
Creating a Mentally Healthy Classroom



What Are The Features of a ‘Mentally 
Healthy Classroom’?

• Academic engagement and efficacy: students are 
participating. 

• Behavioural self-control: students and teachers 
are aware of the influence of their behaviour on 
others, and develop ways to control it.



What Are The Features of a Mentally 
Healthy Classroom?

• Academic self-determination: students are setting 
goals, learning that effort is noticed and rewarded, 
and achieving. 

• Effective relationships: 
➢ Student-teacher
➢ Student-student
➢ Home-school



Noticing & Naming stress

• When we get stressed, it is difficult to notice all 
the things going on around us- so as teachers, it is 
important to take a moment to look at our 
students and classroom.

• And notice what is happening. What do you see?



Noticing & Naming stress

Then acknowledge it.
• “I am noticing that a lot of people are comparing 

notes about the test you just wrote.” Or “I am 
noticing that a number of people are upset by the 
headline in the paper this morning. Let’s start by 
talking about that.”



Noticing & Naming stress

• This helps people be seen and heard, and so they 
experience support.

• Naming the stress in the room also helps people 
develop the language to describe how they are 
feeling, and feel less isolated or alone when they 
hear others are feeling the same way.



Putting Stress in Context

• If you notice a student who is very stressed out at 
school, ask the parents if they see this at home, 
too. By working together and providing consistent 
messages between home and school, children will 
benefit.

Here is one video aimed at parents:
• Teachable moments: stress at home: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H-
4WKBw4Mqc

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H-4WKBw4Mqc


Teaching Practices & Stress

• Teachers who are enthusiastic, have good 
relationships with students, teach with clarity and 
organization, and who understand what parts of 
the curriculum presents challenges for students 
can make an important difference in the learning 
of all students – especially those who experience 
an excessive stress response. 

• Remember – its not about stress avoidance, its 
about stress management. 



Teaching Practices & Stress

Stress-inducing:
• Visually crowded classroom
• Daily schedule is unpredictable
• Teachers’ signals about ‘the need for speed’
• Students’ voices not heard
• Punitive discipline practices
• Summative assessment only
• Public shaming



Teaching Practices & Environmental Stress 
Reduction

• Quiet corners or places where students can focus 
on tasks

• Develop and display the classroom daily schedule.
• Time for transition from one activity to another
• Give students choices where possible.
• Provide feedback often and in encouraging ways.
• Don’t create situations where misbehaving or 

absences are the only way to escape negative 
appraisals and stressful situations.



Assessment Practices & Stress

Capacity-building assessment conditions:
Give students a choice: 
➢ Do they want to video-record their speech to 

play in class?
• Use small quizzes or tests early on, worth only a 

few marks each.
• Carefully plan how much time, and what 

materials or access to information students need.



Assessment Practices & Stress

Capacity-building assessment conditions continued:
• Teach (explicitly) study skills.
• Break large tasks down into smaller steps and 

give formative feedback.
• Don’t place your stress on the shoulders of your 

students.



Classroom Strategies I

Teach study and work skills:
• Write out the steps to do research on a poster and 

display them.
• Think out loud about a math problem and demonstrate 

how you arrive at a solution.
• Show them how to break a large task into smaller steps.
• Teach them how to study for a test.
Get the students involved in developing their own ‘toolbox’ 
to deal with stress:
➢https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SJ0WjsMnI_s

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SJ0WjsMnI_s


Classroom Strategies II

Most students will have more failure in stressful (e.g. high-
stakes testing) situations. What can help?
• Talking to students, or getting them to write in a journal, 

their worries about the test for 10 minutes before they 
take a test. 

• Help students “reset” their cognitive attributions – not 
fear a test but opportunity to discover.

• Teach deep breathing and hand relaxation skills. 



Tips to Create a Mentally Healthy 
Classroom

• Teach about the stress response, and how you 
(and others) handle it.

• Provide students with opportunities to practice 
stress management techniques (eg: deep 
breathing, hand relaxation).

• Break large tasks down, show how to plan, 
execute, and complete projects.

• Encourage students to apply helpful self-care 
strategies daily. 



Tips to Create a Mentally Healthy 
Classroom (continued)

• Provide students with choice in assessments.
• Create a culture of helping others (eg: volunteer, 

food bank initiatives, etc.). 
• Help students learn the skills they need in:

➢ Learning
➢ Behaviour
➢ Relationships

• Initiate and maintain positive contact with 
families.


