
Building Community

Cristi Alberino
Deirdre Ducharme
Janet Stuck
Performance Office
CT State Department of Education

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Welcome to this webinar about building community in our Sensible Assessment Practices series. 



Sensible 
Assessment 

Practices 
Webinar 
Overview

Start of School Year Analyzing qualitative 
and quantitative data to make informed 
decisions for ALL students

Building Community Building an effective 
community of learners while meeting the 
needs of ALL students (onsite, remote)

Beginning with Units Designed for Success 
Modeling a unit of instruction and assessment 
-Grade 5 standards

Instruction and Assessment Cycle Building 
from the instructional plan established for the 
academic year

Focusing on Sensible Assessment 
Practices Year Round 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
All webinar topics are designed to support teachers and include the Start of the School Year, Beginning with Units Designed for Success, the Instruction and Assessment Cycle, and Focusing on Sensible Assessment Practices. This webinar, Building Community, discusses the importance of community-building activities for both remote and in-person classes at the start of this school year.



Community is 
about doing 
something 
together that 
makes belonging 
matter.

~ BRIAN SOLIS

Presenter
Presentation Notes
We are focusing on community building because teachers are going find dramatic disparities in students’ experiences during the shutdown. Whether learning at home or in the classroom, it is essential to create a community in which students can experience a sense of belonging and acceptance, regardless of their personal, family, and community experiences, particularly in the context of this pandemic. Teachers need to build a foundation of trust and safety before they can effectively focus on academic instruction in the year.



Key 
Concepts

Community

Safety

Connection

Trust

Learning

Inspiration
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As you are planning for the reopening of school, either in-person or remotely, take the time to build a well-thought out plan that supports the whole student, beginning with building community.The most critical assessment that teams (both vertical and horizontal) should consider is one centered on their students’ social and emotional health. Students may have experienced trauma, including financial instability, food insecurity, or health issues due to the pandemic. Some children have suffered the loss of a home, or the loss of family or friends. As they return to school, they may be experiencing a range of traumatic experiences and emotions such as anxiety, fear, and sadness that will continue to impact them in predictable and unpredictable ways throughout the year. When learners have to focus their attention on having basic needs met or avoiding a negative experience, they cannot concentrate on the learning process or meet the cognitive demands that are necessary when learning new skills. However, before these experiences and feelings can be explored and validated, students need an environment that promotes safety and trust, one in which they feel welcome and connected, providing opportunities for open communication with their teacher and classmates. While this might work better in person, a classroom community can also be developed in virtual learning environments through ice-breaker introductions, virtual theme weeks, personalized videos, teacher office hours, and one-on-one check-ins. It is about making connections and establishing relationships. Some schools are using synchronous learning, while others use learning platforms for asynchronous teaching. Many districts may decide on some form of blended learning in the fall. Regardless of the platform or location, these suggestions will support you as you prepare students mentally to engage in learning. Without taking the time to build community at the outset, any formal learning and subsequent assessment may artificially depress student achievement. A safe and inclusive learning environment fosters creativity, inspiration, and deeper learning.In this webinar, we will provide information on classroom community building and ideas to help establish norms in the fall of this year. 



Build a team of educators and 
school staff to establish 
community

Establish a safe and nurturing 
environment

Keep parents/guardians 
involved

Create norms and 
expectations

Meet students where they are
Focus on the whole child

Areas of 
Focus
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Districts and schools need to engage all possible supports for students prior to the first day of school. Resources for academic, behavioral, and social-emotional support are available on the CSDE COVID-19 Resources for Family and Educators webpage. Teachers will need to be proactive in their planning rather than waiting until a problem presents itself to employ these various supports. The Connecticut State Board of Education has adjusted calendar requirements, so districts have additional planning time to develop procedures and gather supports for teachers, students, and families. Students who are returning to school have experienced different environments and behavior expectations. School staff should focus on directly teaching and modeling age- and grade-appropriate behaviors they expect to see from their students, even more than they have in the past. It is imperative that students are provided with predictable environments that are safe and inclusive. Having a well-designed, consistent continuum of support, engaging appropriate school staff in a timely manner, and regularly communicating with families will facilitate a smoother transition for both students and teachers. Be prepared for students to exhibit behaviors based on their potentially high levels of sadness, anxiety, depression, fear, and even anger. These behaviors may present themselves in a variety of ways and can vary across days or times within the day. Students will be incredibly vulnerable. Continue to reinforce positive behaviors and skills you want repeated rather than being punitive. Recognize when behaviors indicate that a child needs more individualized assistance and engage appropriate mental health professionals such as school psychologists, school counselors, and school social workers.Teachers across Connecticut are amazing and demonstrated their exceptional abilities when switching from in-school to remote teaching at the drop of a hat. Students, like teachers, suddenly had to change the ways they learned and interacted with each other and the curriculum. As school restarts, remember to meet the child where they are. It is not beneficial to initially focus on deficits, rather identify and build on students’ current strengths. To create a strong community of students ready to learn, teachers and schools should not focus on what was lost while schools were closed. Starting the school year by administering an assessment will work against the building of this new community and can only provide questionable information at this early point in time. It is extremely important that students are not labeled as they return to school. 



Get to Know 
Students and 

Their 
Families

Take time to build 
relationships with students 
and their families

Ask parents/guardians for 
assistance in practicing 
“skills” with their learners

Provide families with 
ongoing communication
that encompasses support 
and caring and effective 
teaching

Check-in with families and 
students and check in often
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For the last several months, parents have been in step with what their children are learning. As communities are being rebuilt in school, it is important to enhance relationships with the parents as well. Engage parents and let them know what is happening in the classroom at the start of the year and beyond. Share your strategies and thoughts with them. Planning how to regularly communicate with parents, prior to returning to school, will keep them involved and ultimately provide consistent support for students at school and at home. As you learn about the specific hardships children and their families faced, you may be able to provide access to resources for those families who need them. Additionally, encourage parents to ask questions and share feedback about concerns they have as their child returns to school for either remote or in-person classes. Family partnership is an essential component to the school community and learning process.Implement multiple ways to engage with families, remembering families may be defined in a variety of ways including parents, guardians, foster parents, grandparents, or other relatives. Ensuring you are aware of the important people in your students’ lives is critical to showing each student that you value these relationships. Consider creative ways to provide opportunities to engage that make families comfortable. This may take the form of cooking, eating a snack, playing a game together virtually, or conducting a phone call with the student and other family members. Be clear about methods and times to reach out to you to express thoughts or concerns so parents feel validated. Be certain that families who are not speakers of English have access to all information in their native language. Ask for parental assistance to better understand a child’s thoughts or actions. When asking for support from families on skill development, make sure directions are clear and provide a model. Contact can be in the form of an email, FaceTime, Google Duo, text, or a traditional phone call. Determining and using the family’s preferred method of contact, and communicating consistently, alleviates miscommunication and builds partnership. Furthermore, depending on the type of communication used, families can refer back to the information when necessary. For example, provide a memo each Friday about plans for the upcoming week. Email the memo to families, and provide paper alerts to families who might not have access to computers or email. This type of communication allows everyone appropriate time to digest the information and go back to it as needed during the week. Families can also share information with the student to better prepare them for the upcoming week’s activities. Having a consistent communication method specifically for students and for families will help bridge blended learning expectations.



“What is the most underused resource in 
education today?”

“Parents.”
-Lauren Tripp Barlis

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Parents are the ultimate experts on their children. By engaging families, you will reap the benefits of their experience as well as making them a partner in the success of your students.



Establish a Safe Learning Environment

Design a classroom/online learning environment that 
promotes 
safety
trust
compassion

Establish routines 
Build in schedules that students can count on with specified 

goals and outcomes
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One of the most important ways to help students feel safe and more in control is to build daily routines. Many elementary classrooms use morning meetings to check-in with students and state the goals for the day. Even with asynchronous distance learning or packets of work that go home, this routine is still possible. Students who know the expectations may have increased agency and accountability in their learning. Students with disabilities, emotional support needs, and language learners all benefit from established routines, particularly when provided with visual supports for these routines.For distance learning, there are multiple options available to create check-in meetings or opportunities to chat, and sites to share videos. Some sites that offer the ability to record and share information are SeeSaw, Flipgrid, or a private Youtube channel. Flipgrid, Youtube, Padlet and aspects of Google Classroom do not require a paid account to utilize these tools. If you are looking for ways to work online with your classroom meetings, check out the Ceedar Center’s Virtual Tool kit for moving to online learning. Direct teaching of classroom norms and the modeling of how to manage a schedule early in the year will create more student independence and better learning opportunities.



Establish a Safe Learning Environment

Talk about student experiences with COVID-19
check-ins may need to be conducted with the support of 

the school mental health professionals
consider checking in multiple times over a series of weeks

Promote student discussion, collaboration, and self-advocacy
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When possible, facilitate classroom meetings in collaboration with school-employed mental health professionals such as psychologists, counselors, and social workers, to allow students to collectively process their experiences. This type of activity may need to occur more than once during the first few weeks of reentry and may need to evolve into higher levels of support during the school year.Teachers will need to directly teach or even reteach the expectations for in-person and virtual environments. Model respectful behavior and encourage students to advocate for themselves if they feel a need to connect with support staff. Consider practicing role play to provide the students the language and means to connect with appropriate staff. 



Establish a Safe Learning Environment

Encourage mindfulness, self-care, and processing 
experiences and emotions
model/provide coping strategies 
consider yoga, deep breathing 

Consider refraining from introducing new academic content 
until routines are firmly re-established
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Returning students have experienced a varied level of structure and behavioral expectations during school closures. These conditions, combined with students varied ability levels to regulate their emotions and understand the perspective of others, support the purposeful inclusion of social-emotional learning for all students. Social-emotional learning is the process through which children and adults achieve emotional intelligence through the competencies of self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision-making. Encourage students and families to make time to focus on the present, being intentional and thoughtful about where they are and how they are feeling. Be sure to practice this for yourself as well! There are several methods that can help students practice this skill such as belly breathing, blowing bubbles, or guided meditation. Through the direct teaching of self-awareness, students’ will develop better coping skills and ultimately practice better decision making.



Consider the impact of masks 
on:
individuals who are deaf or 

hard of hearing
English-language learners
students with disabilities, 

including those with 
physical disabilities

individuals with respiratory 
conditions

Be Mindful of Barriers

Consider the impact of masks 
on the ability to
read emotions and facial 

expressions
follow speech
participate in speech-related 

interventions 
generally participate and 

focus on academics
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Although it is critical to support the use of masks of some kind for safety, teachers need to understand that masks do not provide optimal access to speech, lip reading, or facial expressions. Masks are a communication barrier for students who are deaf or hard of hearing, English learners, and students with disabilities. Masks distort sounds and make it more difficult for many students to understand what is being said. Students with respiratory conditions may need additional considerations to maintain appropriate safety protocols. Consider wearing clear masks or face shields that provide personal safety while also ensuring greater access to communication: both verbal and non-verbal. 



Meet 
Students 

Where They 
Are

Acknowledge 
learning loss

Avoid labeling 
(i.e., COVID-19 
compromised)

Smooth the 
pathway for 
learning

Shift from deficit 
framing and 
focus on 
students’ assets
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Acknowledge the loss from the very start. Acknowledge that each learner has a set of unique and varied experiences during the COVID outbreak. Allow opportunities for children to talk about and process these experiences, while also focusing on the things that they have control over, such as wearing masks, social distancing, and frequent handwashing to keep themselves and loved ones safe. Encourage students to problem-solve and share ideas for tackling their biggest worries and concerns. These conversations build cohesion, break-down barriers, and validate experiences, while also empowering children to focus on the things in their lives over which they have control. In order to avoid labeling, as previously discussed, do not focus on deficits; rather, accentuate student strengths. Recognize that each student has his or her own varied experiences and meet them where they are, which may look different throughout the day and over time, depending on internal and external factors in the student’s personal life.  To foster inclusivity, do not label or pigeonhole students. Keep in mind the stigma and prejudice as a result of (or intensified by) the pandemic that students may have experienced which may include race, ethnicity, or socio-economic status. Shift from deficit framing and focus on student’s assets. Look for each student’s unique strengths and assets and build upon them through recognition, empathy, and validation. These teacher expectations will give students the confidence and encouragement they need to be successful participants and drivers in their learning process. As teachers promote safe and healthy learning environments, they are smoothing the pathway for learning. 



Do not assume students will voluntarily disclose their distress 
or want to talk immediately

Teach validation skills, acknowledging everyone has had a 
different experience with COVID-19 
 not everyone will respond in the same way 
 experiences will vary significantly
 validate that some are disappointed, some are grieving, 

some are exhausted from added responsibilities, some are 
scared, yet some had positive experiences

Validate
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As you meet your students where they are, provide regular check-ins so that students can talk to you about the concerns they bring with them to school. For example, provide validation whenever possible by saying something like, “I know this might feel scary or overwhelming.” Encourage them to engage in activities that help them self-regulate such as exercise, deep breathing, regular routines that promote self-care, rest, and a healthy diet.  Teachers should carefully observe signs for students in distress and offer more personalized support from the school team. Given that student responses to stressful events are unique and varied, some students will exhibit behaviors such as irritability or clinginess, while others may regress, demand extra attention, or have difficulty with self-care, sleeping, and eating. 



Empower

Teach, reteach and model expectations and routines 
avoid punitive approaches when managing physical 

distancing requirements when possible
Consider opportunities for students to work cooperatively, feel 

empowered, and assist others, which can prove restorative 
following significant disruption and stress

Provide students opportunities to voice concerns, challenges, 
and needs

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Teachers will need to directly teach, reteach, and model expectations for school and virtual environments.  Not every child will feel comfortable talking about their experiences or worries, some students may not even have the language skills to be able to name their set of experiences and feelings. Teachers can use a variety of modalities to support student experiences through art, music, games, journal writing, and other activities that promote self-reflection and expression. Furthermore, teachers can model empathy and patience so that students can apply these same strategies when they encounter peers who are struggling. 



Engage

Promote accessible instructional modalities
Maximize synchronous and asynchronous learning using 

both digital and paper/pencil learning opportunities
 Integrate digital tools and resources that foster student 

engagement and collaboration
Use multiple data sources to group students in purposeful 

ways based on interest, need, or skill level using a variety of 
formats and structures
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Teachers can promote accessible instruction by incorporating the principles of Universal Design for Learning, which will be discussed more in the next webinar, Beginning with Units Designed for Success. Universal Design for Learning is included in the Every Student Succeeds Act and is a scientifically valid framework for guiding educational practice that provides flexibility in the ways information is presented, in the ways students respond or demonstrate knowledge and skills, and in the ways students are engaged.  Incorporating the principles of UDL reduces barriers in instruction, provides appropriate accommodations, supports, and challenges, and maintains high achievement expectations for all students, including students with disabilities and students who are English learners.Regardless of the learning platform, teachers will need to plan for and adapt units for delivery and clearly communicate with parents and guardians. Students will need to be familiar with tools and be taught how to use them effectively so they can participate actively. This same information will need to be shared with families to ensure that they are also engaged in the education of their children. As teachers collected multiple sources of student information prior to the beginning of school, they should continue to use multiple sources of student data in conjunction with the formative assessment process to group students in purposeful ways based on interest, need, or skill. 



Inspire

Teachers who create connections, build empathy, and a 
culture of caring will build a positive community of learners 
regardless of location (remote or in-person) 

Teachers can motivate and model appropriate skills and 
strategies

Positive communities move learners from passive 
participants to active drivers in their own learning
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Presentation Notes
If teachers apply the strategies suggested in this webinar, they can build a community of learners, create a positive classroom culture where students are empowered, build positive relationships, and encourage students to be accountable for their own learning. Creating community allows students to feel comfortable taking risks and to be open to learning. 



Foundational Resources

Sensible Assessment Practices This document offers guidance to educators on how they can “assess” 
their incoming students when schools re-open without necessarily having to “test” them. The 
assessment and instructional practices in this document are intended to apply to all students, including 
students with disabilities and English learners. 

Plan for Reimagining CT Classrooms for Continuous Learning The purpose of this document is to 
provide a framework for developing local Continuous Learning Plans to support the reopening of all 
schools that will provide continuity of learning.

Adapt, Advance, Achieve: Connecticut’s Plan to Learn and Grow Together This document is intended 
to be a fluid document that will evolve based on the public health data trends as well as the 
understanding of the best way to mitigate spread. To close the digital divide in Connecticut and 
empower students across the state to learn from home, Governor Lamont recently announced this 
initiative Everybody Learns Initiative to fill any device and/or connectivity gaps that may still remain.  

Presenter
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The Connecticut State Department of Education continues to provide guidance resources for districts to support the reopening of schools in the fall. The Sensible Assessment Practices for 2021 and Beyond, and the Plan for Reimagining Connecticut Classrooms for Continuous Learning are foundational documents for supporting Connecticut’s students and teachers. Many of the overarching ideas in this webinar series are drawn from these resources.  Connecticut’s plan for school reopening in fall 2020, Adapt, Advance, Achieve: Connecticut’s Plan to Learn and Grow Together, is the third of our foundational resources, and the plan expects districts to provide robust educational learning options to those students who choose temporarily to not participate in the in-school program due to individual considerations. Furthermore, in addition to in-person instruction, the reopening plan also expects districts to be prepared for blended learning or fully virtual scenarios that may be necessary based on changing health conditions in the community. Therefore, it is vital that students have access to the requisite device and adequate connectivity in the home to participate in virtual learning.��The CSDE is making available nearly $100 million dollars in federal funds to local school districts through the CARES Act. Some of these resources will be directed toward those students for whom devices and/or connectivity may be barriers to full participation in virtual learning. To close the digital divide in Connecticut, and empower students across the state to learn from home, Governor Lamont recently announced that his administration is launching the Everybody Learns initiative to fill any device and/or connectivity gaps that may still remain. 

https://portal.ct.gov/-/media/SDE/COVID-19/SensibleAssessmentPractices.pdf
https://portal.ct.gov/-/media/SDE/COVID-19/ReimaginingCTClassrooms.pdf
https://portal.ct.gov/-/media/SDE/COVID-19/CTReopeningSchools.pdf
https://portal.ct.gov/SDE/COVID19/Everybody-Learns-Initiative


Resources

How to Build an Online Learning Community (In 2020). Learn Worlds, April 28, 2020. 
Defines an online learning community and gives 8 tips to building your own online 
community.

Creative Ways Teachers are Building Classroom Community Online Lists ideas used 
by educators during online teaching, from using Quizlet to hosting virtual themes.

The TIES Center developed a framework for building student engagement with 
distance learning for students who learn differently. TIES also released resources on 
morning meetings, collaborative behavioral supports, and effective specially-designed 
instruction.
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Here is a list of resources specific to this presentation. 

https://www.learnworlds.com/build-online-learning-community/
https://www.weareteachers.com/creating-classroom-community-online/
https://publications.ici.umn.edu/ties/building-engagement-with-distance-learning/an-overview-framework
https://tiescenter.org/resource/5g/e3OL94QQ2y7IMYo6pDVA
https://tiescenter.org/resource/JB/d6ImP-QhG7KHaIk3vhgQ
https://tiescenter.org/resource/Wp/kIeE-ISfyAomFVne_iTA


Resources

5 Virtual Ways to Build a Classroom Community April 1, 2020. Provides teachers with 
examples of activities for synchronous and asynchronous teaching and for building 
community in a virtual classroom.

Mindfulness for Educators is a webinar by hosted by Sanford Harmony. In this webinar you'll 
learn how to tap into the power of mindfulness to increase engagement and emotional 
intelligence in your classroom. 

Emotional Intelligence and Resiliency: Teaching During COVID-19: This webinar by Sanford 
Learning is for educators who are struggling with the transition to remote teaching. 

When Kids Return to School, Kids May Have More Agency. Are We Ready? July 20, 2020. 
This article presents student views on remote learning and discusses the benefits of remote 
learning. 
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These are a few more resources we used when designing this presentation.	

https://www.pbs.org/education/blog/5-virtual-ways-to-build-a-classroom-community
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MGOay9LFTPg&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rLdPM1ywTiw
https://inservice.ascd.org/when-kids-return-to-school-kids-may-have-more-agency-are-we-ready/
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Please contact the Connecticut State Department of Education staff in the Performance Office with any questions you might have.Thank you.
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