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Mentally Healthy Return to School
Following Winter Break and Beyond
This has been a school year filled with both opportunities and challenges, a
year like no other. Educators have welcomed students back to learning after
the winter break—pivoting to remote learning and continuing to support
students learning and well-being.

Reflect
Every day, educators and students are exposed to big and small challenges. This year
we have seen educators and students rise to the challenge in innovative and creative
ways—connecting and building meaningful relationships with students and families.
While everyone’s experience during COVID-19 is unique, feeling upset or worried is a
very common reaction. During the COVID-19 pandemic, some of these feelings have
been magnified. Many have experienced disappointments and disruptions, like missed
family gatherings, lack of access to recreational activities, and inability to be with
friends. As an educator, you can help to normalize these feelings, and continue to build
caring classroom environments both remotely and in person.

What do I say?
In your role as an educator, you can help to support all students who may be
experiencing a range of emotions at this time. The following chart contains a sample
of some helpful language to support students as they make their way through this
challenging time. Refer to our complete info sheet — Loss, Grief, and Bereavement
during the COVID-19 Pandemic for more detailed information.
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All students

Mentally Healthy Return to School
Following Winter Break and Beyond

ACKNOWLEDGE

BRIDGE

CONNECT

ACKNOWLEDGE that
students may feel a sense of
loss during the pandemic.

BRIDGE the sense of loss that
students may feel with the
notion of collective loss.

CONNECT students to ways
that others have found to
cope with loss

Say things like:

Say things like:

Say things like:

• A lot of us are missing
things we used to take for
granted. If you could wave
a magic wand, what would
be two things you would
wish for right now?

•

• The community has tried
to help families with
things like drive-pass
birthday wishes, signs
in windows, and chalk
pictures on sidewalks.
Have you seen any?

• It’s okay to feel sad or
upset about things you
are missing because of
the pandemic.

The pandemic is different
for everyone, but most
people could name one or
two things they have lost
because of it.

• When we hear about other
people’s losses, we may
feel sad about that. Feeling
empathy for others is kind
and caring.
• It’s important to remember
that even though there
have been losses, there
have also been gains.
What is something good
that has happened?

Some
students

• Have you noticed ways
that people are coping
with all of the changes
from the pandemic?
• Sometimes it is good to try
to find a silver lining after a
loss. Can you think of any
silver linings?

ACKNOWLEDGE that there
are times when everyone
feels upset, and that you
have noticed that the student
is struggling.

BRIDGE the student’s
emotions and behaviors with
the pandemic experience,
and remind them of coping
skills that can help.

CONNECT students who
need more support with
resources, school mental
health professionals or
other helpers.

Say things like:

Say things like:

Say things like:

• Many students are feeling
upset these days because
it feels like everything is
going wrong, and they are
missing out on things that
they were really looking
forward to.

• Some students tell me
that when things start to
weigh down on them it
can help to use some
coping strategies. Want
to try some with me?

• There are some helpful
resources online that
some students are using
to help them cope.
Here are a few to try.

• Students say that
sometimes it feels like it’s
one thing after another and
like it won’t ever get better.
• I’ve noticed you seem to
be feeling upset a lot these
days. Would you like to talk
about it?

• What has helped you in
the past when you have
been feeling down or
overwhelmed?

• There are people who work
with our school who have
special training with mental
health and coping. Would
you consider talking to my
colleague Sue?
• What can I do to support
you as you navigate things
at school. Do you need
more time on the next
assignment?
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What can I do?
Whether your students are learning face to face or in a virtual environment, building and maintaining relationships
continues to be key. The following strategies can help support students as they transition back to learning after the
winter break or from remote to in-class learning:
• Anticipate significant fatigue and sleepiness, particularly among adolescents. More gradually reintroduce
academic rigour compared with previous years, with a shift in focus and expectations on social and emotional
well-being, self-efficacy and adaptive skills.
• Re-teach expectations and routines, and be patient and positive (and non-punitive) when reinforcing and
reminding about physical distancing requirements.
• Consider refraining from introducing new academic content until routines are firmly re-established. Allow extra
time for transition.
• Role model the behaviours and coping strategies you are hoping the students will follow.
• Consider opportunities for students to work cooperatively, feel empowered and assist others, which can prove
restorative following significant disruption and collective stress.
• Provide students opportunities to voice concerns, challenges and needs.

Resources
Finding ways to nurture relationships and continuing to build connections and community will help students as
they transition back to school. It’s important to provide ongoing opportunities for students to continue to learn and
practice skills to manage the emotions and challenges they may encounter in coming weeks and months. As they
learn ways for supporting their mental health, students can create a toolbox of strategies to practise throughout the
year inside and outside of school. Here are some resources you may find helpful.
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The First 10 Days (and Beyond)

Class
Conversation
Starters

Creating Caring Connections and Supporting Student Mental Health and
Well-Being During the Return to School

Getting ready
It is the start of a school year like no other. Something none of us prepared for, and for which there are few
roadmaps or signposts to guide us. We are welcoming students back to school during a moment in time when
there are more questions than answers. So, how do we proceed?
We proceed together.
It is possible to prepare for the future without knowing what it will be. The primary way to prepare for the unknown
is to attend to the quality of our relationships, to how well we know and trust one another. Wheatley (2004) Disturb
Me, Please
We learn.
We need to learn about safety protocols and, in some settings, find strategies for straddling physical and remote
learning. But to truly receive students well, honouring the vast range of experiences and emotions that they will bring
in their backpacks, we need to educate ourselves about other things too.
We need to reflect deeply on instances of systemic racism and anti-Black racism, anti-Asian racism and antiIndigenous racism in our society, and on the inequities that have been amplified through the pandemic. We need
to see students as they begin this school year, and give them space to tell their story. We need to ground this work
in anti-racist and anti-oppressive practices. And we need to learn how to prioritize mental health and well-being at
school, and build confidence in noticing when students might require a helping hand in this area.
We build on what we know.
Every school board in Ontario has a mental health strategy and action plan. We can build on these foundations and
mobilize existing resources and supports to ensure we are ready to serve students’ mental health needs. Your board
mental health leader, and your superintendent with responsibility for mental health, have developed a plan for a
mentally healthy return to school that is rooted in your board’s foundational work. In the same way, you should build
on your board’s work in equity and inclusion.
We connect the dots.
We need to think in integrated ways, and save time and energy where we can. In the midst of the difficulty, loss
and disruption, the pandemic has revealed efficiencies and innovations, and new opportunities for collaboration
and sharing. We can look for ways to connect and share ideas and resources across schools and boards, and with
community partners.
We remain flexible.
No one knows what the future holds. Plans we create today may need to change tomorrow. We can be gentle with
ourselves, and each other, and keep doing the best we can.
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The First 10 Days
(and Beyond)

Four Finger
Affirmations
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Select four words that
make you feel calm and
confident. It might be a
sentence or just four words.
Examples: “I am loved today”
“I believe in me”
“Breathe, listen, smile, love”
“I can handle this”
Each word you have chosen will match a
finger on your hand.

Keep In Mind
• The more you say this
to yourself the more
you will feel that what
you say is true.

Class Conversation
Starters

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

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

Social-Emotional Learning
Classroom Posters
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