have taken a hit and we are starting from the bottom. Most 

of us are still dealing with our psychological and safety needs and are beginning to build up our 

belongingness and love needs as well as our esteem needs. We can help our students with this, but 

first we need to build relationships and community in order to fulfill their psychological and safety 

needs. It is also recommended that you assess where your own needs are at and take steps first to 

address them.  

 
https://www.oldmission.net/2020/04/covid-19-diaries-part-2-maslows-hierarchy/ 

 

There are a number of ways that teachers can get to know their students, but below are some 

suggestions to get you started: 

● Learning student names as quickly as possible (especially if we end up going out fully 

for distance learning) 

● Find out about each student’s home life the best that you can. Knowing what parents 

are essential workers, what students may have babysitters/tutors working with them at 

home, siblings, pets, types of distractions, etc. can be really beneficial to understanding 

your students better. 

● Use Restorative Practices & Responsive Circles to build a community in your classroom. 

This really helps students to know that not only does the teacher support them, but the 

class as a whole is there for each other.  

https://www.oldmission.net/2020/04/covid-19-diaries-part-2-maslows-hierarchy/
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● Work to connect with parents/guardians early on. Creating a strong working 

relationship with the parents in the beginning can help build the relationships with the 

student and family. You may be likely to get a better response later if their child is having 

difficulties in your class.  

 

RESPONSIVE CIRCLES & RESTORATIVE PRACTICES 
The idea of responsive circles comes from our Restorative Practices training that everyone in the 

district has received. Circles can be done at any age group. Due to social distancing in the 

classroom, you may have to get creative with your “circle” set-up, and for now it may be more of a 

discussion, however as much as kids can look face to face with one another while having this 

discussion the better. Of course best judgement should be used. The International Institute for 

Restorative Practices (Smull & Wachtel, 2020) has created questions related to COVID-19 that can 

be asked in responsive circles in the classroom:  

● What have you been thinking or feeling as this crisis unfolds? 

● How are you being impacted by physical distancing, loss of income, loss of social 

connections, etc.? 

● What has been the hardest thing for you? 

● Share one thing you are doing to move forward. 

● Who is one person you can reach out to connect with? 

● What is something in your control you can do in the coming days and weeks? 

These discussions are really imperative to have in the first week of school. While not all students 

have suffered trauma due to Covid-19, many have and many may not realize they have and they 

may not display typical signs of trauma. Having these conversations in the safety of your 

classrooms will be important for our students to start to heal and be able to move forward 

academically.  

It is important to be honest with students when answering their questions, and acknowledging 

that we may not have all the answers. There is still a lot of uncertainty around Covid-19 as well as 

around the racial injustice issues our country is facing. In particular with Covid-19, letting the 

students know how important it is that we all do our part at school to keep things safe is one way 

to help ease the student’s minds.  

Building a community is a key tenet of restorative practices. Not only should we be using this to 

build relationships and community within our classrooms and buildings now with all the stressful 

protocols, but we should remember to be using restorative questions all the time throughout the 

school year, even when we eventually come out of all of this. If you encounter a problem in your 

classroom, please remember to use these questions/language to address it with students (Smull 

& Wachtel, 2020):  
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● What did you think when you realized what had happened? 

● What impact has this incident had on you and others? 

● What has been the hardest thing for you? 

● What do you think needs to happen to make things right? 

 

From SELspace on Facebook 

OTHER RELATIONSHIP BUILDING ACTIVITIES 
Find various ways that you can build relationships with your students and create a classroom 

community. Here are just a few suggestions: 

 

● Designate a day or some carved out time for a fun classroom activity. Wearing masks 

all day and being socially distanced from one another while still worrying about the 

Coronavirus, will be very stressful for many. Allowing time to take “academic” breaks and 

just blow off steam in a safe way will be important to everyone’s mental health.  

● Allow for conversations as they may come up with students. There may be times that 

worried students bring up conversations that they feel they need to talk about. It may not 

be the “right time”, but it is important to acknowledge that and say “when we’re done with 

this, I promise we will get back to your concerns” and allow for the discussion to take place 

at a more appropriate time. Remember that students need to feel safe within the school, 

and having these discussions may be what they need to feel comfortable. If you think it is 

more of a private conversation, just be sure to get to it with the student when the time is 

right, but before they leave for the day.  

● For students during Distance Learning, sending personalized emails of 

encouragement and/or feedback (or notes in the snail mail if that’s more your thing) can 

be really helpful for students to build their relationship with you. This will be especially 

helpful for students who are struggling with distance learning or who in particular do not 

like school.  

Additional Resources: 
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● Greater Good in Education “Connecting With Students” - activities to do with students 

● Search Institute - Building Developmental Relationships During the Covid-19 Crisis - 

checklist for ways to build relationships with students in school & distance learning 

● CASEL’s “SEL 3 Signature Practices Playbook: A Tool That Supports Systemic SEL” 

● 10 Powerful Community Building Ideas - these are not all designed to be Covid friendly, 

but many can be easily adapted. 

CREATING ROUTINES & PROCEDURES 

● Create routine within your classroom. Many of our students have been without any type 

of routine for months, and many studies have indicated that students feel safer when there 

are clear routines and structures. Creating this in your classroom will help build that feeling 

of community allowing students to feel safe within the environment.  

● Participating in School-wide Programs & Activities. This also helps to create a structure 

and routine for your students. If your building has an established PBIS program and/or SEL 

curriculum, it is important that it is being referred to and used within the classroom. These 

programs are not only meant to help address the social and emotional needs of students, 

but to create structure within their day. This structure can positively contribute to a 

student’s social and emotional health.  

● For younger grades, assign classroom tasks to students. Having classroom tasks in a 

normal school year often creates a sense of being a part of a community. It may be even 

more important now to also serve as a distraction for students who may be lost in their 

own thoughts about the coronavirus.  

STUDENT MENTAL HEALTH CHECK-IN’S 

Doing daily informal check-in with the students to see how they are doing will be important during 

this time. These should be done both in-person and virtually. This can be done with a simple verbal 

“how are you doing today on a scale of 1 to 5?” or through quick google form surveys, etc. Find a 

few resources below:  

● Verbal questions: 

○ “How are you doing today on a scale of 1 to 5, with 1 being not good and 5 being 

great!” 

○ “How are you feeling about today in one word?” 

● Google Form Wellness Check in (sample questions - no need to use them all, customize 

for your classroom) 

● Post-it Note Check in: 

○ Each student writes on the sticky side of their post-it their name and then places it 

on the chart where it fits best for them. The teacher can then follow-up with the 

students who are struggling.  

https://ggie.berkeley.edu/collection/connecting-with-students/
https://www.search-institute.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/Coronavirus-checklist-Search-Institute.pdf
https://schoolguide.casel.org/resource/three-signature-sel-practices-for-adult-learning/
https://www.edutopia.org/article/10-powerful-community-building-ideas
https://forms.gle/E2cy3HEL69HU4tXP9
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○ Sample board here: 

https://www.goodmorningamerica.com/wellness/story/teacher-created-mental-

health-check-chart-students-now-62169283 

WHAT TO DO AFTER THE CHECK-IN 

Once you have checked in with the students, it will be important to follow up with those students 

who are struggling. You may be able to offer support enough for the student in the classroom, or 

it may be necessary for them to connect with the school counselor, school psychologist or the 

social worker.  

● Ask the student what they might need in the classroom in order to feel supported. 

Recognize that some students may just need a break or a “pass” that day. Maybe they need 

a quick stretch break or something else that can easily be accommodated in the classroom. 

If not, then they may need to see a student support staff member.  

● Acknowledging how the student is feeling without placing your own feelings on the 

student is VERY important. If you feel it is helpful to share that you are feeling similarly 

and you’ll get through this together, that is fine. However, saying things like “I know you’re 

having a hard time, but we’re all struggling with this” or “I know you’re having a hard time, 

but we have to just figure out how to get our work done”, or anything of that nature, are not 

helpful and only serve to invalidate the student’s feelings. So validate the feelings, ask what 

you can do to help the student (and it might just be giving space), and formulating a plan 

with the student will be most helpful in getting the student to move forward.  

● Know the procedure in your building for students going to see the school counselor, 

school psychologist or social worker. Allow the student to access these services when 

needed. The goal is to help get the student the support they need to eventually be able to 

return to the classroom for learning.  

ADDRESSING RACIAL INJUSTICE IN THE CLASSROOM 

Covid-19 has not been the only stressor on some of our students. Students have also been impacted 

by the death of George Floyd, protests, and other racial injustices that are occurring in our country. 

It is important that we are acknowledging and addressing these issues with our students as well. 

We have compiled a few resources geared towards educators that can help you in talking about 

race within your classroom: 

● Teaching Tolerance - “Let’s Talk!: Discussing Race, Racism, and Other Difficult Topics 

with Students” 

● The National Network of State Teachers of the Year - various resources on teaching 

equity as well as videos on “Courageous Conversations About Race In Schools” 

● Anti-Defamation League (ADL) - “How Should I Talk About Race in My Mostly White 

Classroom” 

https://www.goodmorningamerica.com/wellness/story/teacher-created-mental-health-check-chart-students-now-62169283
https://www.goodmorningamerica.com/wellness/story/teacher-created-mental-health-check-chart-students-now-62169283
http://www.tolerance.org/sites/default/files/general/TT%20Difficult%20Conversations%20web.pdf
http://www.tolerance.org/sites/default/files/general/TT%20Difficult%20Conversations%20web.pdf
http://www.nnstoy.org/social-justice-equity-education/
https://www.adl.org/education/resources/tools-and-strategies/how-should-i-talk-about-race-in-my-mostly-white-classroom
https://www.adl.org/education/resources/tools-and-strategies/how-should-i-talk-about-race-in-my-mostly-white-classroom
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● National Education Association (NEA) - “Racial Injustice in Education: A Resource 

Guide” 

● Links on How to Engage Students in Conversations About Race 

SUPPORTING STUDENTS VIRTUALLY 

It is really important for us to be supporting student’s social and emotional health even when we 

are virtual. A lot of this document still pertains and can easily be adapted to the virtual 

environment. Other ideas for supporting SEL virtually: 

● Spend the first few minutes of virtual meetings checking in with students. 

● Don’t be afraid to allow time for games, discussions, etc. that will allow some release of 

stress for students. This will also help to build your relationship with your students. 

● “Virtual Classroom” routines are still important as much as they can be established. Outline 

your expectations early on. 

● Remember that the amount of time students spend “online” working will not be the same 

as in the classroom. Spending too much time “online” can be counterproductive and take a 

toll on student (and staff) mental health. 

● Provide 1:1 support where appropriate and where you are able as a teacher. Student 

support staff are available to help kids work through emotions, struggles, etc. Do not feel 

like you have to take on this role. 

● Let students know that student support staff are available to talk with students as needed 

and let them know how they can connect with those individuals. 

Helping Teens Transition to Distance Learning (Ferguson, Thomas & Light, 2020) 

As the brain and body develop, adolescents (aged 13-18), crave social interactions to better 

understand the world and how they fit into it. As they grow, their social circle expands from the 

family to external social networks, including friends, teachers, and other mentoring adults.  

● Adolescents miss their friends. While in many cases they see friends online, they are 

unable to have informal conversations with peers. 

● Adolescents miss supportive adult relationships. These relationships are with each of 

you in the building. 

● Adolescents are deeply concerned about the current social context. They are 

concerned about COVID-19, the shutting down of the country, police brutality protests, all 

of which has intensified their sense of stress. 

There are strategies we can all encourage, to lessen the increased stress and isolation our students 

are experiencing.  

● Teens can be social but from a distance. They can talk on the phone, text, video chat, and 
use social media 

● Teens can try using meditation and exercise to help them relax 

https://neaedjustice.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/Racial-Justice-in-Education.pdf
https://neaedjustice.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/Racial-Justice-in-Education.pdf
https://drive.google.com/drive/u/0/my-drive
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● Teens can engage in activities that usually bring them pleasure. Art, reading, sports, 

photography or other hobbies are some activities to encourage 

● Teens can use the outdoors. They can take a long walk or run through a park and learn 

that natural settings are soothing 

● Teens can make a plan for each day. These plans can include doing work, relaxing, and 

connecting with friends 

● Teens can talk to someone they trust about their thoughts and feelings 

 

CONCLUSION 
 

Helping students with their social and emotional needs is critical at this time. Students need to 

have their basic needs met before they will be able to perform academically. As a staff we need to 

create a caring, supportive and nurturing environment that will allow students to heal from the 

traumas of the last six months (and even longer for some students) and move forward. It will be 

imperative that we work together, support one another, and provide our students with the safe 

space in which to heal and grow. There is no doubt that the small and caring community of 

educators in the Lebanon Public Schools District will do just that.  
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