
Starting the school year with... 

Connection, 
Community and Calm 

“Start with connection and relationship, mental health will follow.”

— Advice to educators from Lillian, Ontario grade 12 student and member of ThriveSMH

As we return to school, prioritizing mental health and well-being is essential. Strong connections (relationships), 
a sense of community and belonging, and access to a range of calming strategies (as well as the space 
to use strategies that already work for students) can support a smooth transition. As educators, we know 
student mental health and well-being are foundational to learning. When students feel welcome and 
included, they are more likely to experience a sense of wellness and belonging and be ready to engage in all 
that school has to offer.

Reflection and preparation
As we prepare to start the school year, think intentionally about how to promote connection, community 
and calm. 

REFLECTION AND PREPARATION

REFLECTION AND PREPARATION

Cultural Humility Self-Reflection Tool 
for School Staff
This self-reflection tool has been designed to help you to explore, and then 
reflect upon, your individual cultural humility as a school staff member. The 
self-reflection tool prompts you to consider your skills, knowledge and self-
awareness when supporting students and engaging with parents/caregivers 
and colleagues who don’t share your culture and identities. Reflecting 
deeply on your own personal values, beliefs and biases is an important step 
towards providing identity-affirming supports to students. When you enter 
the relationship with cultural humility, you can engage in more authentic 
interactions that promote better mental health for the students you support.

Naturally, a self-reflection tool cannot elicit cultural 
humility in and of itself. It is a touchpoint that may help  
you in gauging your abilities, knowledge and confidence 
in this area, and in identifying areas in which you would 
benefit from professional learning and growth. The self-
reflection tool may help you to be self-reflective in terms 
of identities and intersectionalities when engaging with 
students and colleagues. 

Note that the term ‘culture’ need not be restricted to race, 
ethnicity and ancestry. In its broader sense, culture includes 
the beliefs, common experiences and ways of being in the 
world that may be shared by people with characteristics 
in common, such as people who are differently abled, 
members of faith and spiritual communities, those who 
identify as 2S/LGBTQIA+,  
and more. 

Finally, it is important to note that self-reflection related 
to cultural humility is part of a wider process of learning 
and growth. Individual learning, dialogue with colleagues, 
participation in professional learning opportunities and 
networking with colleagues are all ways to build skill and 
knowledge with respect to providing identity affirming 
supports for students.

What is Cultural Humility?
The term ‘cultural humility’ was created by Melanie 
Tervalon and Jann Murray-Garcia (1998). This concept 
was originally developed to identify and address the power 
imbalance in the healthcare field. Now, the concept of 
cultural humility is widely practiced in various sectors that 
support students, including education. Cultural humility 
incorporates principles such as: 

1. A lifelong commitment to self-evaluation and  
self-critique. 

2. Redressing power dynamics and imbalances while 
developing partnerships with communities and those 
advocating for change.

3. Continuous reflection and critique at the institutional 
level with considerations to race, ethnicity, culture, 
language, sexual orientation, and class. 

"Cultural humility means admitting that one does not know 
and is willing to learn from patients about their experiences, 
while being aware of one’s own embeddedness in culture(s)” 
(Lekas, Pahl, & Lewis, 2020).
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Reflect on your social location and biases and how they may impact your work. 
Consider how self-awareness can enhance identity-affirming support for every student.

Suggested resource: Cultural Humility Tool
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What is this?
This reflection tool is designed to prompt thinking about building a mentally healthy class 
community, to spark ideas for actions that enhance conditions for learning, and to provide 
possible strategies to support student mental health and well-being.

Why might I find it helpful? 
When students feel safe, welcome, and included, they experience a sense of wellness and 
belonging and are more likely to be ready for learning. As a caring educator, you are already 
creating conditions for a mentally healthy class community, whether virtually or in-person. This 
reflection tool will help you to think through an anti-oppressive lens when supporting student 
mental health, by providing questions to prompt you to reflect on your practices explicitly and 
intentionally. It may also help you to identify strengths and areas for action, improvement, and 
growth. 

Reflection Tool  
for Educators
Guiding Questions for Building a Mentally 
Healthy Class Community

How is this tool organized?
The reflection questions are organized using the 
five categories in Tier 1 of the Aligned & Integrated 
Model (AIM). Tier 1 is the essential work you and 
other caring adults in your school community 
do every day. This work includes your efforts to 
welcome and include students, to understand 
them and build knowledge of mental health, 
to promote mentally healthy habits and to 
partner with parents, students and other 
staff to create a supportive environment 
and good conditions for learning. Note that 
this is set on the strong foundations of 
a health-promoting school. Learn more 
about the Canadian Healthy School 
Standards to expand your knowledge in 
this area.
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Reflect on your practices explicitly and intentionally and consider the role you play in 
co-creating a welcoming, inclusive classroom environment. For example:

•	 ensure classroom materials reflect a diversity of identities, cultures and communities 
•	 invite students to participate in decisions about what works best for them
•	 include and value parents/caregivers 

Suggested resource: Mentally Healthy Classroom Reflection Tool
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Tools to help
Promoting connection, community and the use of calming 
strategies doesn’t have to be complicated. It can be woven into 
routines, connected to curriculum and included in everyday 
learning opportunities. Everything from a quick check-in to caring 
conversations, building coping skills and supporting connections 
makes a difference—and there are a variety of tools to help. 

Here is a practical set of activities in a student-facing slide deck 
format. It includes:

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES 

ACTIVITIES

Activities to build relationships, get to know each other and get students thinking about 
their preferences, skills, talents and strengths. This can help create a caring connection and 
show interest in students’ unique identities. It can also provide students with an opportunity 
to share about themselves, build a sense of community as you learn about each other and 
reflect on activities and interests that support their well-being.

Calming strategies are things we can do to help our minds and bodies feel more steady, 
focused and balanced—especially during times of stress or overwhelm. Everyone feels calm 
in different ways. For some, calm feels quiet; for others, it feels energized and active. What’s 
important is that students are supported to recognize what works for them, and that schools 
create environments where all forms of healthy self-regulation are respected, welcomed  
and encouraged.

There is no one-size-fits-all approach. Different strategies work in different grades, with different students and 
at different stages of development. These slides are intended to offer options and spark ideas. As you review 
them, choose what works best for your class. Consider students in your classroom and their varied identities 
and experiences. Is there anything you would add or adapt from a cultural, identity or faith perspective? 

“A community is where you feel at home.”

— Nimkiins/Connor Lafortune. From: Life Promotion Toolkit by Indigenous Youth

Connection, Community and Calm 
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Additional resources 
Additional resources to create community, connection and calm in your classroom: 

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES 

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES 

The First 10 Days (and Beyond)
Creating Caring Connections and Supporting Student Mental Health 
and Well-Being

Background to this resource
The First 10 Days resource was created by practicing school mental health professionals and educators, alongside 
School Mental Health Ontario. It is not meant to be prescriptive. It offers a range of ideas to help you to get the 
school year off to a good start. You can certainly substitute different activities or modify strategies to fit with your 
class grade and complement. You can stretch the learning over more than ten days or condense it into fewer days. 
You know your students best. The ideas here are meant to spark ideas. 

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

Ideas within the First 10 Days are meant to be used 
universally, class-wide. All students will benefit from 
a chance to debrief, build relationships, feel a sense 
of safety and belonging, calm anxiety, and re-engage 
with learning when they return to school. 

As such, this resource highlights wellness promotion 
strategies (tier 1), that can be differentiated to help 
every student with the transition back to school. 
Some students will benefit from many of these 
strategies, plus perhaps more time, and more 
support, to re-engage with school (tier 2). A smaller 
number of students will experience significant 
mental health needs, requiring urgent and/or 
intensive professional mental health services (tier 3). 

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

The First 10 Days is meant to be a flexible resource. While it is designed for use in a physical classroom setting, you 
can modify many of the ideas for remote learning. Although there are certainly important differences between a 
face-to-face and a virtual learning environment, relationship- building strategies translate well between these two 
modalities. 
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The First Ten Days (and Beyond) offers a range of activities to help start the school 
year or reestablish connections following a break. The activities are adaptable for 
students of all ages and are meant to help create a welcoming and identity-affirming 
learning environment.
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Kindergarten Connections • Lesson 1

Did you know?

 ` Simple daily actions, like warmly welcoming students at the beginning of the day and following transitions, such 
as recess, not only build positive relationships and an inclusive environment but also foster a sense of trust and 
connection and build the architecture of your young students’ developing brains.

 ` Regular teaching practices, such as the sample below, not only support student learning but also help to support 
the mental health and well-being of kindergarten students. Some educators report that engaging in these practices 
along with their students provides an opportunity for them to catch their breath, check in with themselves and 
experience benefits from many of the strategies.

The following activities will complement the learning expectations found in the Self-Regulation and Well-Being Frame of the 
Kindergarten Program. 

CHECK-IN CURRICULUM CONNECTIONS

Teddy Bear Check-In 

Possible conversation prompts:

• “Which teddy bear best shows the way you are  
feeling today?”

• “How do you think the first teddy bear is feeling?  
Why do you think that?”

Overall expectation

• Communicate with others in a variety of ways, for a 
variety of purposes, and in a variety of contexts.

This activity will help students identify feelings and 
emotions in themselves and others, explain why they might 
be feeling that way, and use words to identify the meaning 
of their own and others’ expressive language (e.g., body 
language, facial expression)

ACTIVITY

PARTNER

Hot Chocolate 
Breathing Video 
just press play!

Breathing is just one possible strategy to help students with managing strong 
emotions. Different strategies work for different students. 

Consider using the Virtual Field trips, in the future, to share a variety of strategies 
(muscle relaxation, distraction, etc.) over time. This can help students learn which 
strategies work best for them.

Activity cards for home
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Deep belly 
breathing

Social-emotional learning supports mental health through life

• Now, ask your child to breathe in deeply through their nose,  
filling the belly with breath. 

• Point out how hands move out.  

• Encourage them to hold their breath.  

• Slowly breathe out through the mouth to feel  
the stomach contract and hands move in. 

• Repeat 5-6 times.  

• Practice deep belly breathing any time your child seems stressed or upset.

Get ready Go
1. Have your child get 

comfortable by either standing 
or sitting. Encourage them to 
keep their back straight, and 
shoulders and head relaxed. 

2. If they’re comfortable with it, 
ask them to close their eyes.  

3. Have your child place their 
hands flat on their stomach.

Consider sharing this activity card with families and caregivers so they 
can practice deep belly breathing with their child to provide a connection 
to learning happening at school. 

Here is a sample of what you could include in your communication:

“Today our class did a deep breathing activity as a possible strategy to help students 
when they are feeling overwhelmed or experiencing big feelings. Here is another deep 
breathing activity in case you would like to continue the learning at home, as well as a 
prompt to facilitate a conversation with your child. 

‘I heard you tried something called Hot Chocolate Breathing today. How did you feel 
after taking those big breaths and cooling off your imaginary hot chocolate? Do you 
want to try another breathing activity together?’”
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Kindergarten Connections offers brief mental health promotion activities that can be 
integrated into daily learning. They include built-in ideas and communication to share 
with parents and caregivers.

1 2 3 4 5

Start Well
Five days of ready to use activities to 
connect, calm and begin your day 
This resource is designed to help you and your students start the day, whether 
virtual or in-person, in a good way! Included are 5 days of ready to use learning 
activities designed to promote connection and calm and give you a chance as an 
educator to catch your breath. Each activity is designed to take approximately 15 
minutes in total and can be used at the start of your day or following a transition in 
your day.

As you review these activities, consider your students - their varied strengths, needs, 
identities and experiences. Is there anything you would want to add or adapt from a 
culture, identity, or faith perspective? Any students that you might wish to check-in 
with in particular? These learning activities provide starting places for you, but you 
know your students best and can use your professional judgement in applying these 
ideas. 

We hope this resource will provide both you and your students, an opportunity to 
explore strategies to use when feeling stressed or overwhelmed. Each of us is 
unique and strategies that work for some might not work for others, and that is 
okay. Included with the activities are some simple extension activities for use by 
parents and caregivers. 

Be gentle with yourself. You've got this!
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Start Well offers five days of ready-to-use learning activities designed to promote 
connection and calm in an elementary classroom. These quick activities can be used 
at the start of a school day or following a transition. 

Wayfinder helps educators take the guesswork out of mental health promotion and 
literacy planning through a sequenced guide to a variety of mental health lessons and 
activities organized by grade (K – 12). 

Contact us
Stay informed! Subscribe to our mailing list.
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