SAMPLE FIRST DAY OF SCHOOL – REMOTE EDUCATION
KEY TOPICS TO COVER AND SAMPLE SCRIPT
ELEMENTARY SCHOOL GRADES
July 26, 2020

MESSAGE FROM [INSERT NAME OF SCHOOL LEADER
]:  

This is a list of suggested topics that we ask you to discuss with students and sample talking points that demonstrate the conversation we would like you to have with students at the beginning of the first day of classes on [INSERT DATE; IF STUDENTS WILL HAVE REMOTE CLASSES WITH MORE THAN ONE TEACHER ON THAT DATE, THEN SELECT ONE TO HAVE THIS CONVERSATION]. Please adapt the samples to reflect your own voice and style, rather than read verbatim. 

The goal of this discussion is to acknowledge to the class that students and staff are still likely reacting to concerns related to the COVID-19 pandemic and other wide-spread stressors (e.g., financial concerns, racial injustice
, etc.] so that students are not just talking about this with each other only.  Most importantly, the goal is to provide you with the opportunity to display your professional commitment to our students by reminding them that you care, and that you and others are here to support their success. With this conversation, we encourage you to be the teacher that connects with your students and changes their lives.

We developed the following list of topics and sample talking points in collaboration with the National Center for School Crisis and Bereavement (www.schoolcrisiscenter.org). The Center has a range of free resources for schools related to the current pandemic at 
https://www.schoolcrisiscenter.org/resources/covid-19-pandemic-resources/.
TOPIC: WELCOME STUDENTS BACK TO SCHOOL

SAMPLE:  Students, let me begin first by welcoming you to the first day of school.  The start of a new school year is often an exciting time.  But it can also be a little scary – especially during a pandemic
.
TOPIC: OPEN THE CONVERSATION OF THE PANDEMIC
SAMPLE:  I’d like to take a moment to talk about the pandemic.  I had hoped that I would be able to meet you all in person today and we could start a new school year together – in person.  I’m disappointed that it isn’t yet safe enough to get together in school.  Even though the pandemic started many months ago, it is likely still causing a lot of concerns for you and your family, as I know it has for me.  Not being able to meet you in person may make the start of this school year more difficult.  We will have to make more effort to get to know each other and to let each other know how we are feeling and what we want and need.
TOPIC: DISCUSS HOW THIS PANDEMIC MAY ADVERSELY IMPACT INDIVIDUALS IN OUR SCHOOL AND COMMUNITY WHETHER OR NOT THEY WERE DIRECTLY IMPACTED.  NOTE TO TEACHERS: Please address the range of involvement that students may have had related to the pandemic and other community-wide crises.
SAMPLE:  For those of you who have family members or friends who died or became very ill from the COVID-19 virus
, this can be a very upsetting time.  Even if you didn’t know anyone who died or became ill, you may still be worried that you or someone you care about will become sick.  You may be upset because you can’t play with your friends or visit other family and aren’t allowed to do things you enjoy, and instead have to stay home much of the time.  I know that at times, I still have worries/feel sad.  [The goal is to facilitate sharing by the students; teachers should limit the amount of personal disclosure so that the focus remains on the students’ needs – EMPHASIZE COPING SKILLS SUCH AS TALKING WITH SOMEONE, WRITING ABOUT YOUR FEELINGS, OR HEALTHY DISTRACTION SUCH AS EXERCISE OR LISTENING TO MUSIC].  [Include other community-wide crises that may have occurred recently in your community, such as flooding from a hurricane].  You may also be thinking about something else that is bothering you that has nothing to do with the pandemic.  Some of you may also have enjoyed having more time at home or with family.  It’s appropriate to have many different feelings
.
TOPIC: VALIDATE FEELINGS AND LET STUDENTS KNOW THAT YOU CARE

SAMPLE: Whatever you are feeling, I am here for you. If it is hard for you to do classwork and homework because you are upset or worried, just let me know.  We can find a way to make it easier.  If you are worried about a friend or family member, please talk with me privately.  I can also have someone else in the school talk with you about how you are feeling.  Just let me or your parents/guardians know if you would like to talk with me, at any time during the school year.  [Insert information about how students can reach out to you, such as via email or text – encourage them to talk with their parents.  Reach out to parents separately to invite them to share with you their concerns and to inform them about available counseling services.]
TOPIC:  INVITE QUESTIONS AND DISCUSSION, BUT FOCUS ON SHARING RESOURCES AND COPING TECHNIQUES.
TOPIC: LINK BACK TO WHAT YOU HAVE PLANNED FOR YOUR FIRST LESSON – WHEN POSSIBLE, SELECT AN ACTIVITY THAT ALLOWS STUDENTS TO PARTICIPATE ACTIVELY, PROVIDES AN OPPORTUNITY TO GET TO KNOW EACH OTHER (E.G., ICEBREAKERS) AND HAS LIMITED REQUIREMENTS FOR SUSTAINED CONCENTRATION.

NOTE TO TEACHERS: Please adjust this to fit your class/students.

SAMPLE: I would like to get to know each of you – so I thought we might start with the following exercise/activity…
�This might be the Chancellor, Superintendent, Principal, Head of School, or other district/school leader


�The long-standing racial injustices in our country that became a focus of wide-spread protests is another important stressor for many children and adults but may best be discussed in a more comprehensive manner separate from this initial discussion of the pandemic.  If students raise this topic during this discussion, consider acknowledging the concern and indicate how this will be addressed later, without minimizing the issue.


�For schools and districts that are working with the National Center for School Crisis and Bereavement, you may wish to include this acknowledgment.  This information is only for the educator’s benefit – this is the case with all text in bold italics.


�If teachers and families have not yet talked to children about what the pandemic is, you should add more background information here.  You can find a brief (15-minute) video that reviews how you can talk to and support children during the pandemic: https://vimeo.com/user109043156/review/402755052/1e4d641690.


For young children, y�ou don’t need to refer to the virus with the more precise term: severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS‑CoV‑2)


�Although a very wide range of strong feelings is to be expected, it’s best not to say that “anything you feel is normal” – children who are depressed, considering suicide or other self-harm, or experiencing disabling anxiety or post-traumatic reactions should instead be encouraged to seek help.  The goal is to normalize seeking help rather than to state that all emotional reactions are normal.  For this reason, we suggest the language that it’s appropriate to have many different feelings.
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