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How do you spend your days as a teacher or school social worker or school leader in your 

early childhood program, elementary school or middle school? How does your actual work 

compare to your job description?  How does your actual work day compare to the way 

you—imagined spending your time at work when you first decided to enter the field?  

 

What does your mother tell her friends about your work? How do your relatives and 

significant others imagine you in your classroom or school? What will the comments be 

around the Thanksgiving table? 

“That’s so nice! You must have SO much patience!” “You must be a saint to work with 

children that age”! Or “3-year olds? How hard could that be? You’re done at 3:00 and have 

summers off!”  

 

How can you explain the reality of classroom life to people whose only frame of reference 

is their own memory of being a student, or newspaper articles about lack of 

“accountability” in education, which usually refers to accountability to politically driven 

mandates for high test scores, rather than to providing a meaningful learning experience 

for all children.  

 

All schools have mission statements and policy and procedure manuals. When you read 

them, they sound great! But often, something gets lost in the translation in the transition 

from words to action. There are the “good words” on the walls or website, which have 
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evolved from authentic experiences with the age group served and reflect their needs, as 

well as knowledge about child development and the learning process. 

 

Then there are the mandates for constant assessment, and teaching scripted curriculum 

that will support assessment outcomes whether the learning is meaningful to children or 

not. Most of you live in the space between these two realities, coping with external 

pressures to comply as well as internal pressure to do what the children in front of you 

need you to do. Depending on where you work, parental energy may be on one side or the 

other of that “pressure vice.” Living with this kind of pressure is exhausting, and can 

become very confusing! You may begin to wonder what your mission really is. “Why am I 

here? To satisfy the requirements and mandates of the system? To make parents happy? 

Or To practice a child focused profession that involves connecting to parents and families, 

and fosters joyful, meaningful learning?” Sadly, these missions often seem to be at odds, 

forcing us to choose between one—and —the other, to leave the field all together, or to 

opt for early retirement in order to preserve our own mental health, or even worse, to 

stay in place but detach from the children over time. 

 

One of the things that supports mental health in both children and adults is a “good 

mirror.” A “good mirror” is one that reflects accurately. For example, if you are freezing 

and a passerby comments on how unusually cold it is, you feel validated. If you are 

freezing, and someone walks by wearing a pair of shorts and sandals, looking perfectly 

comfortable, you begin to question your own sanity. 

 

 If you are working in a school where many children have experienced trauma, and are 

difficult to contain in the classroom, you may breathe a sigh of relief when a fellow teacher 

talks about how stressful it can be to facilitate both learning and a sense of well-being in 

her classroom. A “good mirror” both affirms your reality and gives you the feeling that you 

are not alone.  
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And on the other hand, a “bad mirror” distorts reality and can be debilitating. A “bad 

mirror” reflects a distortion of the truth, creating confusion, doubt, fear, and often 

engendering feelings of inadequacy. Educators have a lot of experience with bad mirrors. 

For example, an article in a well-regarded newspaper talks about poor educational 

outcomes being caused by unmotivated teachers, without mentioning how factors of 

extreme poverty, disruptions in attachment, parental incarceration or living with the 

threat of deportation effects learning.  

 

A feature on the nightly news focuses on the benefits of offering children a longer school 

day. But just yesterday, you passed by the afterschool program where staff was drilling 

exhausted, inattentive children on Common Core content, using methods that had not 

worked earlier in the day, even when the children were less fatigued. If you look into bad 

mirrors long enough, everything gets blurry. You may even begin to believe the distorted 

images that are shown to you.  

 

Many of our Children have a lot of experience with “bad mirrors” as well. “The teacher 

says I should make a mother’s day card for my mom, but I don’t have a mom.”  “The story 

says that the policeman is my friend, but I saw a policeman grab my uncle yesterday and 

really hurt him.” “Bad mirrors” leave children doubting their own worth and their own 

experiences. 

 

These days, we are all becoming very experienced in confronting distortions of the truth. 

The “bad mirrors” that our country is showing to the children and adults who comprise our 

schools and communities are ever present and dangerous. They threaten the 

development of positive self -image in our children, and challenge adults to provide 

enough protection to promote children’s self -worth, belief in their own potential, and 

historical strength.  “bad mirrors” challenge our teachers to teach about democracy at a 

time when it is difficult to see evidence of the democratic process. When people who look 
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like the children you teach are portrayed as criminals, and denied freedom in a country 

that allegedly considers freedom a cornerstone of its being, how do you give children a 

different view when they are in your classroom? When children’s separation anxiety is 

extreme because they fear that their parents will be taken into custody while they’re at 

school, how can you be a reassuring voice in the face of this reality? 

 

It is rare to find a “good mirror” for the enormity of your job, especially if you are working 

with younger children, people may consider a teaching job to be an alternate universe, 

where you can escape from the evils of the adult world, and live happily surrounded by 

blocks and paint and #2 pencils. In reality, you are surrounded by every societal issue 

imaginable. Whatever is happening in the “real world” affects your children and families 

up close, and comes into the school building every day. You see the impact of social policy 

right in front of you. You feel the deportation anxiety that children bring into the room. 

You see tear drops on the paper of the 3rd grader who is writing about her father’s recent 

incarceration. 

 

You may be working with children born into poverty whose families have significantly less 

material resources than you have, or, you may be working with children born into wealth, 

whose families have significantly more material resources than you do. Wherever children 

are on the socioeconomic continuum, they need “good mirrors” in order to maintain their 

emotional equilibrium. Sometimes, it can be even harder to be a good mirror for children 

whose families have a lot of financial resources, because it is sometimes harder to see 

what is really happening for kids whose families present as well-established and well-

connected. A child’s external resources can mask the internal realty of living with an 

alcoholic parent, contentious divorce or a mentally ill grandparent. 

 

No matter where you are working, fear, anxiety, anger, sadness and joy will live in the 

classroom with you, perhaps now made more extreme, exacerbated by the political 
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realities of our time. If you deny these feelings a voice, they will find other ways to be seen 

and heard. If you ignore them, they will rise up until they are acknowledged. If you only 

reflect the positive feelings that children have, the negative feelings will roam the halls 

and invade the unsupervised spaces, having found nowhere to live in the classroom, and 

feeling unwanted in school sanctioned activities. 

 

So, what is our mission as teachers, school social workers, or school leaders working with 

children in schools during these times?  

Since most of us are not in the position to change what children are living with in their day 

to day lives outside of school, you may wonder if anything you are doing during the school 

day can actually make a difference. Can we promote social and emotional well- being in 

children who live with loss and trauma? How do we know that we matter in children’s 

lives, if there is no “good mirror” for us to look into for affirmation?   

 

During this keynote, I am going to give you an equation and tell you some stories that I 

hope will provide a “good mirror” for the work that you do every day. During the 

workshop sessions later today, you will explore the techniques of ERP, based on 

conceptual foundations of child development and the value of understanding children’s 

life experiences.  

 

During this keynote, we will look at the powerful factors of relationship + symbol to 

promote positive outcomes for children. 

 

I will tell you that we, as a community of Emotionally Responsive professionals, have the 

capacity to provide children with warm and supportive teacher-child relationships, safe 

and nurturing school communities, and a curriculum that allows them to master the 

symbols of play and drawing and literacy to make sense of their lives and give their 

thoughts and feelings a voice. 
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There is research that supports the connection between strong and supportive teacher 

child relationships and powerful outcomes in children. Hatfield and Williford found that 

close relationships between Head Start teachers and the children in their classrooms had 

long lasting positive effects on behavior and academic success, as well as facilitating a 

drop in children’s cortisol levels compared to classrooms with less teacher-child 

connection. (Hatfield and Wilford, 2016). A study by Hamre and Pianta in 2001 found that 

warm relationships between kindergarten teachers and children predicted positive social, 

emotional, and cognitive outcomes throughout the school years. (Hamre and Pianta, 

2001) A recent multi-state study on the role of close teacher-child relationships in 

kindergarten found teacher-child closeness predicted multiple positive academic and 

behavioral outcomes. (Zulfiqar, etc al, 2018) 

 

Two other recent studies have found that positive and close teacher child relationships 

can lessen depression in elementary school children, as well as buffering vulnerable 

children from peer victimization. (Spilt, Leflot and Coplin, 2018; Elledge, Elledge, Newgent 

and Cavell, 2015)  

 

A mega-analysis of the effect of teacher-child relationship quality on student engagement 

and achievement, found positive associations between supportive teacher-child 

relationships on both engagement and achievement, while negative teacher-child 

relationships were associated with lower engagement and lower achievement. It is noted 

that negative relationships and low achievement intensify each other, leading to deeper 

issues over time. (Rooda, Koomen, Splir and Oort, 2011) 

 

In addition, these researchers were surprised by outcomes indicating that positive 

teacher-student relationships were important not only in early grades, but remained 

important across the school years, and had even more influence as a mediating factor for 

older low performing children, and low SES children. (Ibid, 2011) 
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Another protective factor for emotional well-being that we have the opportunity to offer 

children is the nurturing of their capacity to generate symbols as an avenue of self-

expression. When children engage in spontaneous language, storytelling, and creative 

arts, research shows enormous benefits in both cognitive and social- emotional domains. 

Children in creative arts infused classrooms showed more class participation, ask more 

questions, more frequently experienced academic challenges as positive and 

demonstrated better problem-solving skills than the control group. (0’Neal, 2014) 

 A study sponsored by the Society for Research in Child Development found music, dance 

and visual arts participation to significantly decrease stress levels in children living in 

poverty. (Society for Research in Child Development, 2016) Dr. Bruce Perry found that 

creative arts promoted brain development in children who were exposed to early trauma. 

(Perry, 2015). His colleagues found that specific parts of the brain were stimulated by 

specific artistic modalities. For example, the lower brain responded to touch; the midbrain 

responded to music and movement; the limbic region responded to dance, art, play and 

nature discovery, and the cortical region responded to storytelling, drama, and writing. ( 

Booth Church, 2019 ) Artistic stimulation grew stronger brain synapses in children who  

participated in creative arts. (Perry and Malducci, 2015) 

 

While policy makers theoretically love “evidence based practice,” and there is a lot of 

evidence available to support these important aspects of Emotionally Responsive 

Practice, it seems that these research outcomes fall into the category of “inconvenient 

truths”, and are therefore rarely acknowledged. IF we truly believe and acknowledge the 

power of strong and supportive teacher-child relationships, then we would have to 

support smaller class size, and that would be expensive. IF we believe in the power of 

emergent curriculum that offers children the opportunity to put confusing, compelling or 

difficult feelings and experiences into the symbols of drawing, play, writing and 

performing arts, under the academic umbrellas of literacy and social studies, then we 

would have to depart from one-size fits all, score driven curriculum, and give both 
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teachers and children more freedom to build their own learning communities. Somehow, 

the cost of doing what is good for children is considered to be too high by the outside 

world. What we know as insiders, is that the cost of NOT doing what is good for children is 

much higher. 

 

“The Bad Mirror” that keeps demanding the burden of proof be presented in numerical 

form can make it hard for teachers to be present with children in the moment, and can 

escalate stress in the school environment, resulting in children being vulnerable to 

heightened reactivity, and having less access to deep thinking. This escalating stress can 

also result in health and mental health issues for teachers. 

 If we are not allowed to attend to what children bring into the room, they will be alone 

when they are in the classroom, and they will act accordingly. If children’s life stories are 

considered to be irrelevant “excuses” instead of essential and sacred foundations for 

understanding children and supporting their developmental process, those difficult life 

experiences will take up the child’s mental space and drown out voices of new learning.  

 

If we insist that children engage with material that is not meaningful to them, we might 

lose their attention. If we pressure them to master material that is not in sync with their 

development, they might experience a feeling of inadequacy when that material is 

presented, and become avoidant and “allergic” to that learning. 

 

ERP informed schools take in and hold the stories that children bring to school with them 

within strong and supportive teacher child relationships, and nurture children’s ability to 

use symbolic processes to make sense of their experience and to give their feelings a 

voice. I will take you on a “walk through” some of these classrooms in the form of stories 

that may illustrate the many ways that schools use these “secret ingredients” to promote 

wellbeing in their classrooms. 
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The Story of Samuel 

Samuel, a five-year-old boy in Anita’s kindergarten class, was a  recent addition to her 

classroom in a small town upstate. Just months earlier, Samuel was living in a refugee 

camp in the Congo with his mother, who herself had grown up in that camp. When Samuel 

came to school, Anita could see that Samuel’s mother looked like a child herself. 

 

Anita is a Bank Street graduate whose developmentally meaningful kindergarten 

classroom allowed for play and open-ended exploration. Although there were many 

activities that could be explored on different levels, integrating Samuel into the group and 

containing him in the room was a challenge. During the first few days of school, Samuel 

spent a lot of his time hiding in a play tunnel. After he emerged, he began testing reality in 

ways similar to a toddler. He ran around the room touching things that he shouldn’t touch, 

then looking to the teachers face with a gleeful affect. Samuel took out every bin of toys, 

dumped them and explored their contents. Samuel, who had never had opportunities to 

explore his environment, to perceive cause-and-effect relationships, or to experience the 

power of his own actions, was making up for lost time. 

 

Since Anita understood Samuel’s behavior in a developmental context, and because there 

were two adults in the classroom, she felt confident that Samuel would benefit from 

having this period of exploration. However, whenever there was a transition or an 

unanticipated event, Samuel bolted. He ran out of the classroom and down the hall with 

impressive speed, heading for the door that led to the parking lot.   

 

To make matters more complicated, Anita worked in a district that had a “no touch “policy. 

Teachers were not supposed to touch children for any reason. This policy was often a 

problem for the pre-K and kindergarten children, who expected adults to offer physical 

reassurance and comfort at times. This policy felt untenable for Anita as she tried to 

protect Samuel within the classroom and prevent him from fleeing. Even if the heavy door 
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was closed, Samuel could turn the knob expertly and quickly and push it open. Once Anita 

and her assistant teacher saw a pattern in Samuel’s departures, one of them would rush to 

the doorway to block egress as soon as a trigger occurred. 

 

As the classroom and school became more familiar to Samuel, he began to understand 

more English, anticipate transitions, and feel safer. Although his attempts to bolt became 

less frequent, he became more and more enraged at Anita during times when she tried to 

block his path, or set limits for him. Samuel was much bigger than your average two-year-

old, but no less driven to be oppositional, a sign of healthy development in much younger 

children which was still in process for Samuel. 

 

 Samuel was big and little at the same time. The children accepted Samuel in his toddler 

phase, taking care of him as they would a younger child, and offering him social 

opportunities when he was interested. 

 

In the spring, Samuel could be seen happily stomping around the classroom, gathering 

blocks to build a garage for his toy cars. Day after day he gathered his cars and built a 

home for them. Finally he told Anita something about his play. “Look! “The cars stay 

inside! They be safe.” 

 
The Story of Alex 
Alex was a second grader attending an ERP informed independent school in Brooklyn. His 

parents had recently separated. Alex now had two homes. At the end of the day, he often 

seemed anxious about who would be picking him up and where he would be staying that 

night. 

 

Alex’s teacher Joanna noticed that he had been moving around the room constantly in a 

disorganized manner. If Joanna sat down for a moment, Alex rushed over to sit beside her. 
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Since most of the time Joanna was moving about the classroom attending to small groups 

of children, Alex was too anxious to settle or focus. Joanna felt that Alex needed a way of 

feeling connected to her even when she was not free to engage with him. Joanna and her 

ERP consultant made a plan. Joanna put her sweater on the back of the chair that she sat 

in when she read to the children. She invited Alex to sit in her chair when he needed her, 

but she was not free.  

 

Alex loved sitting in Joanna’s chair, against her soft sweater which allowed him to feel her 

presence and helped him to be grounded and focused in the classroom, during a period of 

time when his outside life seemed to be in disarray. 

 

The Story of Jasmine 

Jasmine, a 12- year old who attended an ERP informed charter school, was living with her 

seriously ill single dad. News of her father’s death one wintery late afternoon spread 

through the school community. Concerned staff tried to locate Jasmine, who had left for 

the day, but were not able to reach her. The next morning, when the head of school did a 

walk-through of the building, she found Jasmine curled into the beanbag chair in the cozy 

corner of her math teacher’s 7th grade classroom. Jasmine knew where to seek refuge. 

She was asleep surrounded by a teacher who had known her since elementary school and 

made her feel safe, and a community of peers who knew her well, and knew the value of 

respite in a cozy corner of the classroom, even in the 7th grade. 

 

Jasmine did not know how to find a relative or friend or neighbor in her state of shock and 

grief. She knew that she would find what she needed at school.  

 

The Story of Rosa 

Rosa was a four-year-old who attended an ERP-informed Head Start program in the 

Bronx. Rosa and her family had crossed the border from Mexico into the US two years 
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earlier, fleeing gang violence and hoping for a better life. Rosa sat at the table drawing one 

day. Her picture consisted of circular scribbles that filled the paper, with some orange and 

red darker splotches. Rosa’s teacher took a moment to come and sit beside her. She 

invited Rosa to tell the story of her drawing, taking dictation from Rosa and writing the 

story on the back of the page.  Rosa dictated: 

“It’s a happy birthday party for the girl in Mexico. There are a lot of people at the party. 

The girl is waiting for her daddy to come. We went to the Iglesia for the party we have a 

caveola for the baby and for me. Isabell had a baby and another mommy had a baby. We 

went home and we ate fruit from the fiesta. It was a sad party just for us, because of us 

going to the United States. Then we went. 

 

Then they put someone in the box and then they broke the box, and then there was a fire 

and it was coming and then they were screaming! I have a boo-boo on my foot it was 

broken.  

 

Now in the US someone is coming to my home, and someone is coming to send us back to 

Mexico. Ding-dong! Ding-dong!” 

 

Rosa did not come back to Head Start the next day, or the day after that. 

 

The Story of Aniyah  

Aniyah is a 14 -year old girl in Ms. T’s algebra class. On this day, she and her classmates 

were taking a practice test for the math Regents. Ms. T had done this test prep session 

with 5 other classes that day, and was glad that this would be the last of her classes before 

dismissal. Ms. T. noticed Aniyah sitting with her head down on the desk, doing nothing. 

When Ms. T told her to sit up and start working so that she will be prepared for the 

Regents, Aniyah stood up and ran to the back corner of the room, suddenly crying and 
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screaming, calling Ms. T a “mother fucking bitch” over and over again. Test prep became 

next to impossible as other kids reacted to Aniyah’s outburst and complete chaos ensued. 

 

Renata, the ERP staff member who visits this school, happened to be walking past Ms. T’s 

classroom at the time, and noticed Ms. T waving her in. Ms. T. settled the other children, 

and Renata joined Aniyah in the back corner of the room. 

 

Renata wondered aloud with Aniyah if there was someone comforting in her life that she 

can think about when she feels overwhelmed or upset. Aniyah shook her head. They 

talked in whispers for a while. Renata learned that Aniyah had recently been placed in 

foster care for the third time. Aniyah was dreading graduation from middle school in just a 

few months, and feared having to enter a large high school where no one would know her. 

She mentioned that she was sure that Ms. T would be glad when she was no longer in 

middle school. 

 

Renata told Aniyah that sometimes when kids are worried it helps them to write about 

their feelings in a journal. She also told Aniyah that sometimes when kids are feeling afraid 

it helps him to hold a stuffed animal. She asked Aniyah if she would like to try either one of 

these strategies. Aniyah promptly answered “both “. 

 

When the period was over, Renata shared some of Aniyah’s story with Ms. T.  Ms. T. shook 

her head. “I never knew Aniyah’s story. I never knew how scary preparing for high school 

would feel to her. “ 

 

Renata and Ms. T came up with a plan. Ms. T would give Aniyah a journal to keep and bring 

to class with her. She could write in her journal whenever she needed to. Renata would 

bring a teddy bear for Aniyah to hold during Regents prep, or any other time that she felt 

the need. 



	

Bank Street 
Graduate School of Education 
610 West 112th Street 
New York, NY 10025 
t: 212-875-4467 
graduate.bankstreet.edu 

 

When Renata returned to the middle school the next week with a teddy bear in hand for 

Aniyah, Ms. T had already given Aniyah a journal to keep with her at her desk. Aniyah ran 

to Renata to show her the journal. Beaming, Aniyah turned to the first page where Ms. T 

had written her a personal message. 

 

“Dear Aniyah, 

Always know one thing: I do love you and care about you as my student. You are so smart, 

outgoing, beautiful and caring and I want the world to see these wonderful qualities that 

you have. Although there may be times that we may not see eye to eye, or times that you 

frustrate me, that will never stop me from loving you. 

 

I bought you this journal to help you to express yourself in a more positive way. Everyone 

is entitled to have feelings whether they’re good, bad, happy or sad. How we choose to 

deal with them and express them is really important. Whenever you feel happy, write. 

Whenever you feel sad, write. Whatever you feel angry, write. Remember, I am always 

here for you, even when you go to high school❤.” Ms. T. 

 

Renata acknowledged Ms. T’s powerful message. Aniyah happily took the Teddy Bear 

from Renata. With her bear in one hand and her journal in the other, she took her seat, 

ready for her algebra class.  

 

The Story of Carlos 

Maya is the science coach at an early childhood school in the Bronx. Maya met 7-year old 

Carlos in late October, as a student new to the school. She brought him into the science 

lab with a small group of children who were exploring the science of popping corn. Carlos 

immediately grabbed a handful of uncooked popcorn and swallowed it. When other 
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children expressed disgust, Carlos pushed them out of the way, cursed at them in Spanish, 

and quickly climbed up a shelving unit. 

 

Maya was an experienced teacher who had worked with thousands of children over the 

years, but she had never met a second grader who acted the way that Carlos did. Maya 

partnered with her school social worker to learn more about Carlos.  

 

Carlos was born in the countryside in the Dominican Republic where he lived with his 

young uncle. He spent most of his time outdoors, on his own, unsupervised. In the fall, his 

uncle abruptly sent him to the US to live with his mother, who had a serious addiction 

problem, and was not able to parent Carlos.  Carlos was left to roam the neighborhood. 

 

 A few months after arriving, Carlos went to the park. Instead of returning home to his 

mom, he followed another family to their home. He was starving, dirty and exhausted. 

Carlos chose well! The family took him in, and became certified as a foster family so that 

they could become an official temporary home for Carlos. 

 

Carlos and Maya began to spend time together on a daily basis. While Carlos could be 

contained in the classroom for short periods, he frequently was in need of respite, and his 

classroom was frequently in need of respite from him!  Although he was beginning to 

emerge as a young child with a charming personality, fight or flight behavior could be 

triggered without notice, and he frequently pushed, hit and even bit other children. 

Maya’s office space became Carlos’s space for respite at school. 

 

Carlos was calm in these periods of respite in Maya’s office, spending time drawing and 

over time, beginning to write in small notebooks that sat on Maya’s shelf while Maya 

worked. Carlos asked for another and yet another notebook as soon as he had finished a 

single drawing or story. He was incredulous and delighted when Maya handed him yet 
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another small notebook, amazed that there could be enough to satisfy his insatiable 

appetite for more. 

 

Then things changed. The temporary foster placement ended. Carlos went through a long 

period of multiple placements, each situation demanding more than Carlos could manage, 

each causing major regression and each resulting in rejection and displacement. Carlos 

was sent to the hospital for observation and medication trials. Carlos returned to the 

second grade, 2 weeks later, in a dazed, medicated state. 

 

Maya could barely stand to see the overmedicated version of Carlos. She and his other 

teachers noticed that Carlos was becoming depressed. Carlos wrote in one of his 

notebooks “I wish I would be dead.” 

 

Just as Carlos’s story came to school with him, Maya’s story also came to school with her. 

Maya herself had been adopted as an infant. She had sometimes thought about how 

different her life would have been, and how different she herself would have been, if she 

had been adopted by a family who couldn’t love her or give her what she needed.  

Although Maya’s own children were already grown, and although she had envisioned a 

peaceful retirement a few years down the road, Carlos’s graduation ceremony was 

followed by an adoption ceremony where Maya and Carlos became mother and son. 

 

“Walking through” these classrooms not only provides a window into important, intense, 

transformative aspects of classroom practice, but also offers a “good mirror” for a range of 

responses that can make a profound and positive impact in the lives and outcomes of the 

children we teach. 

  

4-year old Rosa’s family may sadly have been deported as she anticipated in her dictated 

story, but her Head Start program gave her the opportunity to tell her story to a trusted 
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adult, using the symbolic tools of drawing and dictation to try to make sense of what was 

happening in her world.  Her early childhood program taught her that even complex and 

difficult experience can be represented and communicated to others, a precursor for writing 

with passion and meaning, and an essential component for good mental health. 

 

Samuel also used his play-based kindergarten class to develop the capacity to symbolize 

and try to integrate his prior experiences using symbolic play, giving him an alternative to 

enacting his traumatic history over and over during stressful moments in the classroom. 

 

Aniyah was able to be part of her 8th grade algebra class Regents preparation process in a 

containable and productive way once her story was acknowledged. When her teacher 

communicated her own ongoing commitment to Aniyah in writing, Aniyah’s journal became 

a meaningful object that she could use to stay connected to her teacher, allowing her to 

evoke a reassuring voice during adverse moments. The invitation to write about both 

positive AND negative feelings, gave Aniyah the message that literacy could be her own 

voice, as well as functioning as an expressive outlet that would work to diminish explosive 

episodes in school over time. Although Aniyah was 14, she knew that her “little self” still 

needed comfort, and when she was offered a Teddy Bear to hold, she took it! Aniyah’s 

teacher knew that angry outbursts can mask worry and fear in children, and that in spite 

of Aniyah’s outburst, Aniyah needed more contact with her, not less. 

 

Alex’s teacher helped him to use a symbolic solution to maintaining connection with her, 

which allowed him to settle and focus at school, during a period of disequilibrium in his life 

at home. 

 

Jasmine‘s teacher had been a supportive presence in her life for a long enough time to give 

Jasmine the psychological home base she needed to feel cared for in a time of loss. School 

had become a safe harbor for a child who could have drifted away. 
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Carlos became Maya’s son, as Carlos’s story and Maya’s story came together to create a 

new story for both of them.  

 

Each of these vignettes illustrate the power of the teacher-child relationship in our 

children’s lives, as well as the need for mental health and education to “hold hands” in 

order to support the well- being of our children in schools. Since the stories were gathered 

from current or former ERP-informed schools, understanding and responding to 

developmental needs as well as knowing and respecting children’s life experiences are 

evident in each. When you listen to the stories, you can almost see and hear the ways that 

the children’s relationships with their teacher are buffering the stress, trauma and 

isolation that they brought into the building.  

 

What you can’t always see and hear is the essential role that school leaders and school 

social workers are playing in the background. School leaders with vision find ways to bring 

programs like ours into their schools even though resources are limited, and even when 

the school across the street considers the work to be a distraction from academic goals. 

 

 Without opportunities to partner with school social workers to learn about and hold the 

difficult life experiences that can sometimes flood the classroom, teachers might feel as 

though they are treading water, on their own in a sea of needs, and may become less and 

less able to respond empathically or to advocate effectively over time.  

 

When mental health and education hold hands, we don’t have to deny the needs of our 

children, or deny the reality of our own struggle to meet those needs. We don’t have to 

keep children’s social realities and emotional issues a secret, and we don’t have to keep 

our own needs and issues a secret either, allowing us to more effectively support one 

another with “good mirrors”. We will try to be “good mirrors” for you today, 

acknowledging your talents and commitment to children and families in these trying 
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times, and giving you opportunities to experience some creative ways to help children and 

help yourselves create meaningful connections that support teaching, learning, and 

emotional well-being. When you return for closing comments, you can let me know if the 

conference can be facilitative in the quest to create school communities that are strong 

enough to hold both the children and adults inside. 

 


