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Creating Opportunities for Post Traumatic Growth 
 
All of us, including you and your students, have been through a lot, and many are still dealing 
with everything that has come with COVID-19. This includes individual and communal grief and 
loss, hunger, neglect, and even abuse. The generalized emotional distress and instability among 
adults in children’s lives, as well as exposure to adult conversations and media, is likely only 
adding to children’s fears, anxieties, and worries. All of these factors have upended their sense 
of safety and security and induced feelings of powerlessness. 
  
Students need to feel and know that their educators understand what they are going through. 
For that, educators need to acknowledge the challenges each student is facing at home and in 
their communities. That acknowledgment should be so strong and direct that students feel 
safe, comfortable, and seen. When educators acknowledge the significant challenges that 
students face outside of the classroom, students gain a greater sense of school belonging and 
they are more likely to succeed in and out of the classroom. 
  
In this manual, we use the term educators to include all the staff in the school who have as 
their primary objective fostering children and youth’s educational success. 
  
For some children and families, school is no longer the one place that provided them with a 
consistent sense of order and safety, since school was not able to be there for them during this 
time of need. For too many students and families, continuing to learn at home became 
impossible despite their desire to do so.  
  
At the start of the academic year, many of your students will appear to be perfectly fine. They 
will appear happy and ready to learn. This is not to be mistaken for being unaffected by the 
pandemic. It has affected us all. One of children’s primary coping mechanisms is the 
combination of suppressing, ignoring, distracting, denying, and compartmentalizing, especially 
when they cannot control the events that are happening in their lives.  
  
After the initial newness of the re-start of school, many students’ psychological and emotional 
distress will begin to show up in their behavior long before they are able or willing to verbalize 
what they are feeling—extra care and patience will be required. Students’ behaviors will range 
from being easily irritated and verbally or physically aggressive, to being anxious and clingy, to 
being fearful and withdrawn. 
  
COVID-19 has—on a scale greater than any other disaster in recent history—dramatically 
increased the number of factors that place children at-risk for poor educational and life 
outcomes. As the primary social institution that has consistent and frequent contact with 
children and also has as its core mission providing positive, developmentally supportive 
experiences, schools will be responsible for mitigating as many of those risk factors as 
possible. This can be accomplished through recognizing and identifying students in need of 
additional supports, providing and strengthening their external protective factors, explicitly 
teaching them healthy coping skills for resilience, and providing daily opportunities to practice 
those skills. 
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In your roles as educators, you can provide and help students develop the following protective 
factors. Your support and intervention can pave the way for decreasing or, in some cases, 
completely preventing developmentally detrimental effects. 
  
Below are some examples of how you, as educators, help your students: 
 

POSITIVE, SUPPORTIVE RELATIONSHIPS:  Children and youth with even the most extreme 
histories of traumatic experiences can heal, learn, grow, and thrive when they have at least 
one supportive relationship with an adult. This is one of the few that resources schools have 
in abundance. 
  
EXPERIENCING CONTROL AND AUTONOMY:  Counter the feelings of loss of control or 
helplessness that come with disasters by giving students voice and choice at school. 
Providing choices between a limited number of high interest and engaging activities and 
anchor charts that promote independence can increase students’ sense of control and 
autonomy in the midst of disasters.  
  
EMOTIONAL RECOGNITION AND SKILLS:  Learning to recognize and name the emotions 
swirling inside can help children respond thoughtfully rather than react reflexively. Teach 
students to recognize their internal emotional cues, name them, and connect them with 
calming strategies. 
  
SOCIAL COMPETENCE AND CONNECTION:  Help students ask for help from their educators 
and peers by directly instructing on identifying and expressing needs and requesting 
assistance. Further their willingness to engage in collective support by facilitating 
opportunities to practice collective decision-making. 
  
PROBLEM SOLVING SKILLS:  Problem solving skills are essential for success in education and 
life. Teaching students the skills of conflict resolution, non-violent communication, and 
methods of understanding and solving problems empower students to make the right choice 
in the face of tough decisions. When provided opportunities to do so collectively students 
can practice in a safe environment. 
  
ACHIEVEMENT AND MOTIVATION:  Consistently holding high expectations while ensuring 
equitable access to appropriate supports allows for celebrating genuine effort and valuing 
persistence. Approaching students with a growth mindset teaches students the value of 
taking academic risks and learning from mistakes.  
  
ENGAGEMENT IN RELEVANT LEARNING ACTIVITIES:  Connecting learning activities to what 
is happening in students’ lives outside of school raises interest and engagement for what is 
happening inside the classroom. It also communicates to students that they don’t have to 
“leave their problems at the classroom door.”  
  
FEELING A SENSE OF BELONGING TO ONE’S COMMUNITY: Student connectedness and 
belonging are stronger predictors of student persistence and attainment than grades or prior 
history of school success. Take care to ensure that your discipline practices don’t damage 
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students' sense of belonging to the school and classroom community and use restorative 
practices whenever possible.  
  
PROMOTING A SENSE OF PURPOSE:  Finding ways for students to engage in service actions 
gives them agency and a sense of purpose by contributing in meaningful ways to help others. 
There are many developmentally appropriate actions such as young children making thank 
you cards, older elementary students conducting a food drive, and middle school students 
preparing meal boxes.  

 
Post-traumatic growth and the development of resilience—the adaptive process that allows 
us to navigate effectively through stress and traumatic events—are most likely to occur in 
schools that provide psychological and emotional safety, teach and help students to practice 
positive coping skills, are free from harsh consequences, and create a supportive peer 
environment where students exchange ideas and support.  
  

Social and emotional wellness will need to be the primary curriculum 
at the start of the coming academic year to enable students to 

successfully engage in the rigors of academic learning. 
  
Don’t forget the broader community in building up students’ protective factors. This includes 
students’ families and the community in which the school is located. Consider local businesses 
and nonprofits that would be helpful to connect with and bring into the school building to help 
meet the needs of students and families. Open the schoolhouse doors to co-host community 
events that connect to financial, employment, utility and housing assistance, parenting support, 
emotional and mental health resources, and food or clothing giveaways. Providing 
opportunities to connect with community supports will equip caregivers to be even more 
supportive of their children and, in turn, strengthen the most important layer of protection. 
  
This final idea may come last, but it is the first and most important factor: Educators are best 
able to help children experience wellness when they themselves are on a path to wellness. 
This may begin with taking steps to manage your own anxiety and grief before engaging with 
students. Acknowledge your own need for healing; begin and continue to engage in regular 
self-care to model and be your best for students. Your own self-care is a protective factor for 
you and your students. 
 
 

 
It is more important than ever before that schools and educators are 
intentional and explicit about teaching the social emotional skills and 
coping strategies that students will need to process this traumatic 
destabilization of their school, home, and community experiences. 
 
  



© TREP Project July 2020                                     TREPEducator.org                                                                      p. 5 

How To Use This Manual 
  
Don’t wait until students are showing outward signs of distress to make a plan and gather tools 
and resources. If you wait the response will be far too late and may miss valuable opportunities 
to guide the course of healing and resilience.  This manual will help build your individual 
toolbox of skills for supporting the needs of students coping with COVID-19 related stress, 
distress, and trauma; coupled with leveraging the collective skills of colleagues, your school will 
be ready to meet children’s needs and navigate this collective crisis. 
 
This manual will cover 15 topics that will provide tools to support children through traumatic 
events. You will learn ways of: 
 
RECOGNIZING their signs of distress 
 

RELATING in ways that communicate they are not alone  
 

RESPONDING to their needs 
 

REASSURING their faith in hope for the future   
 

RE-ESTABLISHING their sense of self-agency over events in their 
lives  

 
Each topic includes the following three sections:  

1. Guidance for Educators  
2. Self-assessment or student assessment tools to be completed by educators 
3. Assessment and reflection tools to be completed by students  

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
The examples and descriptions presented in this manual cover the broad K-12 range. You will 
need to adjust and adapt how you use these resources based on the cultural context, age 
range, and any other relevant aspects of your students and classroom. 
 
 
  

E S Indicates EDUCATOR tools                      Indicates STUDENT tools 
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Three Foundational Trauma Management Tools 
 
Let’s begin with three foundational trauma management tools (deep breathing, mindfulness, 
and progressive muscle relaxation) that need to be in your toolbox. These are practices that you 
need to learn and use for your own well-being, and practices that should be part of what you 
teach to students during the first week of school and revisited frequently to ensure students 
learn how to:  

● Use them in the classroom 
● Use them non-classroom spaces throughout the school 
● Use them in other areas of their lives outside of school   

 
For each practice, we have included four links to resources that will build your proficiency in 
using and teaching them. 
 
DEEP BREATHING: Teach your entire class deep breathing techniques and encourage students 
to utilize it when they have any strong emotions, need to focus, or are becoming frustrated 
with a challenging assignment or situation.  Deep breathing helps calm the physical arousal 
associated with anxiety. 

A. Just Breathe  
B. The right way to breathe during the coronavirus pandemic 
C. Stress Management: Breathing Exercises for Relaxation 
D. Hoberman Sphere Breathing 
  

MINDFULNESS: Help your students develop a mindfulness practice. Mindfulness utilizes core 
mental calming practices that, with repeated practices, help students develop the capacity to 
maintain present-moment awareness of their experiences and reactions. This strengthens their 
ability to recognize anxiety and allow it to pass without taking impulsive actions. 

A. 21 Day Mindfulness Bootcamp  
B. Breathe, Think, Do with Sesame Street 
C. Mindfulness for Teens 
D. Mindfulness A Focus on Students  

 
PROGRESSIVE MUSCLE RELAXATION: Help students engage their bodies in stress management 
through progressive muscle relaxation, which is a simple but deep relaxation technique used to 
effectively control stress and anxiety. It is based upon the practice of tensing, or tightening, one 
muscle group at a time followed by a relaxation phase with the release of the tension. This 
begins with one muscle group such as the hands and continues until the entire body is 
engaged.  

A. Progressive Muscle Relaxation 
B. How to Practice Progressive Muscle Relaxation 
C. Progressive Muscle Relaxation Script 
D. Progressive Muscle Relaxation  

  
Your own regular practice of these three foundational tools will help you as you strive to remain 
open and sensitive to the varied ways in which the pandemic has directly and indirectly 
impacted your students and their families. You will need to learn a delicate balancing act of 

https://amysmartgirls.com/short-film-just-breathe-helps-kids-deal-with-emotions-1b4f91dac5ad
https://theconversation.com/the-right-way-to-breathe-during-the-coronavirus-pandemic-140695
https://www.uofmhealth.org/health-library/uz2255
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=beOMU1v5bQg
https://www.fablefy.com/the-mindfulness-bootcamp
https://www.commonsense.org/education/app/breathe-think-do-with-sesame
http://mindfulnessforteens.com/resources/
https://www.trepeducator.org/mindfulness-students
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=utGa6rqzs3g
https://www.verywellmind.com/how-do-i-practice-progressive-muscle-relaxation-3024400
https://www.law.berkeley.edu/files/Progressive_Muscle_Relaxation.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=86HUcX8ZtAk
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pressing forward while learning and avoiding student triggers and encouraging active coping 
through grief and loss while allowing each their pace of healing.   
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Topic 1: Talking with Children about Trauma 
 
To help students understand how COVID-19 has affected their lives, educators must be able to 
inform, explain, and guide students through the many profound experiences, past and present,  
they have already had, and lead them to pathways of healing and resilience. It is helpful to 
begin with some key concepts about trauma and its many effects on the brain and the body, 
especially on children and their ability to learn and grow. 
 

Behavior Is Communication 
 
Children and adolescents will respond to any given traumatic event in many different ways; 
nearly all will express distress of some sort in some aspect of their externalizing or internalizing 
behaviors. While some children may quickly rebound after experiencing a traumatic event, 
others may be left with deep and lingering trauma from the same event. Trauma does not have 
to leave a lasting negative impact; traumatized individuals can experience post-traumatic 
growth when they have caring relationships and supports to restore their sense of safety and 
security in their world.  
 

 
 
The extent to which an event is traumatic is determined by the characteristics of the event, the 
individual’s coping resources, and external supports that increase risk or buffer against a 
traumatic stress response. 
 
Talking with children about trauma requires understanding that: 

1. All behaviors are a form a communication 
2. Children are most likely to communicate in the context of supportive developmental 

relationships  
3. Dysregulated behaviors are best managed with instructional approaches to discipline 
 

One of the most important things educators can do for children is be present for them. Talking 
with children about trauma and listening carefully is a way to connect and begin to assess and 
provide necessary support.  
 
  

Educators must take care to not blame students for things  
that are beyond their control. 
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When talking with children about trauma, keep these suggestions in mind: 
 

Avoiding conversation about 
traumatic events can cause 

more worry or anxiety 

Create and provide 
opportunities to let children 
voice what they know about 

the event 

Allow the child/children to 
lead the conversation and 

keep the door open 

Keep answers to a 
developmentally appropriate 

level and ensure safety 

Pause and take breaks when 
things get too intense 

 

Ensure no stigma or blame is 
directed at any specific 
cultural or ethnic group 
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Understanding the Compounding and Complex Factors 
 

As educators, it is important that we understand the role that COVID-19, compounding factors, 
and complex trauma may play in the lives of your students during and after the pandemic itself 
has cleared. We must remember that students may have experienced complex trauma or 
compounding factors prior to COVID-19 and that these will continue to affect students during 
and after the pandemic. 
 

Compounding Factors 

What are they? Why are they important to know? COVID-19 Examples 

The additional 
losses resulting 

from a traumatic 
event 

• Increased potential for 
traumatization 

• Reduced stability, safety, security, 
and sense of normalcy 

• Loss of caregiver’s job, housing 

• Loss of food security, safety, 
connection, and routine due to 
sudden school closure 

• Loss of caregiver 

Now think about your students and classrooms. What are some compounding factors that 
may have intensified how COVID-19 may be affecting their exposure to stress and trauma? 

•  

•  

•  

•  

  

  

THINK! 

Without asking your students, consider a few ways – whether known or unknown to you – that 

your students may have encountered either compounding factors or complex trauma. 

E 
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Everyone Needs a Hand Sometimes 
 

When large events like the COVID-19 pandemic become a part of life, it takes time to heal and 
cope with everything that happened. One of the most important things we can do before, 
during, and after large events like pandemics is understand ourselves and know who we can 
lean on to support us along the way.  
 
Circle YES or NO for each question. There are no right or wrong answers! 
 
When things feel really tough and difficult I… 
 

1. Talk with someone about how I feel YES NO 

2. Keep everything inside YES NO 

3. Have a way to make myself feel better YES NO 

4. Feel like it’s me versus the world YES NO 

5. Know exactly who to go to for support YES NO 

6. Think ‘here we go again, yet another thing on my plate’ YES NO 

7. Feel like I don’t know what to do to fix anything YES NO 

8. Let my emotions guide my decisions YES NO 

 
Read over your answers to the survey above and write down one sentence describing how your 
answers make you feel: 
 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 

  

You’ve Got Support! 

 

1. When you need helping hand, who can you go to outside of school? ____________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________  

2. When you need a helping hand at school, who can you go to? _________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

3. Who is someone you can talk to about everything and anything? _______________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

S 
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Topic 2: Helping Children Understand COVID-19 – What Is A 
Pandemic? 

 

The global COVID-19 pandemic has turned children’s lives upside down. Stay-at-home orders 
mean that they cannot go to school, visit a playground, or spend time with friends. Just like adults, 
they may be scared and frustrated. For these reasons, it is particularly important to find ways to 
communicate with children in an age-appropriate, culturally sensitive, inclusive, and positive 
way. But for communication to be effective, it must be interesting and engaging. 
 
A pandemic is a global disease outbreak. The disease spreads easily from person to person, 
causes serious illness, and can sweep across the country and around the world in a very short 
time. But how can we help children understand what a pandemic like COVID-19 is? 
 

How to Approach Explaining the Pandemic 
 

Educational comics are an effective way to meaningfully explain complex topics to diverse 
audiences at different levels. By combining visuals with powerful metaphors, character-driven 
narratives, and emotionally charged storylines, comics are able to both entertain and educate. 
This stimulates students’ interest in science topics. 
 
Comic books are more effective than textbooks to increase interest in and enjoyment of science 
topics. This medium is particularly effective at engaging a low-literacy audience, as well as an 
audience of young people without much interest in science. Research suggests that cartoons and 
comics may be especially effective when trying to explain viruses and how they affect our health 
and community.  
 

Some examples of helpful comics for students: 
 

● My Hero is You is about a fantasy creature called Ario. Ario helps children to understand 
why the Coronavirus is changing their lives and how to cope when they are feeling 
worried, angry, or sad. The book is the result of a collaboration between several dozen 
humanitarian organizations and several agencies of the United Nations. 
 

● The American Psychological Association created a digital book titled A Kid’s Guide to 
Coronavirus. This book simply explains what COVID-19 is, why things have changed and, 
most importantly, pushes children to see the brighter side of the situation. 
 

● The South African health department has been promoting a comic strip featuring a child 
named Wazi. Wazi asks questions about COVID-19 and then shares advice from his 
parents and teachers. 
 

● Nosy Crow, a UK publisher, has created a digital book for primary school children with the 
help of Professor Graham Medley of the London School of Hygiene & Tropical Medicine 
who is an expert in modelling infectious disease. 
 

https://jcom.sissa.it/archive/17/01/JCOM_1701_2018_Y01
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2012-19688-007
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/21548455.2014.941040
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/21548455.2014.941040
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/21548455.2014.941040
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3859376/
https://www.who.int/news-room/detail/09-04-2020-children-s-story-book-released-to-help-children-and-young-people-cope-with-covid-19
https://www.nxtbook.com/nxtbooks/apa/kids_guide_coronavirus/
https://www.nxtbook.com/nxtbooks/apa/kids_guide_coronavirus/
https://sacoronavirus.co.za/category/explaining-covid-19-to-kids/
https://sacoronavirus.co.za/category/explaining-covid-19-to-kids/
https://nosycrow.com/blog/released-today-free-information-book-explaining-coronavirus-children-illustrated-gruffalo-illustrator-axel-scheffler/
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● This NPR comic is a helpful resource for 7th to 12th grade students. It plainly explains 
what COVID-19 is, how it is spread, and what students can do to protect themselves and 
their communities. 

 

Risks in Learning About the Pandemic 
 
As important as it is to inform students about COVID-19, it is equally important to identify and 
manage fake news about the virus. Misinformation can lead to fear, panic, and even injury or 
illness. Try to have students complete an assignment about distinguishing fake news from the 
facts about COVID-19. Coronavirus misinformation spreads quickly. Here’s how to spot it 
suggests to: 

● Consider the source; 
● Dig deeper to make sure the claim is accurate; 
● Look at more than the headlines and pictures; 
● And look out for scams. 

 
Below are some additional links for more information on comics in learning, as well as more 
comics on COVID-19 for different grade levels: 

● Comics and cartoons are a powerful way to teach kids about COVID-19, Marina Joubert 
● Talking with Children about a Flu Pandemic, Children’s National Health System 
● Parent/Caregiver Guide to Helping Families Cope with the Coronavirus Disease 2019, 

The National Child Traumatic Stress Network 
● Comics for 1st through 6th grade: 

○ India Comic Strip: Kids, Vaayu and Corona  
○ South Africa Children’s Book: Oaky and the Virus 

● Comics for 7th through 12th grade: 
○ Singapore Comic Strip: Baffled Bunny and Curious Cat 

 
  

https://www.npr.org/sections/goatsandsoda/2020/02/28/809580453/just-for-kids-a-comic-exploring-the-new-coronavirus
https://www.digitaltrends.com/news/how-to-spot-misinformation-about-coronavirus/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/05/comis-cartoons-children-deveolpment-coronavirus-covid19
https://childrensnational.org/-/media/cnhs-site/files/resources/ichoc/pandemicflufactsheet.pdf?la=en&hash=97428C1801E257F44647B51704AC16B035057E0C
https://www.nctsn.org/print/2251
https://countercurrents.org/2020/03/a-comic-strip-on-coronavirus-for-kids-kids-vaayu-corona-who-wins-the-fight/
https://www.oaky.co.za/
https://sph.nus.edu.sg/covid-19/public-education/
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Topic 3: Helping Children Understand COVID-19 Collective Trauma 
 
The global scale of the COVID-19 pandemic has creates a life altering experience for everyone; 
however, there will be variations in the intensity based on proximity to someone who was 
infected, lost a job, or experiences some other COVID-19 related distress. The ways that people 
will be psychologically and emotionally affected by this disaster will also vary based on culture, 
developmental stage, exposure to previous traumas, and other factors.  
 
The COVID-19 pandemic is considered a collective trauma. Collective Trauma is the response of 
a group, community, or society after a large-scale traumatic event occurs. Every member is 

witness to the event, either directly by being 
in the vicinity or indirectly through social 
connections, media coverage, and the 
impacts of the aftermath. The injuries are not 
only physical but also psychological and 
emotional and are experienced in common by 
the collective whole. Collective Trauma also 
frays the ways a community understands itself 
and undermines the communal aspects that 
create meaning. 

 

Understanding the Effects of Collective Trauma 
 
Typically, it is difficult to predict which events will cause traumatic responses because of the 
highly individual nature of the experience. However, post-traumatic symptoms are more likely 
if the event includes certain conditions, such as: loss of control, betrayal, abuse of power, 
helplessness, pain, confusion, and/or loss. Everyone has shared a loss of control and many 
people, especially children, have felt helpless. The world’s population has struggled with the 
confusion of this moment; we all have lost the normalcy of our lives and many have lost much 
more. 
 

Achieving a Common Understanding of What Happened 
 
Through media outlets and varying forms of communication, everyone may have a different 
understanding of the COVID-19 pandemic. Although the pandemic created a collective trauma 
experience, everyone’s interpretation and response to how the pandemic began and continues 
to affect daily life will vary. Therefore, it is important to: 

● Assess what you and your students already know about the pandemic 
● Establish foundational facts 
● Actively debunk and mitigate stigma 
● Provide continuous support and updates as necessary 

 
Following these points while remaining calm and reassuring students will help everyone move 
forward.  

  

Remember! 

Trauma is the response to an event that is 

extremely troubling, not the event itself! 

However, this shared experience of collective 

trauma will have lasting effects for all of us 

that will range in intensity, duration, and the 

level of support needed to recover. 
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Know the Facts, Share the Facts 
 

As with any novel virus or pathogenic agent, information about COVID-19 is best acquired from 
a reputable source that is updated frequently. The CDC page on COVID-19 provides a quick 
round-up of facts that can be easily shared with your students, regardless of age group. 
 
Some other considerations when explaining COVID-19 to your students: 
 

Welcome any questions and 
voice/acknowledge, rather 
than avoid, any uncertainty 

Set an appropriate 
developmental and emotional 

tone 

Address your own worry or 
anxiety first; calm yourself 

before talking with students 

Emphasize safety and 
reassurance through examples 

Keep students updated and 
aware of the situation as 

information arrives 

Reduce stigma as much as 
possible 

Adapted from Child Mind Institute. 
 
Learn more about reducing COVID-19 stigma here and here. 
 

Your Words Matter 
 
When discussing COVID-19 or any other disease with your students, it is important to 
consciously work against perpetuating any negative stereotypes, portrayals, or stigma. One of 
the most important ways this can be done is by carefully choosing your wording.  
 
When talking about the coronavirus with your students… 
 

DO DON’T 

Talk about COVID-19 (e.g, “co” for “Corona”, 
“vi” for “virus”, “d” for “disease”, 19 because 
it emerged in 2019)  

Add ethnicities or locations (e.g., Wuhan Virus, 
China disease) 

Discuss people with COVID-19 as “people 
who have COVID-19” or “people being 
treated for COVID-19” 

Discuss people as cases or victims 

Use words like “acquiring” or “contracting” 
COVID-19 

Use words like “infectors” or “spreading the 
virus” 

Harness scientific language and data 
Spread rumors or use hyperbolic language like 
“apocalypse” or “plague” 

Speak positively about prevention, 
treatment, and protection of those most 
vulnerable 

Use threatening or negative language 

E 

https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/daily-life-coping/share-facts.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/daily-life-coping/reducing-stigma.html
https://www.who.int/docs/default-source/coronaviruse/covid19-stigma-guide.pdf?sfvrsn=226180f4_2
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Know the Facts, Do Your Part 
 

Your life before the COVID-19 pandemic may look completely different than your life now. As 
with many new viruses, things are always changing and there are still unknowns. It is important 
to talk with your teacher and other adults you trust about your worries and fears. Here are 
some facts about COVID-19 so that you can share correct information and do your part to stay 
safe! 
 

1. COVID-19 is a disease that anyone can contract, regardless of their background or 
race/ethnicity. 
 

2. For many people, the risk of contracting COVID-19 and becoming seriously ill is low. If 
someone is older or has some medical conditions already, they may be at a higher risk 
of becoming seriously ill if they contract COVID-19.  
 

3. If someone has completed quarantine (e.g., 14-day period of time alone with little to no 
human contact), they are considered at no risk to others.  
 

4. The symptoms of COVID-19 are fever, cough, and shortness of breath. The Center for 
Disease Control may add more symptoms as time progresses, look for updates on their 
website: cdc.gov. 
 

5. Stay safe by washing your hands often with soap and water for 20 seconds, avoiding 
touching any part of your face, and covering your sneezes and coughs with a tissue you 
immediately throw away!  
 

Although it is important to stay aware of COVID-19 pandemic updates, it is also important to 
take breaks from all of the pandemic information. Make time to connect with others and ask an 
adult that you trust when you have questions.  
 

 
 
Adapted from CDC’s know the facts about coronavirus disease, 2019.   

Check your knowledge! 

1. For how long should someone wash their hands to prevent COVID-19? __________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________  

 

2. COVID-19 is something that only the elderly can contract. True or False? _________________  

 

3. Where should you go to learn more about COVID-19 and any important updates? _________ 

______________________________________________________________________________  

 

4. Someone has been released from quarantine. Do they have a high chance of spreading 

COVID-19? _____________________________________________________________________ 

S 

https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/about/share-facts-h.pdf
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Topic 4: How Grief and Loss May Be Affecting Your Students 
 

Too many of our students' lives will have been touched 
by the loss of a family member or close family friend 
and it is likely that they will have received little support 
to process their feelings of grief.  
 
Grief is the emotional aspect of experiencing loss and 
change. Children experience grief when there is a major 
disruption, loss of normalcy, or a major transition in life 
and relationships. In this way, all of your students will 
be experiencing at least a mild form of grief.   

 

Problems with the Grieving Process  
 
Processing of grief does not always move through the healthy stages shown in the figure above. 
  
Acute Grief is when the response to a loss includes extremely strong emotions, constant 
thoughts of the person or the loss, or avoiding all reminders because the memories are too 
painful. Acute grief is not limited to the immediate loss. It can happen during any stage of the 
grieving process.  
  
Complicated Grief occurs when the process is interrupted or diverted. People can get trapped 
at a stage when emotional pain becomes more rather than less severe and intense. Grief last 
longer when people react negatively to the emotions that accompany grief.  
  
Delayed Grief happens when the grieving process cannot start immediately because of the 
circumstances surrounding the loss. This includes the need to care for others and being under 
too much life stress. Unconscious protective mechanisms stop the grieving process and it may 
resume later when the grief is triggered by a memory or experience. 
  
Disenfranchised Grief occurs when someone feels that it is not acceptable to openly grieve due 
to societal pressures, family expectations, or religious or cultural beliefs. This can lead to 
isolation or delaying the grieving process until one feels free to acknowledge and express their 
grief. 
  
Traumatic Grief is when the loss is the result of a traumatizing event that is shocking, sudden, 
unexpected, violent, or difficult to understand. The effects are felt physically, emotionally, 
spiritually, and socially, causing overwhelming feelings of vulnerability and helplessness.  
  

Helping Children Become Aware of their Emotions to Process Grief 
  
Often children have difficulty understanding what they are feeling and an even harder time 
expressing it in words. Processing emotions through movement can be especially beneficial. 
Movement can open up other avenues for children to express, share, and move through their 
grief.  

https://www.dougy.org/docs/Movement_Activites_Sheet.pdf
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 Assess Your Students’ Feelings Based on Their Body Language 
 

Body language can serve as emotional cues. Remember that any given non-verbal cue can be 
interpreted differently. Ask questions about non-verbal signals to get clarity on their feelings.  
  

Say: It seems like you may be feeling ________. Can we talk a 
little about what is happening so that I can be helpful?  

 
Asking questions also lets students know that you see their distress and are willing to listen 
when they are ready to share more.  
  
Using the table below, look over your class roster and think about your students. For whom are 
you unsure about how they are doing? Think of the students and families that have not given 
you enough information to get a good sense of how they are doing and what may be 
happening.  
  

Underlying Emotion Body Language Cues  

Anxious 
Distracted 

•Perspiring •Shallow breathing •Tightened muscles •Scratching 
•Playing with clothing, hair, other objects •Shifting positions 
•Interrupting •Tapping fingers or pencil, clicking pens •Foot jiggling  

Anger 
•Tightened jaw •Arms folded across chest •Side view •Intense eye 
contact •Tightened muscles •Clenched fists •Perspiring  
•Shallow breathing 

Sadness 
Depression 

•Hunched shoulders, •Drooping of the body •Trembling lip  
•Flat speech tone •Teary watery eyes  

Fear 
Unsafe 

•No eye contact •Pale face •Voice tremors 
•Widening interpersonal distance •Side view 

  
Take a holistic approach to what students are communicating with their behaviors. The key to 
accurately reading nonverbal behavior is to look for groups of signals that reinforce a feeling. 
Placing too much emphasis on just one signal might lead to an inaccurate conclusion.  
  
Pay careful attention to when students' words and behaviors don’t match. There will be some 
students who tell you that everything is great, but their body language and engagement with 
class assignments and activities tell you something different. When this happens, ask other 
teachers who interact with the student and, if necessary, the counselor for feedback.  
 

Additional Resources To Explore 
● Activities and Tip Sheet to Help Students Grieve 
● Teacher Training Module: Supporting Grieving Students in Schools 

● Helping Students Grieve from a Distance   

E 

https://www.tdcschooltoolkit.org/for-children-teens
https://www.schoolcrisiscenter.org/resources/teacher-training-modules/
https://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2020/05/19/helping-students-grieve-from-a-distance.html
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Help Students Identify their Feelings 
 

Many students will need help identifying their feelings before they will be able to communicate 
them to you. Use this worksheet as a low-pressure way to get them communicating their 
feelings. 

  
How Have You Been Feeling Lately?  

  
It doesn't matter how old you are, coloring can still be a fun activity, so color in the circles with 
the faces and words that best show how you have been feeling over the past couple of weeks. 
  
Look at each face and word below and then color them based on the following guide: 
  

Orange = I often feel this way 
Yellow = I sometimes feel this way 

Cream/Tan = I almost never feel this way 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
Pick the word that best describes your feelings right now and use it to complete the 
sentence.   
  
Today, I’m feeling ___________________________ because ___________________________  

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

S 

  

Exhausted 

  

Proud 
  

Hopeful 

  

Happy 
  

Frustrated 
  

Nervous 

  

Embarrassed 
  

Confused 

  

Calm 

  

Angry   

Hopeless 

  

Confident 

  

Excited 

  

Hysterical 

  

Bored   

Lonely 

  

Sad 

  
Disappointed 
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Topic 5: Fostering Positive Growth and Helping Students Process Fears 
and Worries 

   
Here is a suggested protocol for helping your students process fear and worry: 
 
ATTEND: Be attentive to any changes in behavior or body language. Conceptualize acting out 
behaviors as possible reactions to trauma rather than attempts to disrupt class. Insert daily fun 
to promote positive feelings and well-being. Give daily opportunities to express feelings and 
concerns in the form of free writing, circle times, etc. Offer helpful, reassuring feedback. 
 
ADDRESS: Let the child know when you have noticed something that leads you to believe they 
are worried or anxious. In a respectful, private way ask if there are things that are on their mind 
and what you can do to help them feel safer. If there are actions you can take, do so. Use open-
ended questions to invite conversation. Listen to children’s responses and requests without 
inserting your own situations, worries, or false sympathy (ex. “I know exactly how you feel…”).  
 
ASSURE: Assure students that you are focused and will attend to their well-being.  When children 
share their challenges, reflect back what you hear to help them gain insight. Express empathy 
toward their situation/feelings, which should be accepted without judgment, even if it involves 
cultural dynamics to which the teacher is not privy. Reassurance comes with the promotion of 
healthy perspectives toward problems. Be careful to not minimize with dismissive messages like 
“Cheer up! Don’t worry.” Assure children that problems are temporary and often have 
solutions. Maintain consistent, predictable routines, informing students of changes in advance.  
 
ASSIST: Model healthy ways to handle daily problems, such as demonstrating how to let things 
go. Respond to major events and situations that children may worry about from the 
news. When you or the class has a problem that involves setbacks or losing, be the optimist 
who responds with resilience, celebrates lessons learned, and communicates respect for all 
who were involved. Increase each child’s daily participation in rewarding experiences 
throughout the day in order to increase their confidence and build positive momentum. Let 
children take the lead on problem-solving ideas. Guide and support the process, offering your 
help if there is an idea that could benefit from adult assistance. If needed, offer some ideas of 
ways that others handle worry and anxiety, letting the student choose one or more strategies. 
Long-term gains are achieved when the student feels in charge of their own change.  
 
REMAIN AVAILABLE: Be a consistent presence with an understanding and listening ear. Let the 
child know that you or another trusted adult are available to talk, if they need to. Offer them a 
way to signal to you that they need to talk. Ask for support if the situation the student has 
shared or the way it is manifesting behaviorally or is too much for you to handle. But always 
consider asking (or telling, in the case of mandated reporting safety issues) the student if it’s 
okay for you to share some of the information they have shared, along with the reasons you 
think it is best to share. This will promote trust and willingness to come to you in the future. 
 
SELF-AWARENESS: It is important for adults to be aware of and manage their own fears and 
uncertainty so that the young people do not have to be subjected to the intensity of how they 
are feeling, which may contribute to the child’s own fears.   
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Assess Yourself 
 
Complete this self-assessment at middle or end of each week during the first two months of the 
academic year to keep your attention focused on student well-being.  
 

How well are you using the suggested protocols for helping students process fear and worry? 
 

This week I did this… Never or Rarely 
Sometimes but 

Not Consistently 

Regularly in My 
Interactions with 

Students 

ATTEND: I am attentive to 
changes in behavior and/or body 
language 

   

ADDRESS: I am proactive about 
asking students about what may 
be happening in their lives when 
they seem worried or anxious 

   

ASSURE: When children share 
their challenges, I respond with 
supportive words and actions 

   

ASSIST: I model healthy ways to 
handle daily problems 

   

REMAIN AVAILABLE: I tell and 
show students that I am a 
trusted adult who is available to 
talk 

   

SELF-AWARENESS: I am aware of 
and manage my own fears and 
uncertainties 

   

 
 
What is one aspect of this protocol that I need to work on next week? ____________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

  

E 
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Student Techniques for Managing Fear and Worry  
 
The following techniques are healthy ways to deal with stress and worry. Attach this page to a 
folder or notebook you keep with you. Try out different strategies whenever you are feeling 
stressed. Color the boxes that you find to be helpful so they will be easy to find when needed. 
 

DEEP BREATHING: Breathe big and slow: in through your 
nose and out through your mouth. Let your belly fill with 
air each time. Find a method that works for you: finger 
tracing, rose and candle; rainbow, etc.  

MINDFULNESS: Pause, breathe, and pay careful attention 
to how your body feels on the inside and outside. Allow 
feelings to pass and relax any tension in your body. The 
more you do it, the more effective it is. 

PROGRESSIVE MUSCLE RELAXATION: Strongly tighten one 
muscle group, like your hands, for a slow count of 10 and 
suddenly release it with an exhale. Gradually add on the next 
muscle group until the entire body is engaged (Example: start 
with hands, work your way up to your head, and then 
downward to your feet). 

2-MINUTE TRIP (aka Visualization):  Close your 
eyes and picture the most beautiful or safe place 
you can imagine. Smile as you experience the 
sights, sounds, smells, tastes, and feelings in that 
place. Whisper, “I’ll be back!”, as you take a breath 
and open your eyes after 2 minutes. 

VICE VERSA: Sometimes, the things that we fear are not 
realistic and tend to make us believe our problems are bigger 
than they really are and more likely to happen. When we don’t 
think through these thoughts, they ‘grow’ and have us thinking 
that we are unable to handle it or other simpler situations. 
Think about your thoughts and consider the reality. You think 
you can’t, but you can. You think it’s too hard, but you will 
make it through.  

CHALLENGE YOUR THOUGHTS:  You may start this 
one with an adult. Think about what you are 
fearing or worrying about. Challenge these 
thoughts. Ask yourself, “Really, what is the 
likelihood that these things will definitely 
happen?”   “If it did happen, what would I do?”  
“Then what?”  “In the end, I would get through it. 
What would that look like?”  

REPLACE IT: Learn to notice when you are saying things to 
yourself that are not helpful: your self-talk.  Work alone or 
with an adult to write down some helpful, realistic, and 
empowering messages that you will say to yourself each time 
you notice the unhelpful messages coming to mind. Keep 
these messages in a special place to look at until you can 
remember them right away, whenever needed. 

THOUGHT-STOPPING & REPLACEMENT: When 
faced with bothersome thoughts or worries, 
command the thoughts with your words or a signal 
to “Stop”. Replace the bothersome thoughts with a 
related, but more hopeful and helpful, thought 
that you repeat to yourself whenever the 
bothersome thought comes. 

REFOCUS: Whenever you 
recognize worry creeping 
in, think of good things 
about this day, despite all 
the not-so-good that may 
be going on. You may need 
to also talk with your 
teacher about your 
feelings.  

WORRY APPOINTMENTS: When you find yourself worrying to the point that it is 
disruptive and distracting, take charge by setting a specific time and place that you will 
allow yourself to worry. In the moment, use thought stopping and replacement. Then, 
tell your worries they will have to wait until their appointment time (which should be 
on your calendar or phone). When that time comes, set a timer, sit down with pen and 
paper and allow yourself to worry and think about any worrisome issues that have 
crossed your mind since the last appointment. When the timer goes off, put your 
paper or journal away. Use your positive, helpful replacement thoughts and move on 
to something fun or interesting that can help to shift your attention from worry. 

WORRY ROCKS ACTIVITY: This activity will be one that you will simply think back on after your class has done it 
together. Write down the many things you worry about and/or fear. Draw a word or symbol for each worry on its 
own large rock. Add this large rock to an already loaded (with normal books and school supplies = normal concerns 
and responsibilities) backpack. Think or talk about how our many worries collectively become heavy burdens that 
are difficult to carry for long. To manage our load, we must let go of as many worries and fears as possible. Consider 
which of the problems do not need to remain as worries, because they are things that can’t be changed by worrying. 
Cross them off your list and lighten your load.  

 

  

S 
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Topic 6: Understanding Your Students’ Stress Reactions 
 

Responding to students’ need for support means recognizing the signs of their distress. There 
are a few important guidelines to follow that apply to all children and youth because of the 
particular ways that stress and trauma affect the developing brain. An extremely important and 
fundamental skill in being a trauma responsive educator is the ability to remain calm.  
 
Co-regulation - A strategy that facilitates another person to reflect your own state of calm. This 
strategy is useful when you notice a student’s breathing is speeding up: moving closer, slowly 
taking audible deep breaths can induce the student’s parasympathetic nervous system to slow 
down in turn. If a student is escalating and talking louder, taking a seat or leaning on a desk and 
talking quietly with simple statements such as “Match my volume so I can truly listen to what 
you have to say” is a way to make them aware of their own escalation. Matching their energy, 
shouting over them, or physically becoming bigger than the student only increase the intensity 
and agitation rather than de-escalate the student. 
 
Communication – Teachers should make additional efforts to open the lines of communication 
with parents, sharing activities, programs, resources, and conversations being used that can be 
continued by parents. Focus updates on community recovery and efforts being taken to keep 
the child, their friends, and family safe. Educators should offer comfort by letting children and 
families know what schools are doing to keep them safe. 
 
Consistency – Maintain routines and structure, as much as possible. Respond consistently to 
the student’s needs even if they are changing. This lets them know they are seen and heard.  
 

Control – Stress and trauma are often the result of a sense of a loss of control. Empower 
children by letting them know what they can do to stay safe and show them what steps you are 
taking as well in an effort to reduce their worry about themselves or loved ones contracting the 
virus or being directly impacted by another tragedy. 
 
Contain the exposure – Try not to talk about the pandemic or traumatic event with other 
adults within hearing distance of students in order to avoid any misinterpretation of what you 
are saying. Do not expose them to the news, as they may not realize that the repeated images 
do not mean that the same thing is happening over and over. 
 
Create community – Schools can hold empowering school community meetings to allow 
students and teachers to express themselves and decide on some collective efforts that they 
can work toward in order to help those who are affected by the pandemic or other tragedy.  
 
The next chart includes signs of distress and actions that educators can take and suggest to 
families seeking their support.  
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Know the Signs by Ages or Grade Levels 
 

Age / 
Grade 

Signs of Distress Support 

Birth - 
3 yrs. 

● Regression in abilities, such as toileting 
● New fears appear 

● Regressions communicate distress; don’t 
overreact. 

● Offer more assistance and comfort 

3 - 8 
yrs. / 
Pre-k – 
2nd 

● Changes in eating/sleeping, unexplained 
aches and pains 

● Earlier Behavioral regression (e.g., thumb-
sucking) or clinging to safe place/adult 

● Increased sensitivity to loud noises, 
disobedience, hyperactivity, speech 
difficulties, or negative behavior 

● Preschoolers may tell exaggerated or 
repeated stories about the traumatic event 

● Encourage drawing to express their feelings 
● Help children name emotions, affirm their 

normality, and teach healthy coping.  
● Offer physical soothing (e.g., hugs) often 
● Answer repetitive questions as frequently as 

they are asked.  Children are processing the 
information each time. 

● Spend more time than usual with students 
during major transitions. 

8-11 
yrs./ 
3rd-5th  

● Symptoms from previous stages 
● May withdraw from friends, compete for 

more attention 
● Develop a fear of school or decline in school 

performance 
● Aggression, anxiety, irritability, and anger 
● Increased concern for safety, refusal to talk 

about the event 

● Offer extra attention and specific praise for 
their efforts 

● Provide facts; facts are empowering and 
relieve anxiety 

● Hand out or give daily fun or enjoyable 
activities 

● Empower students to do something to help 
others 

12-18 
yrs./6th
-12th  

● Emotional difficulties (e.g., ruminations, 
avoidance, anxiety, depression, or suicidal 
thoughts) or vague physical complaints 
under stress 

● Stoppage of responsibilities they previously 
handled well 

● Sudden consumption of attention to a 
particular activity to avoid thinking about 
the trauma 

● Vie vigorously for attention or withdraw 
from adults  

● May alternatively withdraw from friends and 
family, resist authority, or become disruptive 
at home or in the classroom 

● Academic difficulties 
● Experimentation with high-risk behaviors 

(e.g., drugs) 
● Talks of or seek ways of revenge, when 

possible. 
● Spiritual or religious doubts arise 

● Offer assignments that allow for expression 
of feelings in non-threatening ways. Group 
activities work well. 

● Facilitate talking circles  
● Share basic feelings and invite them to share 

similar – do not push, however 
● Introduce students’ other options of helping 

others that they would be passionate about, 
related to the pandemic or tragedy. 

● Encourage creative ways to express feelings 
(e.g., journaling) 

● Ensure that students do not feel alone even 
if they want to be left alone 

● Talk candidly about substance use, 
highlighting how it leads to bigger 
problems. Offer alternative ways to deal 
with emotional challenges 

E 
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Help Students Learn to Read Their Own Signs of Stress 
 
Teaching students of all ages to notice the physical sensations that are sending signals to their 
brains supports them to take the next step of choosing a calming response rather than missing 
the cues and being overwhelmed by a big reaction.  
 

• Teach students the wide variety of the general physical signs of stress: raised temperature, 
heart beating fast, dizziness or lightheaded, headache or stomachache, trembling or shaky 
legs, tingling or numbness in arms or hands, sweating, muscles tightening, etc.  

• Lead students through a discussion about a time when they were stressed, anxious, scared, 
or worried and solicit several examples of their physical symptoms.  

• Instruct students to complete a reflection to identify how their own bodies react to stress.  

• Identify healthy coping strategies they can use to respond to their bodies’ cues in 
supportive and calming ways.  

 
Print and hang this 2-part poster as a reminder for students. Link to printable pdf 
 

 
 

 

S 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1xJ6mibf-mORQMBJUd2CI7UcdJTNr2sM8/view?usp=sharing
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I can try … 
 

 
  

Starting with DEEP BREATHS (belly breaths/ 5-finger tracing, etc.)  
and add breathing to any of the following strategies. 

Look out 

 
 
Find 5 things that are the 

same color 
 

1-Minute Trip 

 
Close your eyes; picture 
the most beautiful, safe 
place you can imagine. 

Smile as you experience 
the sights, sounds, smells, 

tastes, and feelings in 
that place. Whisper, “I’ll 
be back!”, as you take a 
breath and open your 

eyes. 

Sing 

 
Sing positive song lyrics n 
your head. Choose a line 

to repeat to yourself   
throughout the day to 

help keep you on-track. 

Stretch & Plank 

 
Stretch your arms and 
legs. Then, get on the 
floor and hold a firm 

push-up position as long 
as you can, while taking 

slow, deep breaths. 

Write/Color 

 
Scribble on paper all the 
colors and/or words that 
represent how you feel or 
your thoughts. Finished? 
Gently drop this paper in 
the trash or share it with 

a safe adult. 

Big Hug 

 
Close/lower your eyes. 
Give yourself a big hug 

and say kind  
words to yourself, like 
“You are safe. You are 
fine just the way you 
are.” Take a few deep 

breaths. Repeat 

Squeeze 

 
Squeeze all your face and 
body muscles as tightly as 

you can for 20 seconds. 
Release all at once with a 

big exhale. 
 
 

Grounding 

 
Stretch then press your 
hands or feet into the 

floor. Notice the texture 
and temperature. 

Describe the sensations in 
your body. 

 

Count Backwards 

 
Quietly to yourself start 
at 10 and slowly count 
backward to 1. Tap on 
your leg or touch each 
finger as you count to 
slow yourself down. 

 
 

Step Away 

 
Quietly ask to get a drink 

of water. Take 5 long slow 
sips. 

 
 

S 
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Topic 7: Fostering Positive Growth: Teaching Practices that Support 
Students Coping with High Levels of Stress 

 
Chronic stress and trauma can result in substantial difficulties with self-organization and 
persistence. These complex tasks are managed by one’s executive functioning capacities, which are 
dependent on the brain structures that are most affected by trauma. This includes working 
memory (being able to keep and use information over a short period of time), 
inhibitory control (filtering thoughts and impulses), and cognitive flexibility 
(adjusting to changing demands priorities or perspectives). 
 
Focus and attention will be reduced because students coping with stress and 
trauma may be consumed by thoughts of basic survival or intrusive thoughts.  
 
Sustained Attention will be difficult as students struggle under the weight of 
a high cognitive stress load.  
 
Focusing on academic content can be extremely challenging and may even feel like a betrayal of 
what is truly pressing in their minds. In this state of mind, the energy required to focus is much 
greater and it can be difficult to attend to details and track an argument. Fatigue can set in much 
sooner than normal.  
 
Also remember that we have been asking a lot of our anxious students. We’re asking them to work 
in a whole new way at a time when they may be flooded by native thoughts and worry. Self-pacing, 
organizing materials, initiation, and persistence are challenging tasks for anxious students under 
typical circumstances. They may be dependent on teachers to support them in getting work done. 
Suggestions on how to embed specific teaching and strategies for initiation, persistence, and help-
seeking behaviors are included in the 2017 Educational Leadership article “Helping Anxious 
Students Move Forward” 
 
A crucial task in supporting students’ learning during and after the COVID-19 pandemic will be 
making sure students spend their limited cognitive resources on the key thinking needed for 
learning rather than on non-essential aspects of classroom activities. Solve this by eliminating 
competing demands that create barriers to learning and higher order thinking, not reducing the 
challenge and quality of instruction.  
 
Strategies to support students with sustained attention include shorter intervals between topics, 
frequent review of smaller segments of information, and checking for understanding often. 
Increasing student interaction with lecture content is an effective method of extending attention 
that otherwise might become tedious or cause students to fatigue. Actively engaging with verbally 
delivered information taps into the positive energy boost that comes from social interaction, 
stimulates the brain by the variance in sensory input, and provides an immediate reward for 
attending.   

https://tinyurl.com/yd9nzz4z
https://tinyurl.com/yd9nzz4z


© TREP Project July 2020                                     TREPEducator.org                                                                      p. 28 

Methods of Extending Attention 

 
Review the strategies listed below, assess where you stand on each, think about what you need to 
do next, then come back and track your progress with integrating these strategies into your lesson 
plans.  
 

Strategy 
 

Methods of supporting sustained attention 
when delivering information 

I Need to 
Learn More 
About How to 
Use This 
Strategy in My 
Lesson Plans 

I Have A Plan 
for How to 
Use This 
Strategy in 
My Lesson 
Plans 

This Strategy 
Is Included in 
My Lesson 
Plans 

Lecture/Rhetorical Questioning: Talk in 7 to 10-
minute segments, pause, ask pre-planned 
rhetorical questions; learners record their 
answers in their notes. 

   

Surveys with Exemplifier: Pause, ask directly for 
a show of hands for agreement/disagreement, 
whether it connects to their own experience or 
someone they know, ask one or two students to 
explain more. 

   

Turn and Talk (breakout rooms on Zoom): Ask 
each student to turn to the person next to them 
and share examples of the point just made or 
complete a given phrase or sentence. 

   

Pause: Present complex material or directions 
and then stop so learners have time to think or 
carry out directions. Ask for visible signal such 
as raised hands to confirm comprehension 
before moving on. 

   

Guided Lecture: Students listen to 15-20 
minutes of lecture without taking notes. At the 
end, they spend five minutes recording all they 
can recall. The next step involves learners in 
small discussion groups reconstructing the 
lecture conceptually with supporting data, 
preparing complete lecture notes, using the 
instructor to resolve questions that arise. 

   

 
  

E 
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Motivational Strategies for Students 
 

 

What am I worried 
about? 

What strategy can I use? 
 
 
 

Did I use it? 

 

Initiation 
(how to start) 

 
My thoughts might be: 
-This looks difficult. 
-This is going to take 
forever. 
-I can't do it. 

• Ask a teacher to help me start. 

• Use a wipe off board instead of paper. 

• Skip the problem I'm stuck on and try another. 

• Change seats so I am away from distractions. 

• Tell myself I only need to do work for two minutes 
and then I can take a break. 

• Tell myself I only need to do the first five items 
and then take a break. 

• Use positive self-talk. 

YES_______ 
 

NO_______ 

 
Persistence 

(pushing through) 
 

My thoughts might be: 
-This is too hard. 
-I need to stop. 

• Skip the hard problems and do the easy problems 
first. 

• Work with a classmate. 

• Check the problems I've completed. 

• Take a quick break. 

• Pair the task with something pleasant (comfy 
chair, listening to music). 

• Picture the completed product. 

YES_______ 
 

NO_______ 

Help Seeking 
(asking for assistance) 

 
My thoughts might be: 
-I don't know how to do 
this. 
-I forgot how to do this. 

• Raise my hand. 

• Hand the teacher a note. 

• Look in my notebook. 

• Ask a classmate.  

• Ask to work with a classmate. 

YES_______ 
 

NO_______ 

 

 
If I used 3 strategies, I can reward myself with a Mental-Break Reward: 

 

• Your choice__________________________ 

• Read a story              

• 5 minutes in IXL             

• Mindfulness  

• 3 minutes in the calm corner            

• Exercise  

• Coloring Sheet             

• Take a virtual field trip     
 

  

S 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bRkILioT_NA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=etYhiq9hM8A
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=388Q44ReOWE
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Topic 8: Understanding How Your Students Cope    
 
Coping refers to the ways in which people deal with a situation and its associated challenges, 
difficulties, and responsibilities. The nature of traumatic events is that they are often out of our 
control.  As such, they require coping skills that focus on acceptance and adaptations to the event.  
However, the additional challenges and pressures that come about as a result of the traumatic 
event fall in various categories, including those of which we do have some level of control.  In order 
to cope with these stressors, we engage in a range of strategies that focus on alleviating or 
improving the stressor or preventing it in the future.  
 
When your students return to school after the COVID-19 pandemic, they will all have been subject 
to this communal traumatic event.  But their associated and consequent problems will differ widely 
due to variations in family and community circumstance, socioeconomic status, access to 
resources, direct health-related impacts of the coronavirus on their family and loved ones, and 
more.  You will see natural coping skills that they have engaged in order to sustain their well-being. 
Unfortunately, some of these strategies will be maladaptive in the academic setting, such as 
withdrawal or shutting down, keeping themselves distracted, or expressing emotions forcefully.   
 
The following page will guide you in teaching your students adaptive coping skills and when to 
utilize each one. They are based on two sets of premises:  
 

1. We generally AVOID, ALTER, ADAPT TO, or ACCEPT the source of stress, based on the 
degree to which it can or cannot be changed.   
 

2. We then invoke one of the following coping strategies to help us get through it: 
a. Focus on the problem itself 
b. Manage our emotions in relation to the problem 
c. Ascribe new meaning to the problem  

 
Teach your students these coping skills by category, so that they will learn how and when to use 
each one.  Be sure to help them identify circumstances in their own lives for when each strategy 
could effectively be utilized.  
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Adaptive Coping Strategies & When to Use Them 
 

SOURCE OF 
STRESS 

UNNECESSARY 
STRESS 

STRESS CAN BE 
CHANGED OR 

ALTERED 

STRESS CANNOT BE 
CHANGED 

IMMEDIATELY 

STRESS CANNOT BE 
AVOIDED, PREVENTED, OR 

CHANGED 

 
EXAMPLE 

● More x-curricular 
activities than you 
can effectively 
manage 

● Being asked or 
required to do 
things that are 
unfair, unhelpful 
for you, or against 
the rules/ law 

● Being bullied  
● Group partners 

can’t agree on 
‘anything’ or 
putting most of 
the work on you 

● Friend or sibling 
pressuring you 

● Heavy 
school/workload 

● Stressful home life 
● Community 

violence 

● Death of a loved one 
● Chronic or major illness 
● Global pandemic 

GUIDING 
CONCEPT 

AVOID ALTER ADAPT ACCEPT 

SOLUTION/ 
STRATEGY 

TYPE 
PROBLEM-FOCUSED PROBLEM-FOCUSED 

EMOTION-FOCUSED 
MEANING-BASED 

EMOTION-FOCUSED 
MEANING-BASED 

 
COPING 

STRATEGIES 

TAKING CONTROL: 
● Prioritize most 

important 
activities and let 
others go for now 

● Set Boundaries 
● Communicate 

strong feelings 
● Stand up for 

yourself and 
refuse to do what 
goes against what 
you believe to be 
right 

● INFORMATION 
SEEKING: to find 
out more about 
the problem, in 
order to remove 
it or avoid it in 
the future 

● EVALUATING 
PROS & CONS: 
strategically 
weigh out 
different options 
for dealing with 
the stressor 

 
 

TAKING CONTROL: 
● Tell a helpful 

adult what is 
going on 

● Ask for help 
● Compromise 
● Change schedule 
● Tell the person 

involved what 
you need from 
them 

● REORGANIZE: 
Organize your life 
to accommodate 
time demands  

● REFRAMING: Take 
a new perspective 
toward the 
problem by 
considering 
solutions and 
benefits  

● BIG PICTURE: 
Focus on a much 
bigger picture, for 
example, what this 
problem means in 
the context of 
your entire life 
span 

● Set reasonable 
standards for 
yourself 

● Focus on what you 
are grateful for 

● Advocate and 
work for positive 
change regarding 
the problem 

● MEDITATION, 
MINDFULNESS, 
JOURNALING, 
INTENTIONAL 
OPTIMISM 

 

● ACCEPTANCE: Learn to 
accept the problem.  
Choose to focus on the 
aspect of the problem 
that you CAN control, 
such as your reactions 
and self-care. 

● BENEFIT FINDING: Look 
for ways in which going 
through this challenge 
can help you grow in 
wisdom, strength, 
patience, & awareness. 

● TALK IT OUT: Express 
your feelings to a 
trusted adult. 

● GROWTH: If it is a 
problem that you 
contributed to, learn 
from your mistakes. If 
another person 
contributed to it, learn 
forgiveness.  

● REVISING GOALS: 
Reassess life goals in 
light of any changed 
circumstances 

● INFUSE ORDINARY 
EVENTS WITH POSITIVE 
MEANING: find and 
assign positive meaning 
to things you now have 
to do as a result of the 
problem.   

E 
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Tools for Coping with Stress 
 

WEIGHING PROS AND CONS is one strategy for addressing the way we deal with a specific 
challenge.  Even if we cannot change the overall problem, there may be an aspect of it that we CAN 
change or manage our reactions to.  
 

THIS IS THE SITUATION OR PROBLEM I AM FACING:  
 
 

 
POSSIBLE SOLUTIONS: 
(below) 

PROS 
(the good things about your 

decision) 

CONS 
(What may not work out so well if 

you make this decision.) 

Choice A: I could… 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Choice B: I could… 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Choice C: I could… 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

S 
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Tools for Coping with Stress 
 
REFRAMING is one strategy that can be used when we cannot control the problem, but we can 
manage how it affects us emotionally.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

A more helpful way to 

view this situation: 
The way I or others usually 

see this situation. 

      Possible solutions and benefits of getting through this: 

 

 

 

 

 

S 
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Topic 9: Fostering Positive Growth: Making Students Resilient to Change 
 
Children have different levels of resilience and different ways of responding to and recovering from 
stressful times. They also have different ways of showing when the demands that are being put 
upon them outweigh their capacity to cope. They might become emotional, withdrawn, defiant, 
angry, or resentful. Even the most resilient children have days when it all becomes too much, but 
those with low level of resilience will struggle the most. 
 
Resilience is not something we are born with. Some children have temperaments that help them 
approach the world in a positive way.  But mostly, we become resilient through experiences and 
relationships. The sorts of experiences and kinds of relationships that are the most impactful are 
those that promote feelings of security, self-efficacy, hope, and coping skills.  
 
Resilient individuals have life experiences and supports that help them to have or be: 
-Positive attitude     -Ability to regulate emotions  -Optimism     
-Growth mindset   -Negative feelings be short lived  -Problem solver   
-Able to find lessons in setbacks -Work well with others 
 
Studies of resiliency in children indicate that in times of adverse experience they often turn to 
teachers and other teaching personnel for support. Such findings suggest that educators can help a 
child adapt following stressful events. Well-being studies have also highlighted the importance of 
facilitating supportive interpersonal relationships, particularly positive family and peer 
relationships, throughout childhood. 
 

 
Adapted from the California Healthy Kids survey. 
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Resilience: The Ability to Bounce Back 
 
Below are behaviors, characteristics and suggestions that could be nurtured within a school or early 
childhood setting to build resilience. 

Strategy Rationale Example 

 
Build Supportive 

Relationships 

Unconditional positive regard supports 
the likelihood that the child will develop 
resilient characteristics. 

*Develop an inclusive class and school 
environment. 
*Have an attitude that everyone contributes and 
is acknowledged. 

A child experiences security and develops 
trust from support relationships with a 
significant adult.  

*Work hard to have a positive relationship with 
all students in class. 
*“Adopted” by a staff member: Teachers take an 
interest in students outside their class who need 
more support.   

This is useful in assisting children to 
develop confidence in their own efforts 
and behavior. 

*Acknowledge effort and success. 
*Celebrate effort with rewards. 

 
High 

Expectations 

Important in constructing a framework to 
encourage resiliency is the need to create 
high (reasonable), realistic expectations 
(goals and ideals). 

*Communicate expectation through expressing 
and encouraging the belief that the child can 
make the effort to meet those expectations. 
*Acknowledge and reward effort. 

Limits and rules, two types of boundaries, 
are necessary to help the child understand 
what is expected. Boundaries provide 
security and structure. 

* Establish clear and compatible boundaries.  
 -What are your norms? 
 -Does everyone know what they are? 
 -Are there no more than 3 to 5 rules? 
 -Are they linked to clearly defined expectations 
(no more than 3)? 
-Can children explain what the rules mean and 
how they are demonstrated? 

Failure or lack of success is an opportunity 
to learn persistence, self-awareness, and 
new strategies. 

 *Assisting a child achieve a goal. 
Teach and assist a child with a process to achieve 
a goal: 
1. Clearly identify the goal. 
2. Decide why you want to reach that goal. 
3. Clarify what you need to do and consider 

other options. Take action. 

 
Meaningful 

Participation 

Learning to work within groups requires 
the child to develop good judgment, 
respect for others, flexibility, and 
negotiation. 

*Create opportunities for participation in groups. 

Building resiliency can also be about 
developing a perspective of the wider 
community and world and their place in it.  
 

*Traditions and routines are ways to help 
children link themselves to events and people – 
focusing on holidays and anniversaries, for 
example, is one way to establish connections to 
the past. 
*Emphasize being part of something greater 
than yourself. 
*Provide service opportunities. 

Stories teach, comfort, and entertain as 
they focus on problems and solutions. 
Stories should be relevant to the children 
and appropriate to their age. 

*Motivate children with stories. 
* Drawing attention to and discussing themes 
can influence a child’s thinking. For example, 
stories about people who have coped with 
adversity. 

E 
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Turn Your Lemons into Lemonade 
 
Tell me about a time life gave you lemons 
A setback that was difficult for you 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

           How did you turn your Lemons into Lemonade? 
         How did you make the best out the situation? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
  

S 
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Topic 10: Talking with Students About Anger and Angry Feelings 
 

The current pandemic has caused many, many deaths and some of your students have lost their 
loved ones as a result of COVID-19. Additionally, the implementation of social distancing and school 
closures may have prevented your students from receiving grief counseling and bereavement 
support. Unsurprisingly, anger is a common reaction to all of the ways that the pandemic has 
destabilized their lives.  
 
Underneath the feelings and expressions of anger that your students may display are feelings of 
grief related to losing their old lives and sense of normalcy. Children and youth are coping with the 
separation from their friends and loved ones as well as grieving the loss of celebrations such as 
birthdays and holidays. It is often easier to express distress over these losses as anger. 
 
As shown in the figure below, on the surface all you can see are angry emotions or behaviors, but 
there are hidden emotions that fuel anger.  
 

 
 
 
Even though students know that it was not their school’s or their teachers’ fault that they lost an 
important safe space during a time when they needed it most they may feel angry about it and 
hold those any feeling against you at the start of the new academic year.  
 
Additional Resources:  

● Taking Care | Sesame Street in Communities 
● When Your World is Already Upside Down: Supporting Grieving Children and Teens During 

COVID-19  
  

https://ncyi.org/2019/12/16/why-are-our-teens-so-angry/
https://ncyi.org/2019/12/16/why-are-our-teens-so-angry/
https://sesamestreetincommunities.org/activities/taking-care/
https://www.dougy.org/docs/Grief_during_COVID-19.pdf
https://www.dougy.org/docs/Grief_during_COVID-19.pdf
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Listening Skills to Address Anger 
 

This diagram serves as a guide to help facilitate a conversation between you and your student. 
Remember the emotion of anger is motivated by hidden emotions. 
 

 Tip Do Avoid 

Use Active 
Listening 

Be attentive, ask open-
ended questions, and 
observe body language.  

Face the speaker, make 
eye contact 

Distractions  

Show 
Empathy 

Listen for understanding 
imagine how that 
person is feeling and 
why they feel justified in 
that feeling.  

Be encouraging: 
  
“Keep going...” 

Changing the subject 
 

Reflect 

Communicate your 
understanding through 
non-verbal gestures, 
encouraging 
statements, and 
paraphrasing. 
 

Reiterate the points made: 
 
“What I hear you really 
saying is…” 
 
“It seems to me what 
you’re saying is…” 

Saying anything that 
implies guilt or blame 
 

 
. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

E 
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Tracking Feelings of Anger 
 
Use the log below as a way to process and understand anger and how you respond to it.   
 

Anger Log 

Name:  Date:  

How did/do you feel? 

Trigger: What made you feel this way? 

Response: How did you react? 

Release it 
Pick a method or series of methods to help manage your emotion 

Deep Breathing 
 

 

Talk it out 
 

 

Take five 

  

Exercise 
 

   

Draw 
 

 

Reflection:  How do you feel? How helpful was your method of choice?                         

S 
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Topic 11: Fostering Positive Growth – Reestablishing A Sense of Agency 
 
A sense of agency is the extent to which children see themselves as being able to make choices and 
decisions to influence events and have an impact on their world. COVID-19 has probably had a 
dramatic negative effect on your students’ sense of agency. This may have left many of them 
feeling helpless about their present circumstances and hopeless about their future.  
 
You can help to re-establish their sense of agency through your emotional interactions with them 
(reassuring them that their emotional reactions are normal and that they won’t always feel this 
way), and by creating classroom opportunities (in-person or remote) for them to feel like they have 
some level of agency over what happens in their day. 
 
These ways of helping to reestablish students’ sense of agency can be adjusted for any 
developmental group or age.  
 

 

Care: Offer physical reassurance: a hug, a hand to hold or to briefly place on 
the shoulder. For older adolescents, a pat on the back may also be reassuring. 
Ensure that you are being respectful and trauma responsive with any form of 
physical reassurance to help students feel supported and safe. 

 

Creativity: Encourage students of all ages to express their feelings through 
conversation and in creative ways (through play, art, storytelling, poetry, 
music, dance, and more). 

 

Communication: Encourage students to express their feelings through 
conversation. 

 

Consistency: Stick to any consistent and predictable routines. If routines 
cannot be continued, establish new ones with any previous expectations. The 
less uncertainty, the more students will feel safe and in control. 

 

Change Expectations: Consider temporarily reducing performance 
expectations to help students experience success during a time of 
preoccupation with stress. 

 

Movement: Provide opportunities for students to engage in their normal 
recreational or extra-curricular activities. 

 

Care: Help children to identify good things—heroic actions by local community 
members, ways that communities are coming together to help each other, etc. 
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Building Agency, Solving Problems 
 
You can start by enabling students to feel agency in your classroom by using collaborative problem-
solving regarding classroom issues.  When a concern arises in the classroom, use the sheet below 
to facilitate a conversation between you and your student to create a solution. This practice is 
mutually beneficial as it allows students to share their concerns and gives teachers the opportunity 
to make informed decisions to help.  
 

STEPS GUIDE 

Listen 

In this step, teachers will gather information from the student about the issue. Be 
willing to listen openly and empathetically about students' concerns. 
Ex: an encounter with another student, incomplete homework, etc.  
Tip: ask before assuming.  

Share 
Provide your concerns and perspective on the issue. 
Tip: remove negative comments and preconceived notions about the concern.  

Problem- 
Solve 

Now that both teacher and student have expressed their concerns, work together to 
develop a united solution to address the problem. 

Implement Help the student put the newly created resolution into effect. 

Reflect 
Evaluate the effectiveness of the solution. If needed, discuss ways the solution can be 
amended and implemented better if needed again.  

 
There are well-developed formal protocols for engaging children and youth in Collaborative 
Problem Solving. You can learn more about it here.  
 
 
 
  

E 

https://thinkkids.org/educators
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Let’s Solve Some Problems! 
 
Everyone encounters challenges – both inside and outside of school. Every challenge brings with it 
a range of different perspectives, but sometimes we can get caught in a single perspective. Using a 
problem that you have experienced outside of school, answer the following questions to help gain 
a new perspective.  
 
1. Identify the Problem: What Happened? 
_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
2. Brainstorm possible solutions: What can make this better? 
_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
3. Evaluation Time: Let’s think of the best solution. 
_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
4. Testing time: Try it out.  
 
5. Reflection Moment: How did it go? What worked well and what should be changed? 
_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________  

 

  

S 
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Topic 12. Helping Students Manage Intrusive Thoughts   
 
The pandemic has particularly challenged people with anxiety and obsessive-compulsive disorders. 
These individuals have the unique mental health battle of trying to distinguish intrusive and 
excessive concerns from the very real increased level of concern and fear created by COVID-19. 
 
Intrusive (unwanted) thoughts are repetitive thoughts that stick in the mind and cause great 
distress. Intrusive thoughts are normal thoughts that seem to come from out of nowhere. They are 
often not related to the immediate situation and cause a great deal of anxiety. Intrusive thoughts 
are reinforced when we focus our attention on them, worry about them, struggle against them, 
and try to reason them away. 
 
Intrusive thoughts may be about experiences from the past, concerns about the present, or worries 
about the future. They become a problem when we become bombarded by them all day long 
and/or when they create emotional distress.  
 
Intrusive thoughts are particularly problematic in the classroom because it makes it difficult for 
students to focus on and remember academic content. Students struggling with intrusive thoughts 
can be mistaken for being oppositional or defiant because they have trouble focusing on the 
teacher’s instructions. Their distraction may also look like ADHD or other learning problems 
because students can’t retain information learned in class.  
 
You can help your students who are struggling with intrusive thoughts learn how to create new 
relationships with their thoughts. They need to learn that our brains sometimes create junk 
thoughts.  
 
Junk thoughts can be managed by helping students learn:  
 

1. How to not pay attention or get involved with them. Once they learn to do this regularly 
that many intrusive thoughts will dissipate and get washed away.  
 

2. How to actively interrupt the thoughts so they don’t overwhelm your thinking. When this is 
done regularly, the thoughts will come less frequently. 

 

3. How to actively replace the thoughts with more positive thoughts so that they can feel a 
sense of control over their thoughts.  
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Managing Negative Self-Talk 
 

What You Can Do for Your Students 
 

Reframe negative self-talk. When a student makes an inaccurate or overly negative 
comment like, "We've been in the house forever," or, "We can't ever see my 
grandmother again," respond with an accurate and more positive reframe: "You 
have been in the house for 10 days, but it's so nice you are all healthy and together," 
or, "It's so important that you are taking care of your grandmother by staying away. 
It's wonderful that she's healthy and you can connect over FaceTime."  

 

What You Can Do with Your Students 
 

Replace negative self-talk: Help students to recognize unhelpful self-talk. 
Supportively point out to students when they say things that will only reinforce and 
intensify negative thinking. You can say something like, “I don’t think that is 
accurate.” Then work together on a replacement message that is helpful, realistic, 
and empowering that they can use each time you or they notice negative self-talk 
coming to mind. When needed, help children to write out replacement messages 
that they can stick to their desk or locker.  

 

What You Can Teach Your Students to Do for Themselves 
 

Thought-stopping and replacement of negative self-talk: Help students learn to 
verbally interrupt bothersome thoughts or worries by saying “stop!” or “enough!” or 
“not now!” This could be literally spoken out loud if they feel comfortable doing so, 
or spoken to themselves in their heads. Students can do this repeatedly until the 
thought clears their minds. Then they can actively replace the negative self-talk with 
a related, but more hopeful and helpful thought that they repeat to themselves 
whenever the negative thought comes.  

 
Additional Resources: 

• Mindset Shift During a Pandemic  

• Tackling Negative Thinking in the Classroom.  
 
  

S 

E 
S 

E 

https://sumairaz.com/mindset-shift-during-a-pandemic/
https://kappanonline.org/tackling-students-negative-thinking-classroom-anxiety-stress-minahan/
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Topic 13: Fostering Positive Growth – Staying Physically Healthy 
 
Physical activity is a natural stress reliever and has been shown to improve mood, well-being, 
school engagement, learning, focus, attendance, and overall school climate.  
 
Exercise, Play, and Children with Trauma 
 
Physical activity is key to a balanced and healthy life. It has been shown to be particularly important 
for children and youth coping with trauma in assisting emotional regulation and healing. Exercise 
relaxes children and decreases the amount of stress hormones in the body. Play as a form of 
exercise is particularly important because it also provides a safe environment for children to 
express themselves, oftentimes allowing them to express something for which they have no words. 
More than anything else, exercise and play make children feel happy and re-energized.  
 
Outdoor Play During COVID-19 
 
COVID-19 has drastically reduced children’s ability to run and play. Children have been confined to 
their homes without the typical outdoor spaces to play. The numerous indoor and online activities 
to keep children active and interested during COVID-19 cannot replace the benefits of playing 
outside with peers. Peer social isolation limits important sources of emotional support and 
opportunities to develop their own social identity. Children in lower-income families and 
neighborhoods have been the most affected by not having spaces to safely play outside and limited 
indoor space to play.  
 
The Importance of Recess in School Reopening  
 
The risk of contracting COVID-19 outside is dramatically less than inside, especially if students are 
practicing social distancing. Even so, there may be an impulse to reduce or even eliminate recess as 
schools reopen. This would be detrimental to students’ overall health and well-being. Students 
need recess as a scheduled outlet for stress and anxiety. Recess is essential for children’s wellbeing, 
and canceling it will only make them more anxious and more likely to misbehave.  
 
Your students are a great source of ideas. Ask them if they have any ideas of how to move more 
during class. Here are some links for further inspiration and ideas: 

 
- GoNoodle      - Sworkit app 
- Action for Healthy Kids   - #HealthyKidsQuarantined 

 
 
 

Given that children will be returning to school with higher levels of anxiety and 
trauma, it is especially important that they are given safe, constructive, and open 

places to socialize with peers and get some necessary exercise. 
      
 

https://globalrecessalliance.org/recess-statement/
https://globalrecessalliance.org/recess-statement/
https://globalrecessalliance.org/recess-statement/
https://www.childtrauma.com/blog/exercise
https://www.centerforchildcounseling.org/how-play-therapy-helps-heal-childhood-trauma/#:~:text=Often%2C%20young%20children%20cannot%20explain,a%20child%20chooses%20to%20play.
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/05/15/us/coronavirus-what-to-do-outside.html
https://globalrecessalliance.org/recess-statement/
https://globalrecessalliance.org/recess-statement/
https://www.additudemag.com/the-right-to-recess/
https://www.gonoodle.com/
https://sworkit.com/
https://www.actionforhealthykids.org/covid-19-and-at-home-resources/
https://dl.orangedox.com/HealthyKidsQuarantined
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Integrating Movement into Learning 
 
Recess is not the only place for movement during schools. Teaching is more effective when the 
information is tied to an activity that cements the information; the most effective activities are 
those that include physical activity. Now, more than ever, it is critical to incorporate movement 
into your classroom. By giving your students the chance to move and interact with each other in 
different ways, you will give them an opportunity to learn while giving them more space to heal. 
 
Each activity should be organic and fit in with the general lesson plan. Don’t feel like you need to 
stuff a movement activity in every class. As with every activity, ensure that every student feels 
comfortable participating and give space for students who are uncomfortable. 
 

Activity Reminders 

Stretching: 
● At the beginning of class or after a lecture/discussion, 

encourage students to get up out of their seats, stretch, 
and do a 5 minute brain break.  

● Especially important during 
distance learning: being in 
front of a computer screen 
for too long is a strain. 

Using hand and body gestures: 
● For confusing topics, create a kind of movement like this 

one to help explain the issue. Even abstract topics like 
fractions are good. 

● The hand movements should be directly related to the 
topic and not random (very helpful for younger children). 

● Students stand 6ft apart. 
● If it’s a moving activity, 

ensure there is enough 
space in the room for every 
student to do it safely. 

Activity videos: 
● Students create a 1-2 minute video of themselves doing or 

explaining an activity of their choice, then post the videos 
so peers can access.  

● Ensure students feel 
comfortable with videos of 
themselves being shared 
with their peers. 

Silent whiteboard galley: 
● Have students come up to different parts of a whiteboard 

or pieces of poster paper and write down ideas and 
questions.  

● Use this to prompt discussion and integrate the whole 
class. 

● Every student should use 
their own writing utensil and 
stay 6ft apart. 

● This is an opportunity to 
incorporate quieter 
students. 

Movement competition: 
● Facilitate a movement challenge based on minutes, steps, 

or miles. Encourage children to get their entire family 
involved for extra points. 

● Tell students this can be any 
kind of activity, even just 
walking in a room, so it is 
fair for all students. 

 
 

  

E 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00094056.2007.10522940
https://www.thompsonschools.org/Page/19112
https://versanthealth.com/blog/kids-and-computer-eye-strain/
https://versanthealth.com/blog/kids-and-computer-eye-strain/
https://twitter.com/i/status/1111808957440552960
https://twitter.com/i/status/1111808957440552960
https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=1&v=8TyC5ikOZJo&feature=emb_logo
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Walk Away from the Problem 

 
Taking a break and doing some physical exercise can be a good way to approach a frustrating 
problem. The purpose of this activity is to introduce students to stepping away from a problem, 
doing some physical activity, then coming back to that problem. 
 
When faced with a problem you can’t seem to solve, try this approach. 
 
1. What’s the problem?  

• Be as specific as possible. (For example, instead of writing, “I just don’t get it,” try 
something like, “I don’t understand how to get from Step A to Step B.”) 

 
_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
2. Movement: 

• Take a breath.  

• Stand up and walk away from the desk, get a drink of water.  

• Do 25 jumping jacks, walk around the room 3 times, and run in place for 30 seconds. 
 
3. Reset: 

• Come back to your desk. Take another deep breath. 
 
4. Reflect: 

• What are two solutions to solve the problem? 
 
_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
5. Do this all again if you’re still stuck.  
  

S 
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Topic 14: Talking with Students about Economic Hardship 
 
Even before the pandemic, students’ lives have been drastically changed by the effect of economic 
hardship, as seen in the classroom, online learning, and formal research. The effect of economic 
hardship is particularly strong on students’ academic achievement, behaviors, and emotions. The 
COVID-19 pandemic has brought on or exacerbated the economic hardship in the lives of many 
people. The ramifications of such drastic change are only beginning to unfold. Therefore, it is 
important that educators know how to navigate these new circumstances and have a respectful, 
open conversation with students about economic hardships. 
 
Conversations to Support Resilience 
 
Educators attuned to their students may pick up on the various ways that economic hardship and 
the resulting stress burdens those students’ lives. Because educators are the guideposts of 
developmental relationships, you must consider the students’ capacity for such conversations, plan 
for emotional obstacles, and support resilient and positive growth. Here are some key points to 
consider: 
 
Be age appropriate and mindful of phrasing. How children understand the impact of traumatic 
events, especially financial hardship, will vary by developmental age. Additionally, as an educator, 
you may or may not be aware of a student’s complete financial situation. Gauge students’ 
understanding of the current state of the economy with open-ended questions that promote 
exploration, rather than judgment or implication. As the conversation continues, make sure to 
monitor and correct any negative stereotyping or phrasing. At certain developmental stages, 
exaggerated or over-sensationalized phrases may be taken literally. Keep a broad view of what 
economic hardship means for everyone affected by the pandemic, and adjust explanations to fit 
your students’ understanding. 
 
Have empathy in your student-teacher relationships. During any type of economic hardship, 
students will need adults who can be trustworthy, validate their feelings, and be compassionate 
towards what they feel and have to say. This in turn helps develop their resilience – a necessary 
component to thrive. Any event that is taxing and very difficult may cause students to feel isolated, 
so it is important that you show genuine care and a desire to connect with each student – even 
when it feels as though they are trying to push you away.  
 
 

 
 
  

Always emphasize connection, wellness, healthy thinking, and meaning to 

build students’ resilience skills and strategies. 
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The Hard Conversations: Economic Ramifications 
 
Having conversations about economic hardships can be difficult and is a conversation you may 
want to have separately from any other discussions surrounding the COVID-19 pandemic. How do 
you begin to navigate this, or any other hard conversation? Here are some tips that can help both 
you and your students begin to acknowledge and understand the economic ramifications of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. 
 
Having Hard Conversations about Economic Hardships 
 

Tip Potential Applications 

Remain Objective 

Gather facts about the economy before, during, and after 
COVID-19 and highlight some of the ways that organizations and 
communities have come together to do more for their 
neighborhoods during financial hardship. Avoid oversharing 
information. 

Follow Students’ Lead 

Allow students to have an open and frank conversation about 
their experiences with economic hardship. Have them set their 
own rules and expectations and listen in and be sure to set a 
trauma-informed tone.  

Consider Students’ Capacity 

If students begin to appear upset or react to anything related to 
economic hardship, encourage them to take whatever coping 
mechanisms or routines are necessary. Stop conversations when 
needed and address any obstacles with a trauma-informed lens. 

Avoid Financial Patronization 
or Condescension 

It is the educator’s role to be supportive; do not say how 
students’ and their families could have “managed their money 
better” or “should have been better prepared financially.” 

Make the Connection 
Bring students’ awareness of how stress and financial 
circumstances are linked to ensure that students do not feel any 
guilt or blame resulting from economic hardship.  

 
 

 
  

THINGS TO CONSIDER: Having these conversations with your entire classroom may require a 

lot of preparation and a pre-determined structure. You may find it more comfortable and 

more meaningful to have these conversations one-on-one (e.g., extended “check-in” time). 

E 
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Words of Encouragement About Economic Hardships 
 
The COVID-19 pandemic has the world wondering if the economy will ever be the same. If you have 
been thinking similar before, during, or after the pandemic, you are not alone.  
 
One of the most important things we can do during times of economic hardship is talk to someone 
who cares about us. Often, these people can help us get a new perspective about the feelings and 
thoughts that result from these difficult times.  
 
Complete the word search below for some words of encouragement about how economic 
hardships can shape our lives and our futures. 
 

Y E P P M N Y N S U F E B P H  

C O P J I H E E R I B C U A T  

S H K O T H C C N O S N D N G  

V I A A H R S A E T Y A G D N  

B I P N U E N D R S L T E E E  

F M O O G C C E R R S S T M R  

E W S I E E S N L A O I G I T  

I E C S W S S U E S H S T C S  

R S U L U M I T S I L S M Y V  

H T W O R G B H P Y L A L Z G  

E V I T C E P S R E P I B D I  

S A V I N G S J O O N R S C Q  

C O M M U N I T Y H K H K E I  

P V M C H V K T M K S E N L R  

L T V T A T T I F M T A K L R 
 
 

  

WHEN YOU’RE FINISHED: ask someone you trust about at least one word in the word search and how it 

plays a role in their life; consider how it plays a role in yours. 

ASSISTANCE 

BUDGET 

CHANGES 

COMMUNITY 

EMPATHY 

FINANCES 

GROWTH 

HARDSHIP 

HOPE 

NECESSITY 

PANDEMIC 

PERSPECTIVE 

RESILIENCE 

RESOURCES 

SAVINGS 

STIMULUS 

STRENGTH 

STRESS 

S 
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Topic 15: Fostering Positive Growth: The Benefits of Optimism, Helping 
Others, and Practicing Gratitude 

 
The power of optimism and positivity to nurture well-being is widely recognized. Though unclear 
why, the link between an optimistic attitude and better health outcomes is undeniable. It is 
theorized that positivity has a buffering effect against the inflammation caused by stress, while 
negative emotions are shown to weaken the immune system. Regardless, fostering positive growth 
is important to long-term health and happiness. Part of positive growth is developing the many 
factors that make a person resilient, including a positive attitude, optimism, regulating emotions, 
and the ability to see failure as a temporary setback and not a permanent state. Resilience is not a 
limited good in the sense that you either have it or you do not. Rather, it can be cultivated, 
deepened, and increased.  
 
A positive outlook and optimism should not be confused with promoting a fantasy world that 
ignores very real and present problems. Negative emotions such as fear or worry serve a purpose; 
we are programmed to pay attention to potential danger in order to survive. However, a 
consequence of feeling threatened is that the parts of our brain that govern creativity, logical 
thinking and problem solving also shut down. This can send us into a spiral of negative emotions.  
 
One-way educators can cultivate resilience for themselves and their students is through Practical 
Optimism, taking intentional positive action to address challenges and adversity. The power of 
Practical Optimism is not only in positive thinking at its core. By combining optimism with 
opportunities to overcome challenges, Practical Optimism strengthens resilience and deepens our 
well of positivity. Even if you are unfamiliar with Practical Optimism —or perhaps even call yourself 
a pessimist—patterns of thinking are formed through habits, and habits can be changed. Two 
effective strategies to curb negative thinking and cultivate positive thinking are distraction and 
disputation.  
 
Distraction is redirecting your focus when a negative thought comes to mind. At first, it can be 
helpful to build your self-awareness of the habit with a thought stopping routine, such as snapping 
your fingers to cue yourself to stop the negative thinking and change your focus. Combining this 
with a moment of focused attention on an object, a scene in nature or gazing into the distance 
helps to completely shift our attention.  
 
Disputation is learning to argue against or dispute a negative view of circumstances through the 
following steps: 

• Find alternative explanations that show the negative belief is simply untrue.  

• Explore the implications of your pessimistic beliefs; is a catastrophic ending certain? 

• Examine what purpose holding these beliefs serves for you or others.  
 
Distraction is an important tool in the moment when negative thoughts emerge. Disputation 
provides a way to identify the root cause of the thoughts and address them, making more room for 
positivity and practical optimism.  
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Put Your Own Oxygen Mask on First, Start with Yourself 
 
Helping others and practicing gratitude are two avenues for teaching students practical optimism.  
 
A positive school community is a strong factor in building resilience for students. Teachers who 
practice and model positivity and an optimistic outlook powerfully influence students, families and 
fellow colleagues. Cultivating an optimistic outlook does not happen by chance; it takes 
determination and intentional effort. There are many ways to begin developing Practical 
Optimism. Paying attention to your thoughts when your mind wanders is one way to catch and 
stop negative thinking patterns. Giving your body a boost of physical activity can reset your mind 
by the rush of “feel good” hormones. Bringing a pleasing view into your workspace by changing the 
direction you face most of the time changes your overall outlook. Here are a few more ways to get 
started or deepen your own practice of positivity:  
 
 

 
Helping Others 

 
It is scientifically proven that helping others 
helps you as well. 
 
Giving is better than receiving.  
MRI brain scans of research participants 
providing support to others showed more 
brain activity in the reward center than in the 
stress areas.  
 
Service builds connection.  
One study found that people who 
volunteered 7+ hours per week, had more 
positive social connections and higher life 
satisfaction overall. 
 
Even a small act has a big return.  
A study of spending even $1, $2 or $5 on 
other people showed that this act can 
increase happiness. 
 
Volunteering is the secret to a long life.  
A study by the University of California 
Berkeley found volunteering time reduces 
mortality risk factors.  
 
 

 
Practicing Gratitude 

 
One of the simplest ways to cultivate an 
“attitude of gratitude” is by keeping a 
Gratitude Journal. To begin, once a week, 
record five things you’re grateful for in brief 
single sentence statements. There are a few 
keys to unlocking its effectiveness: 
 
Don’t just go through the motions, rather set 
an intention.  
 
Elaborate in detail about one particular thing 
rather than listing many superficial things. 
 
Focus on people over things. 
 
Reflect on what life would be like without 
certain blessings over tallying good things. 
 
Record events that were unexpected or 
surprising; these tend to elicit stronger levels 
of gratitude. 
 
Writing occasionally (once or twice per week) 
is more beneficial than daily journaling.  
 

 

E 
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Positivity is Contagious 
 
Helping Others and Practicing Gratitude are about forcing ourselves to pay attention to the good 
things in life we might take for granted. 
 

Getting Students Started Helping Others 
 
Some students are natural helpers, while it is 
less natural for others. Fortunately, helping 
others can be taught and practiced at all ages 
for all students with lifelong benefits for 
themselves, the classroom culture, and the 
larger community. Tie helping others to 
students’ everyday lives by building service 
into the regular curriculum. 
 
Use these guiding questions to help your class 
identify a way to get started. 
 

● Who would you like to help? 
 

● Do you want this to be a one-time 
event or an on-going service? 

 
● What kind of impact do you want to 

have? Do you want to clean up an area 
of the community, meet a physical 
need such as food or clothing, or 
encourage others with a message? 

 
● What skills would you like your class to 

gain through the experience? 
 
There are also entire programs available that 
your school can adopt to make sure each 
student is exposed to the skill of helping 
others. 
 

Gratitude Journal for Students 
 
A gratitude journal is a simple way to help 
students cultivate an optimistic outlook. Begin 
each week or open each class by having 
students write three things they are grateful for 
and why. End each week with students sharing 
their favorite gratitude post. Researchers and 
authors of the Gratitude Curriculum, Jeffery 
Froh and Giacomo Bono say adding the 
following three principles can amplify the 
effectiveness of practicing gratitude. 
 

1. Notice intentions by helping students to 
appreciate the thought behind the gifts 
they receive. Prompt them to think of a 
time when a friend (or parent, teacher, 
or coach) noticed something you 
needed. 

 
2. Appreciate costs by emphasizing that 

when someone is helpful, they usually 
sacrifice time or effort to provide the 
help. Ask students to consider what the 
person gave up.  

 
3. Recognize the value of benefits by 

reminding students when others help 
us, they are providing us with “gifts.” 
Have students complete the sentence 
stem “My day (or life) is better 
because…” 

 

 
The following slide shows are provided for your use to support students in developing a positive 
outlook even during this moment of crisis.  

• TREP Slide Show for YOUNGER Students 

• TREP Slide Show for OLDER Students 
  

E 

https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1AWXNFnzMbxV0M20xgWvcv0wzgbEwWdI-ICnczuoVZjA/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1191G_3gHqvxmRHHgbKGFyYyvNL_gpQ-8kQUHbo-djL0/edit?usp=sharing
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Practicing Gratitude 
 
Pick one of these prompts and write a few sentences of gratitude in your journal. Don’t rush 
through the process, take a minute or two to think about what you are thankful for and why, and 
then write it down in your journal.  
 
Think about and then write a few sentences about: 

• A person in your life that you’re especially grateful for and why  
• Skills or abilities are you thankful to have  
• A positive change you are thankful for today, compared to a year ago  
• Activities and hobbies that you would you miss if you were unable to do them  
• Something about the city you live in that you are grateful for  
• At least one aspect of why you are grateful to know someone who can also sometimes be a 

difficult person to be around 
• Some item that you are most grateful for and why 
• Something about the music you’re thankful to be able to listen to and why 
• Someone who has done something this week to help you or make your life easier  
• Foods or meals that you are most thankful for 
• An element of nature that you are grateful for and why 
• A part of your morning routine that you are most thankful for 
• Something you’re grateful to have learned this week 
• Something about the last time you laughed uncontrollably—relive the memory 
• Something that made you smile today 
• Something funny that made you laugh 
• Your favorite thing when you wake up in the morning 
• Something you are good at doing 
• Favorite websites you are grateful for 
• Something that makes your life easier 
• A favorite food you enjoy 
• Something you use every single day 
• Something you appreciate in nature 
• Something you wear that makes you feel good {clothes, jewelry, makeup, etc.}  
• Something that keeps you warm 
• Something that helps you relax 
• A favorite song you love 
• Technology you use every single day 
• Something that helps keep you healthy 
• Someone who inspires you 
• Something that was a wish come true 
• Favorite things about this season {winter, spring, summer, fall}  
• Holidays you are thankful for 
• Something you are grateful for about your home 
• A difficult experience that you learned from 

 
  

S 
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Supplement: Classroom Interventions for Students Who Need More 
Intensive Support 

 
As society works to restore a sense of normalcy following widespread disaster, schools are often 
sought out as the first institutions to help families and children re-establish their daily activities. As 
the demands and realities of the COVID-19 pandemic unfold in the coming months (and years), 
educators are tasked with the responsibility of re-imagining how schools can best serve students 
and communities.  
 
Schools can and do serve as a consistent source of social connection and serve as a primary hub of 
access to resources, care, and support for students and their families -- this is especially true in the 
wake of large-scale societal disruptions like natural disasters and public health emergencies.  
 
Multi-tiered systems of support (MTSS) provide a framework for considering how schools can 
leverage multiple approaches to supporting students at varying levels of need.  

 

 
 

Tier 1 supports are universal precautions and interventions that are delivered to all students, 
primarily in their classrooms, across the school. Tier 2 supports are responses and interventions 
that address a subset of the student body that demonstrates a need beyond the scope of the 
universal Tier 1 program. Many Tier 2 supports are delivered in group pull-out programs but in the 
aftermath of a disaster when many students will need more intensive supports, you may need to 
find ways to deliver some Tier 2 supports to your whole classroom. This supplement to the 
restart-manual is intended to direct you to a few more intensive interventions that can be 
delivered to the whole classroom. Tier 3 supports are highly individualized for an even smaller 
segment of the population that needs one-on-one counseling support and/or a coordinated 
program of multiple interventions and services.  

TIER 3  

Individualized 
interventions  

TIER 2  

Small group 
interventions 

TIER 1  

Universal trauma 
responsive supports 

practiced in all 
classrooms and non-

classroom spaces 
throughout the school 

Individual therapy delivered by clinicians during the school day. 

Schools are very constrained in their capacity to meet the needs of 

students referred for individualized services. 

Small-group counseling focused on coping and self-regulation 

skills. Most schools do not have the capacity to provide enough 

counselling groups for all students referred for support.  

School-wide policies and practices that promote a safe and 

socioemotionally informed learning environment in all classroom 

and non-classroom spaces. Utilization of proactive emotional and 

mental health policies that don’t rely on students exhibiting severe 

distress before receiving support.  

Multi-Tiered System of Support 
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Strengthening Tier 1 
 
When developing behavioral support plans for all students, some areas of importance include: 
 

● Hygiene and health management. Every individual in the school must be well versed in the 
necessary precautions and daily considerations to maintain a safe and healthy school 
environment. Students will present with variations of habits and understanding of hygiene, 
microbial organisms, symptomatology, and effective preventative measures. Although it is 
essential that each school explicitly teach students about these topics, some students will 
need additional support and guidance when developing healthy habits which may be novel 
to them. What is your plan for anchor charts, songs, and other ways of teaching and re-
teaching these procedures. 
 

● Emotional regulation and behavioral health management. We are facing a time of 
increased stress and uncertainty. It is to be expected that everyone will need to be working 
diligently to manage their behavioral health and socioemotional wellbeing. Though this has 
always been an essential aspect of cultivating a positive school climate, the current societal 
context calls for increased levels of attention and intentionality. This could potentially mean 
planning for more extensive teaching of school and classroom behavioral expectations at 
lower and higher grades.   
 

● Relationship building and social skills development. One of the key aspects of coping 
during and after a traumatic experience is seeking support from others. The social network 
quality and availability of resources within those networks will vary from student to 
student, as will their ability to acquire new people into their social support system. As such, 
it may be necessary to identify students who will benefit from social skills development or 
mentoring in order to ensure that each student has a sufficient level of social support. 
Especially during this period of continuing social distancing students will need new skills for 
managing their impulses to physically interact with each other.  
 

● Grief and bereavement support. The toll of the loss of human life can never be 
understated. The magnitude and frequency of deaths occurring as a result of the current 
pandemic will affect students and staff alike, with some bearing a larger toll than others. It 
is important that each school have protocols in place for teachers to conduct regular check-
ins and updates about the health of students’ family members, so they can know which 
students may need additional grief and bereavement support without waiting for 
challenging behaviors to be displayed in the classroom. Comprehensive supports for grief 
and bereavement must be readily available, culturally-responsive, and implemented with 
consistency and care.  
 

Although the above domains address realities that are widely applicable across schools and 
communities, there may be needs that arise that are unique to your specific context. All 
interventions need to be responsive to the needs of the individual school community, taking into 
account considerations of culture, socioeconomic resources, and availability of extracurricular and 
community mental health providers. This is a time for creativity and innovation to ensure that no 
child is left unidentified or unsupported.  
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Estimating the Level of Need for Additional Supports 
 
Tier 2 supports refer to those which allow a more targeted response to student needs that are not 
satisfied by school-wide or classroom-wide approaches. These can take the form of in-class 
accommodations or specialized sessions conducted with small groups of students.  
 
Below is an illustration of the Return to School Adjustment Risk Assessment Matrix, developed by 
the National Association of School Psychologists. This table provides a visual demonstration of how 
the experiences and living conditions of students during shelter-in-place ordinance play a big role in 
determining the level of supports they may need when school reopens for remote or in-person 
learning.     
 

Return to School Adjustment Risk Assessment Matrix 
 

   Pre-COVID-19 School Adjustment 

   Positive Variable Negative 

 

Sh
el

te
r 

In
 P

la
ce

 

En
vi

ro
n

m
en

t Positive Low Risk Low/Moderate Risk Moderate/High Risk 

 Variable Low/Moderate Risk Low/Moderate Risk High Risk 

 Toxic High Risk High Risk Extreme Rick 

 
  GREEN = Primary Tier 1 Interventions                         . 

  YELLOW = Increased Need for Tier 2 Interventions  . 

  RED = Increased Need for Tier 3 Interventions          .  

 
The trauma responsive approach to education recognizes the need for both socioemotional 
support and self-regulation skill-building as essential to a multi-tiered plan for student support. This 
supplement will help you identify Tier 2 interventions that are responsive to the needs of students 
living through a global pandemic. Because this is a time when a wide variety of school staff will 
have to come together to support the increased number of students who will need support, we 
have focused on identifying Tier 2 resources that can be learned and implemented by counseling 
and non-counseling staff. 
 

Screen Students and Staff 
 
An essential aspect of preparations for reopening schools must include a process of screening each 
staff member and student before and/or upon their return. This screening process can be used as a 
means of gathering information about student and staff experiences as it relates to what they have 
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experienced and their current circumstances. This new information coupled with data from the 
prior school year should be utilized to identify the nature and intensity of needs across the school. 
It is important to consider that the needs that were present in the school prior to widespread 
shutdowns are still present and have likely been exacerbated by the stress caused by the COVID-19 
pandemic. The logistics of this screening process should look different depending on the resources, 
needs and developmental level of students.  
 
Resources that will Help Plan Student Screenings 
 

● School Reentry Considerations Supporting Student Social and Emotional Learning and 
Mental and Behavioral Health Amidst COVID-19 
 

● Best Practices in Universal Social, Emotional, and Behavioral Screening: An Implementation 
Guide 

 
● Academic Screening Post COVID-19 

 
 

Tier 2 Supports that Can Be Implemented in the Classroom 
 
The following section will review a series of research-supported Tier 2 interventions that can help 
to address the needs of students across the four primary domains mentioned above. Each is 
equipped with its own manual and certification for these programs is easily obtained or generally 
not required allowing for effective and efficient implementation.              
                                                

  

https://www.nasponline.org/x55419.xml
https://www.nasponline.org/x55419.xml
https://smhcollaborative.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/universalscreening.pdf
https://smhcollaborative.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/universalscreening.pdf
https://www.nasponline.org/resources-and-publications/resources-and-podcasts/covid-19-resource-center/webinar-series/academic-screening-post-covid-19
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Psychological First Aid in 
Schools (PFA-S) 
 

Demonstrated results: Interventions derived from 
the PFA-S framework have demonstrated 
reductions in depressive and post-traumatic stress 
symptoms in students.  

Description: Psychological First Aid (PFA) is designed to provide support immediately following a 
disaster. This approach focuses on addressing primary needs, decreasing stressors, and 
improving practical and social support. The five key principles of PFA include the promotion of 
safety, calm, efficacy, connectedness and the instilling of hope--all of which help to facilitate 
positive adaptation and readjustment. Core practitioner actions include gathering information, 
stabilizing situational stressors, providing instrumental assistance, connecting clients with 
mental health services and coping techniques, and empowering individuals to take an active role 
in their recovery. The aim is to quickly assess coping skills and needs in order to refer individuals 
to appropriate resources based on the level of severity of their symptoms. Although this 
approach was designed to be used directly following a disaster, the returning of students to 
schools will provide the first opportunity for the implementation of such supports.          

Implementation considerations: Although the manual 
provides a helpful overview of how to apply the principles of 
PFA in a school setting, designated school staff will need to 
take the time to prepare a specific plan for how the various 
suggestions can be made to work within the specific school 
context.  Although PFA is designed to be done directly 
following a disaster, the temporal dimensions of the current 
pandemic are uncertain. As such, the return to physical 
school buildings will be an opportune moment to begin 
implementing PFA-S in order to establish supports that will 
enhance the school experience for all. 

Staffing: There are guidelines for 
each school professional’s role 
in administering PFA-S including 
both clinical and non-clinical 
staff: Principals and 
Administrators, Teachers, Health 
Professionals and Support Staff. 
 

Manual: Psychological First Aid for 
Schools (PFA-S) Field Operations Guide  

Additional Resources: 
Psychological First Aid TEACH - Apps on Google Play   
Listen, Protect, Connect - Model & Teach  

 

  

https://bmcpsychology.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/2050-7283-1-26
https://bmcpsychology.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/2050-7283-1-26
https://www.nctsn.org/resources/psychological-first-aid-schools-pfa-s-field-operations-guide
https://www.nctsn.org/resources/psychological-first-aid-schools-pfa-s-field-operations-guide
https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=com.threec.rand.pfa2&hl=en_US%20
https://www.ready.gov/sites/default/files/documents/files/PFA_SchoolCrisis.pdf
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Support for Students 
Exposed to Trauma (SSET)  

Demonstrated results: Support for Students 
Exposed to Trauma (SSET) has shown to be effective 
among middle school students (between the ages of 
10-14), SSET has been associated with decreases in 
depressive and PTSD symptoms. 

Description: SSET is a group intervention for students who have experienced traumatic events 
and display post-traumatic stress (PTSD) symptoms. Adapted from the Cognitive Behavioral 
Intervention for Trauma in Schools (CBITS) Program, SSET is a non-clinical intervention intended 
specifically for use by teachers and school counselors. Like CBITS, SSET helps students to 
develop cognitive and behavioral skills such as relaxation and social problem solving. 
Certification is available for free through an online course. 

Implementation considerations: Evaluations of the SSET 
program have been conducted with middle school students, 
but the program will likely fit the needs of children from late 
elementary to early high school. The format of this program 
is ideal for classroom use within 10 user-friendly session 
plans.  

Staffing: Although the program 
can be implemented by 
educators, having the 
involvement of a clinical staff 
member can improve the 
capacity of the program for 
supporting clinical decision-
making.  

Manual: The SSET Program Additional resources: SSET Fact Sheet   

 

  

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s12310-009-9007-8
https://ssetprogram.org/sset/course/intro/9491
https://www.rand.org/pubs/technical_reports/TR675.html#purchasev
https://www.nctsn.org/sites/default/files/interventions/sset_fact_sheet.pdf
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Stress Inoculation 
Training (SIT) 

Demonstrated results: Stress Inoculation Training 
(SIT) is a method used to teach adolescents about 
stress coping mechanisms which has demonstrated 
decreases in perceived stress, anxiety and 
improvement in self-esteem.  

Description: SIT is a stress management program that unfolds in three different phases. This 
approach relies on the premise that skills learned during training are transferable to future 
stressful encounters that occur beyond controlled conditions. Phase 1 is conceptualization 
where individuals develop an understanding of constructs used in the training to describe the 
situational and personal components of stress. Phase 2 is skill acquisition and rehearsal where 
individuals gain relevant coping and adaptation skills. Finally, Phase 3 is application where 
individuals participate in controlled exposure to relevant images or simulations of stressful 
encounters. During this time, individuals are expected to apply their learning from the first two 
stages.  

Implementation considerations: SIT training is completed 
through a 10-week process which gradually progresses 
through the three phases mentioned above. In order to 
complete this training with fidelity, students will need a 
school mental health professional to lead them through 
each session.  

Staffing: School-based mental 
health provider or community 
partner mental health provider. 

Manual: Stress Inoculation Training 
Manual 

Additional resources: How Stress Inoculation 
Training Treats PTSD 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

  

https://psycnet.apa.org/doiLanding?doi=10.1037%2F0022-0167.41.3.335
http://facultyweb.anderson.edu/~glg/4030/class_presentations/c20_stress_inoculation_training.pdf
http://facultyweb.anderson.edu/~glg/4030/class_presentations/c20_stress_inoculation_training.pdf
https://www.verywellmind.com/stress-inoculation-training-2797682
https://www.verywellmind.com/stress-inoculation-training-2797682
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Coalition to Support 
Grieving Students 
 

Demonstrated results: Supporting grieving students is a 
highly situational process which should be undertaken 
with special consideration for the specific student 
involved. The Coalition to Support Grieving Students 
provides a host of resources but there is no one 
comprehensive program to be evaluated. 

Description: The Coalition to Support Grieving Students is comprised of numerous 
organizations, school professionals, and other stakeholders who are concerned with ensuring 
that grieving students have needed supports from the entire school community. Their 
overarching goal is to create and share quality resources with schools across America. This work 
is primarily facilitated through their website.  

Implementation considerations: The resources available 
through the Coalition to Support Grieving Students are not 
presented as a singular program. Instead, the available 
trainings and modules give practitioners the opportunity to 
reflect on their current understandings and practice with 
the intention of improving their approaches to supporting 
grieving students.  

Staffing: Broad range of school 
personnel including clinicians 
but ranging from community 
members and parents to school-
based mental health 
practitioners.  

Manual: Tools to Support Grieving 
Students 

Additional resources: Supporting grieving students during 
a pandemic 

 

  

https://grievingstudents.org/
https://grievingstudents.org/modules/
https://grievingstudents.org/modules/
https://www.schoolcrisiscenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/2861_0420-COVID-19-CRD-Supporting-Grieving-Students-Coalition_v4__April-10-2020.pdf
https://www.schoolcrisiscenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/2861_0420-COVID-19-CRD-Supporting-Grieving-Students-Coalition_v4__April-10-2020.pdf
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Which of the above interventions is best suited for your school site? Why? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What considerations need to be made or additional resources are needed to implement this 
intervention effectively? 
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Additional Resources & Activities 
 

● Child Mind Institute. A great resource for parents, school professionals and stakeholders 
interested in understanding more about various topics related to children and mental 
health.  

 
● Mentoring. An important Tier 2 intervention at any school is a strong mentoring program. 

Strong mentoring relationships will be one important way for schools to support students in 
need of ongoing social support. One common mentoring framework used in schools is the 
Check-In Check-Out method.  
 

● Roster Check. One way to assess the quality of relationships for each student in a school is 
to complete the roster check activity. This activity calls for each adult in the school to 
identify students that they know and how well they know them. At the end of this activity, 
faculty and staff have a full picture of which students are in need of positive adult 
relationships.  
 

● Tree of Life. Using the metaphor of a sprouting tree, the Tree of Life activity gives students 
an opportunity to reflect on their personal narratives and the support system they have 
available to them. This is a reflective exercise that can be completed with the help of non-
clinical staff.This activity takes roughly an hour to complete.  
 

● Children's Books that Support Student Wellbeing. A Novel Mind is a searchable database of 
more than 1,000 children’s books that touch on neurodiversity and mental health.  

 
  

https://childmind.org/topics-a-z/
https://www.pbisrewards.com/blog/check-in-check-out-behavior-intervention/
https://twitter.com/edutopia/status/1152973256728535040
https://webcache.googleusercontent.com/search?q=cache:il6Rn7_MragJ:https://dcf.wisconsin.gov/files/cwportal/permanency/pc/pdf/ffe-tree.pdf+&cd=1&hl=en&ct=clnk&gl=us
https://www.anovelmind.com/database
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Preparing All Staff to Implement Effective Tier 2 Interventions 
 
Childhood trauma is a local, national, global crisis—no school is untouched by this issue. Schools 
are often the one place students can have their safety restored and benefit from access to strong 
positive relationships that can help them heal and experience post-traumatic growth.  
 
Supporting students struggling to cope with the effects of toxic stress and trauma requires a 
multidimensional approach that includes: 

• Interdisciplinary teams 

• Strong communication systems 

• Whole-school initiatives 

• Teacher-led instruction 

• Counselor- or social worker-led interventions brought into the classroom 

• Strategic family connections 

• Partnering with community supports and resources.  
 
Find ways of bringing all your staff to the table to present information and garner ideas. Then, a 
smaller, more focused team may consolidate ideas and finalize approaches before bringing the 
whole team back together to get every single adult in the school involved. Use small and large 
group processes to ensure that all classrooms and non-classroom spaces are equipped with 
standardized processes and tools to meet students’ needs.  
 
Use the checklist below to begin the process of brainstorming and planning for how the counseling 
and non-counseling staff in your school can come together to implement interventions listed above 
based on your students’ needs. Completing this process provides an opportunity to reflect on the 
resources and needs of your school in order to determine what next steps are needed.  
 
Checklist for Tier 2 Implementation Planning Considerations 

✓ Staffing Inventory 
✓ Partnerships 
✓ Role Definitions 
✓ Training 
✓ Prioritize Ongoing Collaboration 
✓ Collective Care is Mandatory Maintenance 
✓ Scheduling Student Services  

 
Each checklist item is detailed below. 
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Staffing Inventory. In order to determine designated leaders of your school’s socioemotional 
support system, identify who has the background and skill set to best support students. Reflect on 
the following and complete the chart below. 
 

● Who is part of the core set of professionals who will tackle the day-to-day behavioral health 
supports for the school? This can include school mental health professionals, school 
partners, deans, specific teachers, etc.? 
 

● What do you know of their strengths, professional experiences, expertise, and training/ 
certifications?  
 

● Which classroom teachers are the best equipped to join this process? 
 

● Which classroom teachers have a large number of students who need support and will need 
assistance from a colleague to implement any of these interventions in their classroom? 
 

Name &  
Role in the School 

Strengths, Experience, Expertise, Certifications,  
Support Needs, etc. 
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Partnerships. Who are the community partners working in and with your school? Reflect on the 
ways that these partners contribute to supporting student social and emotional health.   
 

● Who are the community partners involved in behavioral health support? 
 

● What are the specific contributions that these partnerships bring to the school community? 
 

● Who are the community partners that we need to build relationships with? 
 

Program Specific Contributions to School Community 
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Role Definitions. In order to operate with a common goal and shared understanding, members of 
the socioemotional support system must understand their unique roles within the school 
community. How clearly do the above professionals understand their roles within the school? Are 
there requirements or expectations that govern their contributions?  
 

● What expectations do school leaders have of behavioral health staff and community 
partners? 
 

● Are there district mandates governing the daily activities of some staff? How do those 
impact the school’s capacity to support students?   

 
● Where may there be some flexibility in some professionals’ roles? 

 

➢ Matching Expectations Activity: School leaders write down what they think each 
member’s role is. Each member writes down what they see as their role. They talk 
together to form a shared understanding of the role of each team member. 
 

➢ Devise 5-8 distinct roles that are needed from the members of the support team. 
Assign one person to lead each role. Don’t assign more than 2 positions to any one 
person. Some roles can be co-led by two people. 
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Training. Preparing school staff for post-disaster trauma of students may involve specific training 
for faculty and staff. Before school begins, consider when such trainings may take place. Choose 
development activities that reflect the present learning needs among faculty and staff. 
 

● What trainings do non-clinical staff need to contribute to the social and emotional support 
system of the school? Who could lead these trainings? 
 

● Have teachers, security, office, behavioral health, and other staff received training on 
supporting students coping with trauma? 
 

Training Topic Needed When, Where, How to be Covered 
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Prioritize Ongoing Collaboration. It is imperative that behavioral health staff sustain themselves 
and their work through collective care and collaboration. Schools must establish a broad network 
of collaboration that includes both regular (e.g., monthly check-ins with parents) and responsive 
(e.g., support requests sent to district personnel) modes of communication.  
 

● Families should receive regular updates about the services students are receiving including 
progress monitoring reports.  
 

● Teachers should be kept up to date with scheduling and in-class accommodations for each 
student. Thoughtful considerations of both accessibility and confidentiality must be made.  

 
● Collaboration among behavioral health staff is an absolute necessity. Each school should 

have a structure available wherein lead members of the socioemotional support system can 
meet regularly to discuss student progress, share resources and problem solve. 

 
●  When helpful, make it a priority to involve district leadership in the creation and 

implementation socioemotional supports. Establishing a routine of sharing success stories 
and making specific requests for support might help alleviate pressures to demonstrate 
progress during formal visits from district personnel. If your school district has a designated 
office for behavioral health or socioemotional learning, connect with these offices early in 
the year to request resources and establish open communication.  
 

Use the guidelines listed above to think through what regular and responsive communication can 
look like at your school for each of the following groups: 
 

Stakeholder Regular & Responsive Communication Methods 

Children & 
Families 

 
 
 

Teachers 
 
 
 

Support Staff 
 
 
 

Behavioral 
Health Staff 

 
 
 

District 
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Collective Care is Mandatory. In addition to shoring up lines of communication, schools must take 
the time to establish stable structures for collective care that provide benefits to the entire school 
community. Although giving regular reminders about self-care to the school community can be 
helpful, it places the responsibility of care entirely on the individual. Now more than ever, schools 
must operate as institutions of care through establishing new norms and resources that prioritize 
the wellbeing of everyone.  
 
How we support one another will look different depending on who's involved. Take some time to 
think through ideas of what collective care can look like among the following: 
 

Who's Involved? Collective Care Ideas 

Entire School Community  
 
 
 
 

Faculty and Staff  
 
 
 
 

Teachers  
 
 
 
 

Administrators  
 
 
 
 

Behavioral Health Staff  
 
 
 
 

Support Staff  
 
 
 
 

https://www.wested.org/resources/self-and-collective-care-for-school-based-staff/
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Scheduling Individualized Student Services. In the midst of the pandemic, economic decline, and 
the unrest facing our communities, an increased number of students will be in need of mental and 
behavioral health supports. As such, schools must begin strategizing now around how to prepare to 
provide the best services possible to each student. Creativity will be needed, consider contacting 
nearby universities with graduate programs to augment supports with practitioners in training.  
 
Communication is key. It's imperative that schools communicate with families early on about what 
services students will be receiving as well as when and how those services will be carried out. 
Providing families with information about the clinician or staff members working with their child 
can encourage a sense of inclusion and trust. Sharing a photo and a short bio can be an easy way to 
establish a positive connection. Additionally, providing families with either a tour or photo of the 
room where students will receive services is yet another way to bridge gaps between home and 
school. 
 
Preparing the physical space for student services is another important consideration for school 
officials to make before their doors are officially reopened. In addition to having a designated calm 
room, take time to consider the atmosphere and seating options in rooms where students receive 
time with behavioral health staff. To whatever extent possible, these rooms should be made to feel 
inviting and comfortable. Additionally, students should be familiar with the space in order to 
encourage feelings of trust and security. Staff could consider giving a virtual tour to students, 
families, and community members. 
 
Finally, behavioral health and support staff must collaborate with teachers and students to create 
minimally invasive and consistent structures for transitions between classroom time and pull-out 
services. 
 

Make a list of considerations for scheduling student services that reflect the needs and 
available resources at your school: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


