MENTAL WELLBEING

GRATITUDE AND CONNECTION:
FOSTERING POSITIVE RELATIONSHIPS

IN SCHOOLS

As we move into November, the season of gratitude
and reflection is upon us. This month’s focus is on
cultivating positive relationships within the classroom
and school community, which can significantly enhance
both student and staff well-being. Along with the
theme of gratitude, we’'ll explore the impact of fostering
strong social connections, as well as highlight an
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important topic—High Functioning Depression, an often
overlooked mental health challenge among students

and educators.

“Gratitude is the

healthiest of all human
emotions. The more
you express gratitude
for what you have, the
more likely you will
have even more to
express gratitude for.”
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THE POWER OF GRATITUDE:
BOOSTING MENTAL HEALTH AND MORALE

November is a natural time to focus on gratitude, which has been proven to
positively impact mental health. Encouraging gratitude practices in the
classroom and among staff can help create a more supportive, optimistic school
environment.

Why Gratitude Matters:

Research shows that practicing gratitude increases positive emotions, reduces
stress, and strengthens relationships. For students, especially those who may
feel overwhelmed or disconnected, gratitude can offer a mental shift toward
optimism and hope.

Gratitude Practices for the Classroom:

« Gratitude Journals: Dedicate a few minutes each day for students to write
down something they are grateful for. This can be part of their morning
routine or a reflective end-of-day exercise.

« Gratitude Circles: Begin or end the week with a gratitude circle, where
students and staff can share something they appreciate about their peers or
experiences from the past week. This strengthens classroom bonds and
promotes a positive atmosphere.

Gratitude Practice for Staff:
« Thank You Notes: Start a staff-wide gratitude campaign where teachers
write thank you notes to each other. This simple act can build camaraderie
and remind everyone that their efforts are appreciated.
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HIGH FUNCTIONING DEPRESSION:
RECOGNIZING THE SILENT STRUGGLE

As we foster gratitude and connection this month, it's also
important to recognize that not all struggles are visible. High
Functioning Depression is a mental health condition where
individuals may appear to function well in their daily lives, but
internally, they are battling significant emotional challenges.

This condition can be particularly hard to detect in both students
and educators, as outwardly, those affected may maintain good
grades, attend school regularly, or perform well in their job.
However, underneath the surface, they may feel persistently sad,
unmotivated, or disconnected from joy.

Signs of High Functioning Depression:

« Chronic Fatigue and Low Energy: Despite maintaining their
responsibilities, individuals with high functioning depression
often feel exhausted and unmotivated.

- Difficulty Enjoying Previously Loved Activities: A lack of
interest in activities that used to bring joy is a key sign.

» Perfectionism or Overcompensation: Many individuals with
high functioning depression overcompensate for their internal
struggle by appearing overly organized or high-achieving,
masking their emotional pain.

« Persistent Sadness or Hopelessness: Even if they are
externally successful, those with high functioning depression
may feel a deep, persistent sense of sadness or emotional
numbness.

Why This Matters for Educators and Students:

« For educators, high functioning depression can lead to
burnout if left unaddressed, as they may feel overwhelmed
but unable to express their struggle.

« For students, the pressure to perform while managing
emotional pain can result in worsening mental health over
time, especially if they feel that asking for help is not an
option.

How to Support Students and Staff with High Functioning
Depression:

« Normalize Mental Health Conversations: Make mental health
part of daily conversations in the classroom and among staff.
Reducing stigma helps those who are struggling silently to
seek help.

« Check-In Regularly: Be proactive about checking in with
students and colleagues, especially those who seem to be
high achievers but may also be quietly struggling.

- Encourage Professional Help: High functioning depression
requires the same level of support as other mental health
challenges. Refer students to school counselors and remind
colleagues that seeking professional help is a sign of strength,
not weakness.
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High=Functioning depression refers to people who maintain daily responsibilities while
experiencing depressive symptoms. W 4
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BUILDING CONNECTIONS:

AND SCHOOL COMMUNITY
FRAMEWORK FOR EDUCATORS

As educators, fostering connections between students,
as well as between staff members, is essential for
promoting emotional well-being. When students and
staff feel connected, they are more likely to thrive
academically and socially.

Creating a Culture of Connection in the Classroom:

« Empathy and Kindness Projects: November is an
excellent time to encourage kindness projects, where
students perform small acts of kindness for each
other, or collaborate on community service projects
that give back to those in need. This can strengthen
their sense of purpose and community.

o Peer Support Systems: Consider implementing a peer
buddy system in your classroom, pairing students to
help each other academically and emotionally. Peer
support is a powerful way to boost confidence and
help students feel connected.

Strengthening Staff Relationships:

o Staff Well-Being Check-Ins: Organize brief weekly
check-ins with staff to discuss mental health and
stress management strategies. Create a safe space
where teachers can express concerns and receive
peer support.

« Creating Harmony and Belonging_as a Solution to
Chronic Absenteeism on October 29 at 5:00 pm ET.
Hosted by Education Week

o Creating a School Culture That Values Student Voice
on October 29 at 5:00 pm ET. Hosted by edWeb

o Yale Center for Emotional Intelligence RULER info
session on October 30 at 12pm ET.

o School Safety & Mental Health: Supporting_Georgia
School Districts - Hosted by Daybreak Health on
November 14 at 12 noon ET.

GRANVILLE T. FREEMAN vLpc, cpcs, ccTp, cGP, BC-TMH

Whole Child Supports Coordinator/ Mental Health Coordinator

granville.freeman@mresa.org

CREATING A SUPPORTIVE CLASSROOM

BENEFITS OF HIGH
SOCIAL CONNECTION

The T!wee Vital Components of
Social Connection

The extent to which an individual is socially connected
depends on multiple factors, including:
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