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About These Back-to-School Activities

      
      
              
        
            The first week of school is an important time for building community and focusing on students’ social-emotional learning. Students will be more likely to engage, take risks, and support each other if they feel a sense of trust and belonging among the group members and with their teacher.


The first-week-of-school activities in this collection address three important goals for the beginning of the school year:


	Reorienting students to school
	Getting to know each other and building relationships
	Creating classroom community
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            This collection is designed to be flexible. You can use all of the activities or choose a selection best suited to your classroom. It includes:


	2 activities to welcome students back to school
	5 activities that help students explore identity and get to know one another
	4 activities to build community
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            Navigating the Activities


          
              
      
        


  
            
  
      
    
    
      
                  
                          
                

              




            The activities are designed for teachers to use in conjunction with Opening and Closing Routines. Teachers can choose from multiple activity options and coordinate with colleagues who may teach the same students to avoid repetition of activities or readings. Each activity includes an extension activity to help students apply key concepts to their own lives in meaningful and creative ways. Teachers should also review our Journaling and Contracting teaching strategies before teaching these introductory activities.
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            If you choose to implement a get-to-know-you activity not included in Facing History’s Back-to-School Toolkit, we recommend that you choose from activities that are fun, don’t require students to be vulnerable in front of their classmates, and don’t require any special knowledge or skill, while at the same time providing opportunities for students to meet each other in pairs and small groups. Name games can be anxiety producing for many students, especially games that put them on the spot to think of something clever, require them to remember and recall new information, or involve a coordination challenge such as catching a ball. When meeting a new group of peers, what many adolescents desire most is to fit in and not stand out by saying or doing the “wrong” thing. By selecting appropriate activities for the start of the school year, your students will be more likely to engage in authentic and meaningful conversations, while at the same time retaining what they are learning about their peers.
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            Save resources to create collections for your class or to review later. It's fast, easy, and free!
          

          
                          
                Sign Up
              
              
                Have a Workspace already?
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    Inside this Collection
  




                        

            
  

  
    
      
        Welcome Back to School Activities
      

      
        The activities in this section are designed to welcome students back into the classroom by having them participate in a get-to-know-you activity, reflect on the prior year, and set goals for the current year. “Building Connections with Concentric Circles” is a low-stakes community-building activity to help students connect with their peers. “Looking Back, Looking Ahead” gives students an opportunity to reflect on the past year and offer advice to their teacher for the kind of learning community and learning experiences they hope to have this year. “Create a Goal and Discover Your ‘Why’” gives students an opportunity to create a personal goal and reflect on their motivations by probing “why” their goal is important. These activities will give students a sense of agency in the class and help to establish a positive learning environment. If you are considering implementing a get-to-know you activity that’s not included here, see Teaching Note 2 for guidance.
      

    

          
                                            
  


  
          


  
          











              
                      
                              

  Activity
                                        

                                                    
                            


  
            
  
              Save
            
                  

                              
            

            Building Connections with Concentric Circles
      
          

                                  
          

            Students build connections with their peers by sharing small details about themselves in paired discussion.
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            Looking Back, Looking Ahead
      
          

                                  
          

            Students reflect on the past year and generate ideas for the kind of learning community and learning experiences they are hoping for this year.
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            Create a Goal and Discover Your “Why”
      
          

                                  
          

            This student goal-setting activity helps students set SMART personal goals for the school year and discover their source of motivation.
      
        

                

          
                                      
    

  

          
          
          
        
      






                        

      
          

    
  

                        
          


          
  

  
    
      
        Exploring Identity and Relationship-Building Activities
      

      
        The activities in this section are designed for students to explore the relationships between identity and names and to continue learning about their peers. Explorations of identity often start with names, the first piece of information we may share about ourselves. Pair “What’s in a Name?” (which considers the power of names) with “Pronouncing Names” or “Our Names and Our Place in the World” so that students can explore the tensions that may arise when navigating multiple identities. “Frame a Special Item” helps students understand the relationship between identity and storytelling and the power that comes with telling your story in your unique voice.
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            What’s In a Name?
      
          

                                  
          

            Students explore the relationship between our names, identities, and the societies in which we live.
      
        

                

          
                                      
    

  

          
          
          
        
      






                        

      
          

    
  

                                                
  


  
          


  
          


              
                      
                              

  Activity
                                        

                                                    
                            


  
            
  
              Save
            
                  

                              
            

            Pronouncing Names
      
          

                                  
          

            Students examine the importance of pronouncing names correctly through this class activity.
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            Our Names and Our Place in the World
      
          

                                  
          

            Students consider what parts of our identities we choose for ourselves and what parts are chosen for us, as well as the impact our names can have on our identities.
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            Frame a Special Item
      
          

                                  
          

            Students identify an object that holds special meaning and learn about each other by sharing the stories of these special items.
      
        

                

          
                                      
    

  

          
          
          
        
      






                        

      
          

    
  

                        
          


          
  

  
    
      
        Classroom Community-Building Activities
      

      
        In order to understand ourselves, we must also understand the communities to which we belong. The activities in this section lay the groundwork for the important step of creating a classroom contract. Choose between “Making Meaning of Community” and “Community Is...Community Isn’t” to introduce the concept of community. Then “Envisioning Our Classroom Spaces” helps students imagine a classroom where all members feel seen, valued, and heard in preparation for creating a class contract in the final activity.
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            Making Meaning of Community
      
          

                                  
          

            Students explore the idea of “community” in order to identify its key aspects and deeper meaning.
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            Community Is… Community Isn’t
      
          

                                  
          

            Students explore the factors that make up a community.
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            Envisioning Our Classroom Space
      
          

                                  
          

            Students analyze a poem in order to determine the qualities of a classroom community where members are seen, valued, and heard.
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            Contracting for Back to School
      
          

                                  
          

            Develop a classroom contract to create a brave and reflective community of mutual respect and inclusion.
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        Quick Downloads
      

      
        
            Download an overview of these back-to-school activities in PDF or Google Doc format. 

      
      

    

          
        
          
            Download the Files
          

                  

                  
            
              
                


  

                



      
                
                  Document
                
              

              
                
                  Overview of Activites for the First Days of School
                

              

            
                      

              

          
        
          
            Get Files Via Google
          

                  

                  
            
              
                


  

                



      
                
                  Document
                
              

              
                
                  Overview of Activities for the First Days of School
                

              

            
                          
                                  
                    + Share to Google Classroom
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            These opening and closing classroom routines will set a welcoming tone, allow students to connect with one another, and encourage goal setting.
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        Related Facing History Resources & Learning Opportunities
      

      
        Deepen your understanding of this topic with these additional resources from Facing History & Ourselves.
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            Community Matters: A Facing History & Ourselves Approach to Advisory
      
          

                                  
          

            Our advisory curriculum for grades 8–10 contains a year’s worth of activities, handouts, and best practices for establishing inclusive communities where students can engage in honest discussions and build their voices.
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            Current Events in the Classroom
      
          

                                  
          

            Explore classroom resources for making connections between current events and your curriculum, including activities and discussion strategies for high school and middle school students.
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            Mood Meter
      
          

                                  
          

            This mood meter activity develops students’ vocabulary for describing their feelings and their empathy muscles.
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            Our Names and Our Place in the World
      
          

                                  
          

            Students consider what parts of our identities we choose for ourselves and what parts are chosen for us, as well as the impact our names can have on our identities.
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            Making Meaning of Community
      
          

                                  
          

            Students explore the idea of “community” in order to identify its key aspects and deeper meaning.
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            Community Is… Community Isn’t
      
          

                                  
          

            Students explore the factors that make up a community.
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            Emoji Emotions
      
          

                                  
          

            Students use emojis to practice sharing what they are feeling while building empathy for their classmates.
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            Picture This
      
          

                                  
          

            Students engage with an intriguing image that lacks context or a title, drawing on their close viewing and analysis skills.
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            Three Good Things
      
          

                                  
          

            Students practice gratitude by naming and recording three good things that have happened that day.
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            Slow Down with The Slowdown
      
          

                                  
          

            Students use poetry as a spark for reflection and discussion about what’s happening in their lives and the world.
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            Take a Stand
      
          

                                  
          

            Students practice debate and perspective taking by taking a stand on a controversial statement.
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            Appreciation, Apology, Aha
      
          

                                  
          

            Students reflect on the day by asking them to share an appreciation, an apology, and an “aha” moment.
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            Closing Challenge
      
          

                                  
          

            Students identify one personal or academic goal that they would like to commit to in the week ahead.
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            Looking Back, Looking Ahead
      
          

                                  
          

            Students reflect on the past year and generate ideas for the kind of learning community and learning experiences they are hoping for this year.
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