
Research tells us that 44% of teachers leave the profession within the first 5 years. One of the ways to 

combat that statistic is to create a climate that thrives on connection through building a School Family. 

Just as we are more likely to thrive when we feel as if we are an essential member of the group who 

contributes in a meaningful way, children are more likely to flourish when they feel a sense of belonging 

and significance. The School Family is meant to build on the success of the family model for children 

who have a balanced family life, and provides a sense of safety and belonging for children have not had 

the experience of successful relationships at home.   

Building Your School Family 

Why is it important to have a school family?  

Here is a video showing one school’s transformation through focus on the School Family: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=M-D4VMARiG4 

Children who have grown up feeling predominantly safe and loved in their home will have a relatively 

easy time following structures and rules in the classroom environment. They have no reason to doubt an 

adult’s authority or the safety of their environment. Therefore, when rules are implemented, they are 

far more likely to comply.  

For the child who has experienced frequent or traumatic levels of stress, confusion, or doubt when it 

comes to their feeling of safety and being loved, the classroom can become a minefield of triggers. 

Students who display aggressive and/or avoidant behavior are in a survival state and unable to access 

many executive functioning skills such as attention, impulse control, flexibility, empathy, task initiation, 

etc.  

“Building a school family” is an intentional approach to developing an atmosphere where our most 

vulnerable students can feel safe and loved enough to access their executive functioning states where 

they can be their most creative, loving, and open selves. This is when LEARNING happens.  

THE SCHOOL FAMILY: 

- Optimizes brain development for academic success 

- Promotes resilience 

- Fosters conflict resolution, reduces aggression, and increases social-emotional learning 

- Promotes effectiveness of consequences 

- Models shared power, democracy, and our highest values 

- Fosters optimal learning states of high challenge/ low stress 

“Caring relationships create an optimal environment for learning, alter our physiological state and 

prime the brain for plasticity.” 

Here are the essential components to developing the sense of safety and “family” every child needs to 

thrive in a learning environment: 

RITUALS are an expression of unity and facilitate connection and inclusion. Connection fosters trust and 

a willingness to participate.  

- Suggested Rituals:  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=M-D4VMARiG4


1. Greeting/Goodbye Rituals : facilitate moment of connection with eye contact, touch, 

presence, and playfulness and allows adult to assess child’s inner state 

2. Safekeeper Ritual : supports focus on safety through a child’s commitment to helping keep 

the classroom safe 

3. School Family Ritual : song or chant to demonstrate commitment to classroom agreements 

4. Connecting Rituals : often with music and movement, these rituals provide opportunities for 

peer-to-peer interaction and connection 

5. Kindness Rituals : document and celebrate acts of kindness  

6. Absent Child Ritual : sends the message “we noticed you were gone, we missed you and we 

are looking forward to your return” 

7. Welcoming/Leaving Rituals : sends message that a child’s presence in the classroom is 

honored 

8. Wish Well Ritual : teaches students to wish others well when they are struggling 

9. End-of-Year Rituals : transitions are difficult and these rituals help ease anxieties 

Toddler-Specific Rituals: https://consciousdiscipline.s3.amazonaws.com/CD-Book-

Study/Chapter3_Infant-Toddler-Rituals.pdf 

Ritual Songs: https://consciousdiscipline.s3.amazonaws.com/CD-Book-Study/Chapter3_Ritual-Songs.pdf 

 

ROUTINES help develop a sense of safety in the classroom through consistency and predictability. 

Having routines also helps students develop healthy habits and provide a sense of calm during times of 

upset. When the brain is triggered into an emotional or survival state, well-practiced routines are 

soothing and become an avenue for re-engaging with their executive functioning.   

- From hand-washing routines to safe space routines, specific directions should be posted in a 

step-by-step manner, with real life photos, in the area that the routine is to be completed, to 

clearly demonstrate expectations, remove ambiguity, and encourage compliance. 

CLASSROOM STRUCTURES support and scaffold social-emotional learning and self-regulation. 

- Job Board: Though all children benefit from a sense of reasonable responsibility, children who 

display controlling or high-energy behavior are often looking for outlets for a sense of purpose. 

Jobs help children feel included and integral to the smooth functioning of the classroom—which 

they are!  

https://consciousdiscipline.s3.amazonaws.com/CD-Book-Study/Chapter3_Meaningful-Jobs.pdf 

 

- Kindness Tree: a structure which acknowledges the importance of kindness and promotes 

healthy social interaction. 

- Time Machine: aides in resolving conflict among students, promoting communication, 

understanding, and forgiveness 

How to use the conflict resolution time machine: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BIx8TdLxr48 

 

- Safe Place: offers an opportunity to teach and practice self-regulation and healthy coping skills 

https://consciousdiscipline.s3.amazonaws.com/CD-Book-Study/Chapter3_Infant-Toddler-Rituals.pdf
https://consciousdiscipline.s3.amazonaws.com/CD-Book-Study/Chapter3_Infant-Toddler-Rituals.pdf
https://consciousdiscipline.s3.amazonaws.com/CD-Book-Study/Chapter3_Ritual-Songs.pdf
https://consciousdiscipline.s3.amazonaws.com/CD-Book-Study/Chapter3_Meaningful-Jobs.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BIx8TdLxr48


How one classroom setup their safe space for infants and toddlers: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kljV6_wQJTo 

 

- Visual Routines: help students meet expectations and learn new skills 

 

How You Can Connect Parents to Your School Family: https://youtu.be/-LoPISIGAJw 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kljV6_wQJTo
https://youtu.be/-LoPISIGAJw

