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Connection-Based Learning: 
Fostering Relationships for Student Success

By Dr. Matthew J. Murphy

In an era where academic achievement 
and mental health are increasingly at 
the forefront of educational concerns, 
connection-based learning offers a 
powerful approach that addresses both.

This article highlights how this ped-
agogical framework can lead to more 
substantial academic outcomes, im-
proved mental health, and a more 
positive school climate. Grounded in 
research from the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention (CDC) and the 
U.S. Surgeon General’s Office, connec-
tion-based learning teaches students 
fundamental relationship-building 
skills. Doing so not only enhances their 
academic performance but also pre-
pares them for the complex social envi-
ronments they will face in the future.

What is Connection-Based Learning?

Connection-based learning focuses 
on explicitly teaching students how to 
build meaningful relationships, both 
inside and outside the classroom. 
While traditional learning methods 

often involve collaborative activities 
such as group projects, debates, and 
study groups, these rarely teach the 
skills necessary for effective interac-
tion.  Activities like “think-pair-share” 
or “morning meetings” foster interac-
tion but don’t necessarily equip stu-
dents with the interpersonal skills they 
need to navigate those interactions suc-
cessfully.

These skills are crucial for effective 
classroom collaboration and long-term 
success in life and work. By teaching 
students how to connect, educators lay 
the foundation for academic growth, 
better mental health, and improved 
social dynamics in the classroom.



The Impact of Connection on 
Academic and Mental Health Outcomes

The evidence supporting connec-
tion-based learning is compelling. Ac-
cording to research, students who feel 
connected to their school communities 
are more likely to attend school regu-
larly, achieve higher grades, and gradu-
ate on time. These connections are also 
associated with reduced engagement 
in risky behaviors, such as substance 
abuse. The CDC’s 2022 report confirms 
that school connections are critical 
to a student’s academic success, while 
the U.S. Surgeon General’s Office em-
phasizes that connectedness improves 
mental health outcomes.

The U.S. Surgeon General’s 2023 ad-
visory on social connection outlines a 
national strategy for schools to build 
connections within their curricula. 
This strategy includes developing stra-
tegic plans with benchmark tracking, 
creating supportive school environ-
ments, and implementing socially 
based learning opportunities. Schools 
that adopt these practices see improve-
ments in student performance and 
contribute to the overall well-being of 
their students and staff.

Real-Life Examples of Connection- 
Based Learning in Action

I encourage educators to reflect on the 

practices they may already use that 
align with connection-based learning 
principles. Activities such as group 
projects and collaborative learning are 
common examples. However, the dif-
ference with connection-based learn-
ing lies in explicitly teaching the skills 
required to succeed in these interac-
tions.

For instance, at Ramsey Public Schools, 
I introduced a tool from Robin, an 
edtech company, that helps assess how 
connected students feel to themselves 
and others. The assessment provides 
actionable data that informs curricu-
lum recommendations, giving educa-
tors insight into their students’ mental 
health and sense of belonging. This 
targeted, data-driven approach helps 
schools track progress and make nec-
essary adjustments to ensure that stu-
dents are learning academic content 
and thriving in their social environ-
ments.

Benefits of Connection-Based Learning

The benefits of connection-based 
learning extend far beyond academic 
success, offering a multitude of ad-
vantages that impact students’ overall 
well-being and development. When 
students feel a strong connection to 
their peers and teachers, their engage-
ment in the learning process is signifi-
cantly heightened. This sense of belong-



improved attendance.

Beyond academics, connection-based 
learning plays a critical role in promot-
ing safer, more supportive school com-
munities. Schools that emphasize these 
connections report lower instances 
of risky behaviors, such as substance 
abuse, as students feel more supported 
and less isolated. By nurturing both 
academic and social-emotional growth, 
connection-based learning prepares 
students to thrive in all aspects of their 
lives.

Fostering a Positive School Climate

Beyond individual benefits, connec-
tion-based learning strengthens the 
overall school community. When 
students practice empathy, active lis-
tening, and conflict resolution skills, 
they contribute to a more inclusive and 
supportive school climate. These prac-
tices cultivate an environment where 
everyone feels like a valued community 
member, setting the stage for improved 
academic and social outcomes.

For example, teaching students how to 
de-escalate tense situations and man-
age social anxiety helps create a more 
harmonious school environment. As 
students grow in their ability to connect
with others, they become more resil-
ient and better equipped to handle the 
challenges they may face in school and 
their personal lives.

ing fuels their enthusiasm, leading to 
active participation and a deeper grasp 
of the material. In addition to academ-
ic engagement, students refine their 
listening and speaking abilities through 
structured communication practice. 
They become more effective communi-
cators, capable of both absorbing and 
conveying knowledge with clarity.

Furthermore, as students learn to value
and respect diverse perspectives, they 
develop a greater openness to new 
ideas, which fosters a collaborative and 
inclusive learning environment. This 
openness not only enriches classroom 
discussions but also cultivates a mind-
set conducive to lifelong learning. Re-
search supports the positive impact of 
connection-based learning on academ-
ic outcomes, showing that students en-
gaged in this approach tend to achieve 
higher test scores, better grades, and



Preparing Students for the Future

Connection-based learning benefits 
students in the present and prepares 
them for future success. As the work-
force evolves, the ability to collaborate 
effectively, communicate clearly, and 
navigate social complexities will be-
come increasingly valuable. These skills 
are critical for success in any career, 
and students who master them will be 
better equipped for the challenges of 
tomorrow’s workforce.

Conclusion

Incorporating connection-based learn-
ing into the classroom offers a holistic 
approach to education that goes beyond
academics. Educators can help improve
academic and mental health outcomes 
by teaching students how to build 
meaningful relationships while fostering
a positive school climate. As research 
continues to show the importance of 
social connections, schools are re-
sponsible for equipping students with 
the skills they need to succeed in their 
studies and life. Connection-based 
learning is a proven, effective strategy 
for doing just that.

Through explicit teaching of interper-
sonal skills, connection-based learning 
enhances students’ academic perfor-
mance and prepares them for the social 
and emotional challenges they will face

in the future. Schools that adopt this 
approach are not just investing in bet-
ter students; they are cultivating better 
citizens.

Dr. Murphy, professor at Ramapo 
College, is a recipient of the NJ 
Governor’s Council Ambassador award 
on Mental Health. Dr Murphy was 
regional Superintendent of the Year 
and served on the AASA Board.



Sea of Suffering: 
How Emotional Restraint Has Negatively Affected Boys and Men

By Jake Stika

As a guy I remember a time, not long 
ago, where certain words or subjects 
would cause me to immediately disen-
gage from the conversation. Terms like 
“trauma”, “intersectional”, or “patriar-
chy”, indicated that a conversation was 
coming down the pipe about some-
thing I knew nothing about. 

Today, I find myself wondering how I 
could have connected with that version 
of me if I met him today. How could 
I come across as genuinely disarming 
rather than confrontational? For those 
that already agree, picking up an article 
like this and reading through it is easy. 
But how do we go beyond them and 
catch some of the people who might 
not yet be on board with the idea that 
we have a male mental health problem?

Of course, I can’t fault anyone for feel-
ing this way. We live in a time where 
social media algorithms capitalize on 
hot button issues and boost radical 
ideas to polarize us. Ideas like, “men 
are suffering because they’ve been 
robbed of their role as providers”, or 
“feminism is about women’s superiority 
rather than gender equality” are pro-
liferated.  But how can men inoculate 
themselves against these one-sided 
talking points and internet opportun-
ists? How do we create space to mean-
ingfully discuss the issue together, 
rather than in isolated silos?

As some in the social justice space 
would say, we need to be hard on sys-
tems, and soft on people. By removing 
blame from the individual and placing 
it in systems, we frame patriarchy as 
something that affects all of us. 



At that point, we can begin to have 
meaningful discussions about what 
we want our collective future to look 
like and how we can build it together. 
To put it another way, no one person 
is responsible for creating patriarchal 
systems, but everyone is responsible for 
dismantling them. So why hasn’t this 
happened yet? What’s holding us back?

PROBLEMS

If men don’t feel like they have space 
to talk about their feelings, the con-
versation inevitably gets driven under-
ground. Eventually, it might find its 
way to anonymous online forums and 
“men’s rights” groups where the polar-
ization deepens. These communities 
become a breeding ground for the type 
of harmful and dangerous ideas we 
hear coming out of anti-feminist in-
fluencers like Andrew Tate and Jordan 
Peterson; ideas about how a real man 
needs to behave to get the power and 
respect he thinks he craves. The reality 
is what men crave, is what everyone 
else craves: love, acceptance, and a se-
cure place in our communities. 

The harm that comes from these out-
dated notions of masculinity can be 
seen everywhere we look. It’s in the 
disproportionate number of male 
substance-use victims, men who take 
painkillers to push through pain and 
maintain their role as breadwinner for 
their families, only to fall apart at the

seams because they wouldn’t stop to 
take care of themselves. It can be seen 
in the number of houseless men out on 
our streets, who learned to never ask 
for help, or accept it, no matter how 
badly they may have needed it. Even in 
the statistics around suicide, we can see 
that, although women attempt suicide 
more often than men, men use more 
lethal means and are more successful. 
After all, what could be more emascu-
lating than failing at taking your own 
life?

It’s important to note that the roots 
of these issues run much deeper than 
patriarchy. Capitalist systems and pol-
icy decisions have also played a role 
in how gender equality is shaped. For 
example, there’s been a massive push to 
get more women into STEM (science, 
technology, engineering and mathe-
matics) and, in turn, into higher earn-
ing roles and positions of leadership. 
This is objectively a good thing, but 
this change is driven by capital along 
with a demand for equality. If money 
wasn’t a factor, we would see a com-
plementary push for men in HEAL 
(health, education, arts, literacy). 

Today, only a quarter of elementary
school teachers in Canada are men. 
For children just starting out in school, 
there are less examples of men in 
teaching roles, perpetuating stereo-
types about which genders can do 
which jobs. We’ve made the import-



ant step of addressing a lack of female 
representation in one area but stopped 
short of addressing a lack of male rep-
resentation in others.

SOLUTIONS

When I and two other friends found-
ed Next Gen Men (NGM), a small but 
mighty Canadian nonprofit, our vision
was to help build a future where boys 
and men experience less pain and 
cause less harm. That was back in 2014 
and in the ten years since, there have 
been a lot of lessons on both the causes 
of the hurt and the remedy.

The most important lesson is proba-
bly that boys and men aren’t funda-
mentally “broken” or “toxic.” They’re 
doing their best within a system that 
constantly tells them their best isn’t 
enough. You can always be colder. You 
can always be harder. Like a form of 
emotional dysmorphia, there’s always 
another pound of feeling to shed if we 
can just restrain ourselves enough. 

Jonathon Reed, our Director of Pro-
grams, works directly with our NGM 
youth in classrooms, outdoor retreats, 
and online on our private Discord 
server. He recently received a message 
from one of the boys who was feel-
ing low. They said they were feeling de-
pressed, and that they hated their past 
selves and their current self. 

What stood out the most to Jonathon, 
though, was that they said they felt 
completely alone because no one could 
understand them, yet so many boys feel 
the exact same way. How is it that in a 
sea of suffering these boys can’t see one 
another? 

There’s a famous bell hooks quote that 
comes to mind here. “The first act of 
violence that patriarchy demands of 
males is not violence toward wom-
en. Instead, patriarchy demands of all 
males that they engage in acts of psy-
chic self-mutilation, that they kill off 
the emotional parts of themselves.”

The pressure men feel to restrain them-
selves and hide their emotions has 
rendered them blind to one another’s 
experiences as well as their own. How 
can men have empathy for others when 
they have no empathy for themselves? 

As they get older, this begins to look 
like an inability to connect on a deep, 
meaningful level. What they’re left 
with is empty friendships where they’re 
scared to express how happy they are 
to see one another or how much they 
missed each other. I can’t think of any-
thing that would have alienated me 
faster when I was growing up than 
daring to admit how much I valued 
my friends, to my friends. “I love you 
man…no homo” only emerged as a 
‘joke’ while I was in university, but it 



was the only way I could say it. Now, I 
say it, without the buffer, specifically to 
make way for other men to follow suit.

So, what can we do? How do we turn 
the ship around? Well, the good news 
is that you don’t need any special qual-
ifications to be engaged in this type of 
work. Whether it’s your son, brother, 
nephew, or just kids on your street, if 
you have boys in your life, you have an 
opportunity to make an impact.

Simply paying attention and being 
curious about their lives is enough to 
make them feel heard. This alone puts 
them miles ahead of previous gen-
erations, many of whom learned the 
correct answer to “how was your day?” 
was an indifferent grunt and a shrug of 
their shoulders. One of the best ways to 
elicit a response is by vulnerably shar-
ing your own experiences first. Give 
some to get some.

We also need to listen with an open 
mind and heart and embrace the idea 
of “calling in” rather than “calling out.” 
Boys who are anticipating a raised eye-
brow from parents or teachers are more 
likely to play it safe and keep their 
thoughts to themselves. The cost of 
saying something wrong can’t outweigh 
the benefit of saying it right. Feelings of 
anger and rage aren’t unnatural when 
you’re scared and trying to figure out 
how to navigate the choppy waters of 



adolescence. Everyone deserves psy-
chological safety when they’re trying 
on new identities and figuring it out. It 
wouldn’t hurt to extend this posture to 
adults as they learn and unlearn too.

A noted boys’ research psychologist 
Michael Reichert says, “Never under-
estimate the power of listening to boys, 
knowing them, and standing by while 
they navigate the rough waters of boy-
hood. Behind every boy who avoids 
being swept away in the current is 
someone who holds him—and believes 
in his ability to hold his own.” In the 
end, it has become clear to me through 
my work in this field that there’s no 
magic cure to this issue. 

The solution needs to live with us, day

to day, as a lifestyle change. It’s import-
ant for boys to see that there isn’t a spe-
cific “type” of person that cares about 
being a responsible, considerate mem-
ber of society.  For example, you can be 
a young, athletic man with tattoos and 
piercings and a thriving social life, and 
still proactively value the well-being of 
others. If we, ourselves, are too afraid 
to speak out for fear of standing out, 
how can we expect boys in the school 
yard to do the same?  Ken Kesey said, 
“You don’t lead by pointing and telling 
people some place to go. You lead by 
going to that place and making a case.” 

As leaders in men’s and boys’ mental 
health, we must be the change we want 
to see in the next generation of boys. 



As Next Gen Men’s Co-founder & 
Executive Director, Jake is passionate 
about changing the way we see, act, 
and think about masculinity towards 
a future where boys & men experience 
less pain, and cause less harm. More 
information can be found at nextgen-
men.ca and https://youtu.be/X05p-
buE1L14 

Jake is most proud of speaking at the 
United Nations, co-authoring A Kids 
Book About Masculinity, and becom-
ing the new publisher of Voice Male 
magazine to continue a 40-year legacy 
chronicling the pro-feminist move-
ment. He’s currently completing his 
Master’s in Social Business and En-
trepreneurship through the London 
School of Economics.
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The Joy  of Laughter
By Dylan Dean

In a time where stress and anxiety 
are widespread, it’s vital for parents 
and educators to find effective ways 
to support emotional well-being. One 
emerging method that is gaining trac-
tion is laughter yoga, which combines 
laughter exercises with yoga breathing 
techniques. What exactly is laughter 
yoga, and what benefits does it offer 
for families and educational environ-
ments? Let’s explore the concept, its 
benefits, and how to incorporate it into 
daily life.

What is Laughter Yoga?

Laughter yoga was developed in the 
mid-1990s by Dr. Madan Kataria, a 
physician from India, who recognized 
the therapeutic benefits of laughter. 
The practice is simple: participants 
engage in laughter exercises, often 
accompanied by playful activities and 
yoga breathing. The sessions typically 
begin with gentle warm-up exercises, 
followed by laughter exercises and yoga 
breathing techniques. It’s a joyful and 
light-hearted way to improve emotion-
al health and foster social connections.



The Science Behind Laughter Yoga

Research supports the numerous bene-
fits of laughter on mental and physical 
health. Here are some key findings that 
highlight the advantages of laughter 
yoga:

1.	 Stress Reduction: A study pub-
lished in the International Journal of 
Yoga found that laughter yoga signifi-
cantly reduced stress levels and anx-
iety in participants. The endorphins 
released during laughter can elevate 
mood and create a sense of well-being.

2.	Enhanced Social Connections: 
Laughter yoga is often practiced in 
groups, promoting social interac-
tion and connection. Laughter can 
strengthen relationships and improve 
social networks, which are crucial for 
both children and adults.

3.	 Improved Physical Health: 
Engaging in laughter can provide var-
ious physical health benefits, such 
as improved cardiovascular health. 
Laughter exercises can enhance blood 
flow and function, leading to a healthier
heart.

4.	 Boosted Immune System: Laugh-
ter increases the production of anti-
bodies and activates immune cells, 
improving the body’s immunity. 

Benefits of Laughter Yoga

Incorporating laughter yoga into fam-
ily or educational settings can yield 
numerous benefits:

A.	 Emotional Resilience: Laughter 
yoga can help children and adults de-
velop emotional resilience by providing 
tools to cope with stress. Learning to 
laugh at challenges fosters a positive 
outlook and encourages problem-solv-
ing.

B.	 Increased Engagement: In ed-
ucational settings, laughter yoga can 
enhance student engagement. Incorpo-
rating short laughter breaks can refresh 
attention and promote a positive class-
room environment.

C.	 Community and Connection: 
Laughter yoga fosters a sense of com-
munity. For families, participating 
together can strengthen relationships, 
while educators can create a safe and 
supportive classroom atmosphere that 
encourages collaboration and connec-
tion.

D.	 Mindfulness and Presence: Com-
bining laughter with yoga breathing 
promotes mindfulness. Participants 
are encouraged to focus on the present 
moment, which can enhance emotional 
regulation and self-awareness—skills 
that are invaluable for both children 
and adults.



How to Get Started

Getting started with laughter yoga is 
simple and can be done in various set-
tings. Here’s how parents and educators 
can incorporate this practice into their 
lives:

l   Find a Class: Look for local laugh-
ter yoga classes or workshops. Online 
resources and videos can also guide 
you through laughter yoga practices.

l Try Not to Laugh Challenge: 
Whether in the classroom, or at home, 
try to get others to laugh through 
jokes, videos, or just being goofy. First 
one to crack loses the challenge but 
leads the laughter every time. 

l   Integrate Laughter Breaks in the 
Classroom: Educators can introduce 
laughter breaks during lessons. A quick 
five-minute laughter session can re-en-
ergize students, reduce stress, and im-
prove focus.

l   Practice Mindful Breathing: Com-
bine laughter with breathing exercises. 
Encourage deep breathing followed by 
laughter to help students and family 
members center themselves and enjoy 
the moment.

l   Encourage a Positive Atmosphere: 
Foster an environment where laughter 
is welcomed. Share funny stories, jokes,

or engage in light-hearted activities 
that promote joy and connection.

Laughter yoga is a powerful tool for 
enhancing emotional well-being and 
building connections among families 
and educators. With its proven bene-
fits for stress reduction, social bond-
ing, and physical health, laughter yoga 
offers a delightful way to cultivate joy 
and resilience in our daily lives.

The challenges of modern life can be 
reduced by incorporating laughter yoga 
into routines by providing much-need-
ed relief and promote a positive envi-
ronment. I encourage you to step out of 
your comfort zones, get silly, and laugh 
together. 



The Empowerment Journey
Unpacking the Power of Micro-Skills

By Nicki Straza

“For crying out loud Nicolette will you 
please pay attention!” The teacher was 
clearly exasperated, and I knew trouble 
wasn’t far behind. All I wanted to do 
was please my teacher; I did everything 
I could to do what the other children 
were doing, but I couldn’t. Finally with 
tears in my eyes, I simply responded, “I 
don’t know how.”

This situation played out so many 
times in so many ways in my child-
hood, that I just came to accept that I 
was an annoyance and a burden, which 
only fueled my people-pleasing ways. 
I compensated by helping, cleaning or 
volunteering to run things to the office 
in order to curate favor with my teachers.

Growing up, the notion of ADHD was 
relatively unheard of. I was just that hy-
peractive kid who annoyed everyone. 
Now, with the advancement of Neuro-
science and Cognitive Psychology, we 
are learning that mind and body are 
intertwined with each other, and 

“I don’t know how!”

Cartesian theories of the mind cannot 
be the reference for educationalists 
any longer.   Does mindset matter? Of 
course it does, but it is only one do-
main that must be engaged for learning 
to truly take place.

As I have aged, I have learned that our 
pedagogy of learning, not only in 

math and reading, but also in Social 
Emotional Development must include
laughably small skills practiced through 
all the domains of being. I have come 
to call these Micro-skills.

To start, we need to consider the anat-
omy of empowerment.  The Oxford 
dictionary defines empowerment as 
“the authority or power given to some-
one to do something” and “the process 
of becoming stronger and more confi-
dent, especially in controlling one’s life 
and claiming one’s rights.” 

This is an individual journey we must



all take to own, and ultimately shape, 
the life and influence we want to have. 
Yet, empowerment comes with a trade-
off: when we create the conditions for 
others to be empowered, we relinquish 
control.

Human nature tends to crave control, 
but true empowerment leads to a more 
collaborative, creative, and effective en-
vironment—whether in the classroom, 
at home, or in the workplace.  There are 
some key principles in empowerment 
that are important to understand if we 
want to create the conditions of em-
powerment in our homes, classrooms 
and workplaces. These principles, when 
paired together, create a potency that 
unlocks empowerment and learning.

Paired Principles for Empowerment 

1)	 Awareness with Agency
2)	 Attention with Discernment
3)	 Intention with Urgency
4)	 Action with Self-Compassion
5)	 Vision with Hope

Let’s unpack this.

Awareness with Agency: Many of us 
are acutely aware of our failures, a ten-
dency known as negativity bias. Our 
brains are hardwired to focus on mis-
takes and potential threats as a survival 
mechanism. While this was essential 

when humans faced predators, today 
it often leads to undue anxiety over 
minor issues, like making mistakes in 
front of others.

However, awareness without agency— 
the ability to take responsibility and 
control over our responses—can lead 
to shame, depression, and hopeless-
ness. When we pair awareness with 
personal agency, we empower ourselves 
to learn from our experiences rather 
than be paralyzed by them. Adopting a 
growth mindset, where effort is valued 
over outcomes, leads to greater resil-
ience and success.

We create conditions for awareness 
and agency to grow by:

l   Modeling and nurturing psycho-
logical safety and a growth mindset. 

l   Focusing on effort not just out-
comes.

l   Creating time and space for aware-
ness to take place and support for han-
dling emotions in real time and safe 
ways.

l   Using coaching methodology, not 
just instruction.

l   Allowing the adversity of natural 
consequences without punishment or 
abandonment.



l   Curating curiosity and mitigating 
shame in our verbal and non-verbal 
communication.

l   Leveraging all the domains of being 
in our awareness and agency.

Attention with Discernment: As 
James Redfield famously said, “Where 
attention goes, energy flows.” Atten-
tion and energy are finite resources, 
much like currency, so if we focus our 
attention on things that align with our 
goals and values, we are more likely to 
succeed. Conversely, if we waste atten-
tion on unchangeable circumstances 
or irrational fears, we deplete our emo-
tional and cognitive energy.

Being mindful of how we spend our at-
tention is crucial to our overall well-be-
ing. We can nurture attention with 
discernment by practicing mindful-
ness, encouraging “noticing” moments, 
and integrating multi-sensory learning 
experiences.

We create conditions for attention 
with discernment to grow by:

l   Holding space for awareness, and 
highlighting circumstances where our 
attention may be manipulated or used 
against us.

l   Mindfulness - the art of putting 
our focus and attention somewhere on 
purpose.

l   Rewarding “noticing” and nurtur-
ing choice, in light of what was noticed.

l   Integration of many styles of learn-
ing that include sight, sounds, taste, 
sensory input, and movement.

Intention with Urgency: We’ve all 
experienced the gap between intention 
and action. We may decide to start a 
new workout routine or build a new 
habit, only to procrastinate or give up 
after a few tries. According to James 
Clear, author of Atomic Habits, small 
daily improvements lead to transfor-
mative long-term change. By focusing 
on improving just 1% each day, we can 
achieve significant growth over time.

The key to making progress is urgency. 
Even the smallest steps, taken with ur-
gency, move us forward. If we start to-
day and remain consistent, our efforts 
will accumulate and yield powerful 
results. Setting a timer for five minutes 
and committing to a task can kickstart 
momentum.

Micro-skills are about breaking big 
skills down into smaller practices that 
can be layered on top of each other to 
form strong, break-resistant skills.



We create conditions for intention 
with urgency to grow by:

l   Setting a time for 5 minutes and 
doing all that we can on a project or 
task until the timer goes off and re-
peating this at the same time each day. 
(Even if you want to keep working, 
stop. This helps to develop more ur-
gency for the next opportunity.) Clar-
ifying this will be important for those 
neuro-diverse children who require 
explanation and maybe additional time 
to adjust or acclimate to the changes. 
This is less about the hard fast rule as 
it is about the idea of doing something 
now!

l   If you learn something new, teach 
what you know to someone else within 
30 minutes of the new learning.

l   If you are building a new habit, 
start today, not tomorrow.

l   If you miss a day, be compassionate, 
and jump right back in and keep going 
versus trying to create a perfect streak 
or trying to start over. This undermines 
the shame/perfection cycle.

Action with Self-Compassion: Most 
of us want to take action – but some-
times we get stuck.  We feel stuck be-
cause we have an uneasy feeling that 
we are not doing things perfectly. As a 
result, we might criticize and berate

ourselves when we make mistakes, 
which can lead to feelings of shame.

Oftentimes we are aware of our need 
to act but approach it from a place of 
shame and self-condemnation, rath-
er than self-compassion, which is a 
more productive and healthy way of 
approaching the problem. Susan David 
says “Self-compassion is the antidote to 
shame” and it is from this place we take 
our courageous steps forward.  

The challenge for us as parents, educa-
tors, and leaders is that SHAME works 
faster. Sometimes in our desire to get a 
task done, we resort to shame-inducing 
tactics rather than compassion-induc-
ing ones. If we want to nurture an en-
vironment where action and self-com-
passion live together, we must take a 
‘people-before-task’ approach to all 
that we do.



We create conditions for Action with 
Self-Compassion to grow by:

l   Celebrating learning and effort 
even if the outcome isn’t what was 
hoped for.

l   Noticing progress, no matter how 
small, both in how a situation was nav-
igated and the outcomes achieved, and 
affirming this progress.

l   Focus on what can be learned from 
this experience rather than focusing on 
something being wrong.

l   Hold space for disappointment and 
sadness, labeling these emotions as val-
id and normal.

l   Encourage cognitive reframing to 
see how a setback may in fact be a step-
pingstone.

l Highlight that the brain needs to 
make mistakes to learn and celebrate 
this forward momentum.

l   Be aware of when our actions and 
words increase shame vs compassion.

Vision with Hope: Depending on your 
past experiences, hope may feel im-
possible or far off, but as we begin to 
peel off the shackles that have held our 
power captive, hope begins to spring to 
life with a vision for our future selves

that is both empowering and hope 
filled.

Gratitude and a growth mindset will 
help us experience this sooner than 
we think. The secret about hope is that 
it is LESS about visualizing a specific 
outcome and MORE about having a 
vision that demonstrates your power 
to change, adapt and overcome along 
the journey to a better outcome. Even 
something as simple as visualizing 
yourself being successful in facing 
the next challenge or temptation is 
exercising the practice of vision with 
hope.  Any progress we make in these 
moments should be celebrated as such 
rather than marked as failure.

We create conditions for Vision with 
Hope to grow by:

l   Reflecting on our learnings and vi-
sualizing ourselves putting those learn-
ings into actions.

l   Verbalize, dramatize or create 
drawings showing what you can do 
differently next time.

l   Reduce linear thinking by explor-
ing 3-5 ways to overcome versus only 
one way.

l   Invite curiosity by making the next 
steps about experimentation to see 
what works and what doesn’t versus 
having only one right way.



l   Affirm effort and character devel-
opment (persistence, perseverance, te-
nacity, patience, etc.) versus outcomes.

l   Practice gratitude.

These skills, when layered together, 
create the conditions of empowerment.  
I look forward to having you join me in 
part two of this topic in the next issue, 
where I will outline how layering these 
domains contribute to learning. 

____________________
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Talk Moves from a Researcher’s Perspective: 
Interview with Dr. Theresa Pham

By Demetra Mylonas

Building an environment that 
supports student mental health re-
quires that students build a set of help-
ful skills, some of which include being 
able to engage in conversation, which 
includes both being able to articulate 
thoughts and ideas, as well as to listen 
to others and assimilate different per-
spectives.  These are teachable skills 
that can be learned under the guidance 
of a supportive learning environment. 

With this thought in mind, I am so 
pleased to present an interview dis-
cussion with Dr. Theresa Pham, a 
post-doctoral researcher sharing her 
research insights into the Talk Moves 
program.  

Last issue, we heard from an elementary
school teacher on the positive bene-
fits of this program in her classroom, 
especially how it helped to give voice 
to those children that are not typically 
able to share for various reasons and 
thus gave them a chance to participate. 

Thank you, Theresa, for joining me 
today and giving your time for this 
worthwhile interview.  Would you 
please tell our readers a little about 
yourself and how you got involved in 
Talk Moves?

As a bit of background, I did a Speech 
Language Pathology clinical degree, as 
well as a PhD at Western University.  
So as part of my clinical coursework, I 
came across this concept of Talk Moves



in Dr. Lisa Archibald’s class, with 
whom I am working closely now on 
this project.  

Talk Moves is a way to support oral 
language in the classroom and it took 
off with Ontario having a Right to Read 
inquiry.  This inquiry report specified 
recommendations that science-based, 
evidence-informed practices are nec-
essary to teach reading.  The challenge, 
however, was that although there were 
a lot of great recommendations for 
word recognition and phonics, the 
oral language piece was missing in the 
recommendations. We thought that 
Talk Moves would be the best way to 
address the oral language component 
of reading comprehension because you 
need both for a successful reader and a 
literate student. 

From here, the Right to Read Inquiry 
allowed me to gain funding to use the 
Talk Moves program as an intervention 
in many elementary school classrooms.

That is so wonderful! How were the 
classrooms chosen for this intervention 
study?

Once we secured funding for the proj-
ect, we put the call out to reach inter-
ested teachers. We were able to study 
elementary school classrooms across 
the country.

I’m curious how the implementation of 
the Talk Moves program would prog-
ress in a classroom.  Also, why would a 
teacher be interested in incorporating 
this program in their classroom?

The great thing is that most teachers 
are already practicing many of these 
strategies, so we are really building on 
the strengths that teachers already pos-
sess.  We emphasize that Talk Moves 
does not add yet another strategy 
which can overwhelm classroom prac-
tice; instead, they enhance strategies 
that most teachers are already using.  
For example, one Talk Move is called 
‘Wait Time’.  

Most teachers are already waiting three 
seconds for students to respond to 
questions or comments, but with the 
Talk Move, we encourage teachers to 
wait 5 seconds and up to 30 seconds 
for a student to respond!  At first, it can 
feel very uncomfortable to wait that 
long, but we noticed that sometimes, 
students are ready to contribute at the 
29-30 second mark!  

In the intervention study, we met with 
teachers every two weeks to introduce 
a new Talk Move.  Time was taken to 
highlight the benefits of the new strate-
gy and how they could use it and en-
courage the students to use it as well. I 
introduced the Talk Move, picture icon 
to post in class, and associated gesture



gesture and sentence starter. Teachers 
would then teach it to their classroom.  
In all classrooms, a picture icon with 
sentence starters was used to identify
a certain Talk Move, which allows 
students to reference the picture icon 
and encourages them to use that Talk 
Moves when engaging with each other 
in class.  

We noted that students with weaker 
language skills used the picture icons 
or gestures more readily, making this 
more beneficial and inclusive for all.  
With this process, it is tailored to indi-
vidual teachers, and they are then able 
to use what is most suitable for them. 

How would teachers use the Talk 
Moves program, outside of a research 
implementation? 

As part of an Ontario Ministry of Edu-
cation initiative, a Talk Moves Profes-
sional Development series is being de-
veloped and delivered asynchronously 
and available for free online. We are 
hoping to reach as many educators 
as possible with this series. There are 
many resources available in the Talk 
Moves program, to engage all students 
at various levels of language, both ver-
bally and non-verbally. 

Can you please give me an example of 
the engagement piece for students?

Certainly!  Originally, Talk Moves was 
designed for older high school stu-
dents, and designed specifically for 
helping conversations in Math and 
Science subjects.  In our current proj-
ect, we want to see if we can use Talk 
Moves with younger students and 
across the curriculum, as conversations 
happen in all subject areas.  In addi-
tion, previous research has focused on 
the teacher using Talk Moves to initiate 
the conversations.  

In this study, we want to see if students 
themselves can use these sentence 
starters and gestures and make them 
a part of their daily participation and 
activities.  So, we really emphasized 
having the students talk to each other.  
Typically, our observations show that 
before introducing Talk Moves in a 
classroom, it is more often the teacher 
initiating a conversation with one of 
the students, and the remaining stu-
dents are quiet or have ‘checked out’. In 
addition, it is usually the students who 
have the right answer first or are the 
fastest at responding who are likely the 
only ones who participate in classroom 
discussions. 

So, for example, the ‘Wait Time’ we dis-
cussed, becomes so important to give 
everyone a chance to first understand
the question, then formulate their 
thoughts and finally engage with each 
other in discussions.  



With other Talk Moves, like ‘Agree’ or 
‘Disagree’, a safe space is created and 
from that, it helps students to learn 
how to argue productively. They don’t 
feel bad if they disagree and have a dif-
ferent idea than their friends. 

Have you received any feedback from 
students?

Yes, I interviewed all consenting stu-
dents, before and after the study.  Some 
of the questions I ask are, “What are 
the rules for talking in class?”, or “Why 
is it important to talk in class?”. Many 
of the answers are usually that, ‘a teach-
er wants to hear your answer’, or ‘you 
need to listen to the teacher’.  With Talk 
Moves, we are helping students to shift 
that communication with each oth-
er, to have that engagement, allowing 
them to practice complex sentences, 
share ideas and make peer collabora-
tion more important. 

I also remember coming into the class-
room, and students run up to me, eager 
to show me the Talk Move gestures 
they’ve been learning and using in 
class. 

I noticed from both this interview and 
one with a classroom teacher, that 
‘Wait Time’ and ‘Agree/Disagree’ are 
big takeaways. 

Yes, for sure.  Nonverbal gestures are a 
safe way for students who have anxiety 
to show that they are participating and 
that is a vital first step in feeling more 
comfortable in class.  By only showing 
the gesture (sign), that is a way of par-
ticipating which is more informative to 
the teacher than if they were just sitting 
and not doing anything to indicate they 
are listening and understanding. 

I think these talk moves are big take-
aways too because they are strategies 
that teachers are already using in the 
class. The Talk Moves program high-
lighted the importance of this practice 
and encouraged teachers to use Talk 
Moves more intentionally and patiently. 

I’m so interested to hear about some of 
your preliminary findings of this re-
search so far!

Although the data has not yet been 
fully analyzed, there are some exciting 
trends appearing.  A fun experience 
from these studies happens when I 
share some of the preliminary findings 
with the students, and their feedback 
is always so positive, stating how hap-
py they felt as they acknowledged that 
these results are from the work they 
did!  So that’s really great!  

One preliminary finding so far is an in-
crease in action words and tier 2 words 
uttered by students.  Action words, 



also known as mental state words, and 
tier 2 words, high-frequency academic 
words, are important for mature lan-
guage learners.

Another positive trend noted after 
intervention, is that students are using 
more words per turn, showing that 
sentences are getting longer but not 
necessarily more complex with initial 
results.  Further, trends in the feedback 
from the interviews with the students 
post intervention, include claiming to 
feel more confident in conversations, 
acknowledging that their peers are 
listening to them, and they are feeling 
like they are more active participants in 
classroom discussions. Teachers have 
also shared similar experiences about 
the Talk Moves program.

That is all very positive and exciting! I 
really feel this program is very inclusive 
and levels the playing field for many

children, whether it is a communica-
tion issue, a confidence issue or even 
a form of anxiety.  If I may ask, what 
is your opinion on the connection be-
tween communication and student’s 
mental health in schools?

Mental health is not my area of exper-
tise, but I think that Talk Moves ges-
tures and sentence starters help give 
a way for students to join in conver-
sation, especially if they do not have 
those skills to naturally engage in aca-
demic conversations. 

Thank you, Theresa, for the work you 
do and your time today for this very 
informative and important topic.  The 
Team at Wellness Education Magazine 
wish you the best of luck in all your 
work and research and look forward to 
updating our readers on the final re-
sults of this worthwhile research project.
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Read Well, Be Well: 
How Our Kids’ Success is Defined by How They Are Seen

by Julia Rivard Dexter

So, this is how it starts: with two amaz-
ing parents and their belief that a little 
girl could do anything. What’s more 
powerful than that? I set out with the 
unchallenged confidence of a child, 
ready to take on the world.

Life was good and simple growing up 
in North Bay, Ontario. A small town 
by most standards, but it felt like a big 
city. My adventures took me around 
the block on my Big Wheel or down to 
DeMarco’s on Algonquin Avenue for 
the one or two things Mum needed for 
dinner. My memory has never been 
great, but the feelings I have about 
those days are comfortable and easy.

Comfortable and easy, it turns out, is 
not how I would roll. At Pinewood El-
ementary I tried, but good grades were 
hard to come by. I had a speech imped-
iment and was well behind grade level 
in my reading. By grade four, declining 
school enrolment divided our class into 
a grade 3-4, and a grade 4-5 split. I was 
relegated to the 3-4 split, which not 
only the students, but even the teachers 
called the “dumb class.” My best friend 
Ryan made the experience tolerable, 
but inside I was screaming.

A child can’t really understand the 
concept of potential in grade 4, but 
I wanted to be recognized for some-
thing great. How about a special glit-
ter sticker placed on the corner of my 
homework? Or having my name called 
out on the school loudspeaker, for the 
‘right’ reasons?  I was seeking recog-
nition that I’d never get in the dumb 
class, and so, my confidence was shaken.

Away from the frustrations of the 
classroom, in the chlorinated spaces 
of swim practice, I started to find that 
feeling. I was working hard, my coach



commended me, and it was paying off. 
All that misdirected energy and that 
yearning for recognition? Now, there 
was a place to put it. I focused on sport, 
I competed, and I won.

I continued to excel, motivated by the 
encouragement I got from being seen. 
So much in fact, that my dream be-
came a reality when I had the oppor-
tunity to compete for Canada at the 
Olympic Games. Not so bad for the 
little girl in the dumb class. Without 
sport, I would have been left behind, 
with a lack of belief in myself that 
would have blanketed all parts of my 
life. I know this because the feeling of 
not being smart enough never did go 
away.

Years later when my son was in 4th 
grade, I saw the pattern repeat. His 
confidence tanked as he struggled pub-
licly in class with reading and eventu-
ally, gave up.  The struggle was real to 
help him believe he was smart; that he 
had exceptional potential. 

My experience and Max’s led me to 
find a way to help all kids feel seen, to 
feel capable and confident and smart. 
In a way, all kids are screaming inside. 
To be seen is to be changed. Great 
coaches, teachers and mentors open 
the door to our potential, however 
buried it is.  I decided the best place to 
focus this effort was to help every child 

gain confidence by being supported 
in becoming a reader. Because to read 
well is to be well.

I’m reflecting on this a lot as my col-
leagues and I build a learning compa-
ny, Shoelace Learning. We design great 
tools for education, from the viewpoint 
to ensure that each child has this feel-
ing of being seen. Now that we can use 
technology to adjust to each learner, no 
child needs to be left behind. 

Unlike the old practice of picking the 
levelled book off the shelf in front of 
your friends, and being ridiculed for 
being behind, we can understand each 
learner’s unique ability and push them 
at a pace that is right.  In this way, we 
are helping to build confidence and 
limit frustrations, in environments that



are safe and motivating. We maintain 
and grow confidence by helping every 
learner be seen, because there is no 
stopping a learner with confidence.

_____________________
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The Subtle Strength of Gratitude: 
A Mindset Shift for Wellness at Home, School, and Work
By Steven Langer

Imagine you’re holding a glass of 
water. At first, it feels light and man-
ageable. But as time passes, your arm 
begins to ache. The longer you hold 
it, the heavier it becomes. This meta-
phor, beautifully illustrated in Karen 
Lorre’s video, is a powerful reminder 
that holding onto negative thoughts 
or frustrations can wear us down in 
much the same way. But what if we 
could choose to put the glass down? 
What if we could change how we see 
others and ourselves by choosing to 
focus on gratitude instead?

Gratitude is more than a feel-good 
buzzword; it’s a mindset that can 
change how we interact with others, 
handle stress, and approach daily life. 
It’s a way of seeing the world that shifts 
our focus from problems and imper-
fections to strengths and perspective. 

Whether you’re a parent, educator, or 
leader in your workplace, adopting 
a mindset of gratitude can help you 
see beyond mistakes, frustrations, or 
conflicts—and allow you to appreciate 
others more deeply, creating the foun-
dation for a healthier environment.



The Gratitude Shift: From Criticism 
to Appreciation

Every relationship—whether it’s with a 
student, a coworker, or a family mem-
ber—has its ups and downs. We can 
get caught up in small frustrations: 
a student’s persistent lack of focus, a 
coworker’s missed deadlines, or a fam-
ily member’s forgetfulness. When we 
view these behaviors through a lens of 
irritation or disappointment, we risk 
holding onto those feelings and creat-
ing barriers in our relationships. But 
what if, instead, we chose to focus on 
the positive aspects of these individuals?

Research shows that practicing grati-
tude can reduce feelings of anxiety and 
depression, while increasing feelings 
of happiness and satisfaction. And the 
beauty of it is that you don’t have to 
wait for someone else to change for 
you to start feeling better. When we 
shift our mindset to appreciate others’ 
strengths and express gratitude for 
their efforts—even if they fall short 
at times—we begin to change the dy-
namic of our relationships.

Think about it: when we’re grateful, we 
can’t simultaneously feel resentment or 
frustration. Gratitude, in a way, can-
cels out those negative emotions and 
gives us the space to see people clear-
ly—flaws and all—and value them for 
who they are. It becomes easier to 

have compassion and patience, whether 
it’s for a child who struggles in class or 
a colleague who is still learning.

The Science of Gratitude and Wellness

Gratitude has been linked to better 
sleep, reduced symptoms of anxiety 
and depression, and even improved 
physical health, such as lower blood 
pressure. This is because when we 
practice gratitude, our brains release 
dopamine and serotonin—the “feel-
good” neurotransmitters that enhance 
our mood and make us feel more pos-
itive. 

Regularly practicing gratitude has 
been shown to improve sleep quality 
by 25% (Wood et al., 2009). Moreover, 
a meta-analysis found that individuals 
who frequently express gratitude have 
a 23% lower level of cortisol, the hor-
mone associated with stress, leading 
to enhanced resilience and emotional 
well-being (Krause et al., 2017).

In the classroom, this can translate to 
educators feeling more connected and 
empathetic toward students, reducing 
burnout and improving job satisfac-
tion. For students, it means feeling 
more supported and valued, which can 
enhance their academic performance 
and social confidence. At home, prac-
ticing gratitude can strengthen family 
connections, increase emotional resil-



ience, and reduce stress levels.

In the workplace, leaders who express 
gratitude set a tone for openness and 
appreciation. A study conducted by 
the Wharton School at the University 
of Pennsylvania found that employees 
who felt appreciated by their managers 
were 50% more productive. Leaders 
have an inherent ability to set the tone 
for their teams. If a leader practices 
gratitude consistently, it sets the tone 
for the company for what is expected.

Applying Gratitude: Putting Down the 
Glass

Applying gratitude starts with the de-
cision to metaphorically “put down the 
glass.” Instead of dwelling on minor 
annoyances, we can choose to see the 
positive intentions that are underlying 
the potential failure or frustration. This 
doesn’t mean ignoring issues or letting 
go of accountability; it means approach-
ing situations with understanding and a 
genuine intention to see the person be-
hind the behavior.

Here’s how you can put gratitude into 
practice:

l   Find the Hidden Gem: When a stu-
dent or child does something frustrating, 
try to see the underlying effort or inten-
tion. If a child talks out of turn in class, 
consider that they’re enthusiastic and 
engaged, rather than disrespectful 

or inattentive. By framing it positively, 
you’re more likely to respond in a way 
that encourages their strengths.

l   Shift the Focus in Conversations: At 
work or home, make it a point to ac-
knowledge the efforts of others. Instead 
of leading with critique, start by ex-
pressing appreciation for what they’re 
doing right. This sets a positive tone 
and helps the other person feel valued 
and respected.

l   Create a Culture of Appreciation: In 
the workplace or classroom, set aside 
time for “gratitude shout-outs,” where 
people can recognize the contributions 
of others. Whether it’s during a team 
meeting or a family dinner, this prac-
tice can build a more cohesive and sup-
portive environment. One really pow-
erful element of this is to recognize the 
effort and intention even when things 
go poorly or not as planned. 

People will see that you value effort and 
intention – process over product – and 
trust and value them regardless of out-
comes. It is powerful because it allows 
people to be more open and honest 
rather than simply trying to sugarcoat 
a situation; and they truly feel seen and 
recognized for their efforts.



Transforming Relationships: 
A Personal Story

A few years ago, I worked with a teach-
er who was struggling to connect with 
a particularly challenging student. The 
child was often disruptive and unco-
operative, and the teacher felt defeated, 
believing that no progress could be 
made. After a particularly tough day, 
I suggested that she write down three 
things each week that she appreciat-
ed about the student, no matter how 
small.

Reluctantly, she tried it. Slowly, she 
began to notice small things: his cre-
ativity when answering questions, his 
ability to engage others in group work, 
his sharp sense of humor. Over time, 
her perspective shifted from seeing a 
“problem student” to seeing a young 
person with potential. Her approach to 
him changed, and gradually, so did his 
behavior. By letting go of her frustra-
tions and choosing to see the student 
through a lens of gratitude, she was 
able to put down her “glass” and re-
build the connection.

Gratitude and Open Communication

Of course, gratitude alone isn’t always 
enough. It’s important to communicate 
openly and address issues when need-
ed, but gratitude provides a foundation 
of goodwill that makes these conversa-
tions easier and more productive. 

When we express appreciation and 
see others’ efforts, we’re more likely to 
approach difficult topics with empathy 
and a solution-focused mindset.

Let’s be honest – I have never met any-
one who intentionally wants to frus-
trate others, miss deadlines, or forget 
key deliverables. People genuinely are 
trying, so when we approach conversa-
tions with a desire to move forward, to 
find the effort behind the delay, or with 
grace because life is busy, people will 
respond in kind.

Acknowledging Challenges and 
Focusing on Growth

While gratitude offers numerous well-
ness benefits, it’s important to under-
stand that practicing gratitude doesn’t 
mean ignoring or suppressing feelings 
of frustration, anger, or disappoint-
ment. Instead, gratitude provides a 
way to approach these emotions from 
a place of acceptance and mindful-
ness. This nuanced approach allows 
us to recognize and address issues in 
a healthy manner while maintaining a 
positive outlook.

Suppressing negative emotions isn’t 
healthy or sustainable. Research has 
shown that unexpressed emotions, es-
pecially anger and frustration, can lead 
to increased levels of stress and even 
physical health problems, such as high 
blood pressure and digestive issues,



(Kross et al., 2011). Therefore, it’s es-
sential to acknowledge these emotions 
when they arise, instead of pushing 
them aside under the guise of grati-
tude. Emotions are signals—they let 
us know when something needs our 
attention.

Practicing gratitude doesn’t mean pre-
tending that flaws or mistakes don’t 
exist. In fact, it’s quite the opposite. 
Gratitude helps us shift our focus from 
dwelling on problems to finding ways 
to appreciate the good in a situation 
or a person despite the imperfections. 
For example, you might feel frustrated 
with a colleague who frequently misses 
deadlines. 

While it’s important to address this 
behavior through open and honest 
communication, practicing gratitude 
means you can also acknowledge their 
strengths and contributions as well, 
rather than just the flaws. Gratitude, 
in this context, becomes a tool for re-
framing how we view others. We can 
acknowledge the negative behaviors 
or challenges we face, but we choose 
to prioritize our appreciation for the 
positive traits and efforts that are often 
overshadowed by our frustrations. 

By using gratitude as a tool to enhance 
communication, we can engage in 
healthier discussions and address frus-
trations more effectively. 

A study by Algoe and Haidt (2009) 
found that expressing gratitude can 
strengthen interpersonal relationships 
by fostering trust and respect, which 
are crucial when navigating challeng-
ing conversations. When we approach 
issues with gratitude, we create a more 
constructive environment where both 
parties feel valued and understood, 
making it easier to move past the prob-
lem and find a solution together.

Intentional Gratitude Strengthens 
Relationships at Home

Gratitude isn’t just a concept my wife 
and I discuss in theory—it’s something 
we intentionally integrate into our ev-
eryday lives. We believe that small acts 
of appreciation can have a big impact, 
especially when it comes to fostering 
a positive environment and strength-
ening our relationship. One way we do 
this is by making a conscious effort to 
notice the little things the other person 
does throughout the day and then ex-
pressing our gratitude for those efforts, 
no matter how minor they may seem.

For example, I’ll intentionally take a 
moment to notice when my wife makes 
a fresh pot of coffee in the morning 
or gives me my preferred chair when 
we sit together by the fireplace. Rather 
than letting these moments pass by un-
acknowledged, I’ll say a simple “thank 
you” to show that I see and appreciate 
her thoughtful gestures. 



The same goes for her—she’ll thank me 
for giving her some free time while I 
take the kids to play or for remember-
ing a small detail she mentioned earlier 
in the week.

This habit of noticing and acknowledg-
ing these small acts of kindness helps 
both of us feel more appreciated and 
valued. It’s not just about saying “thank 
you” but about truly seeing the other 
person’s efforts. This practice has made 
our home environment feel more sup-
portive and has created a positive feed-
back loop of appreciation. 

Research supports the importance of 
these small expressions of gratitude 
in relationships, showing that couples 
who regularly express gratitude to each 
other experience increased relationship 
satisfaction, trust, and a greater sense 
of connectedness (Gordon et al., 2012).

Expressing gratitude for these small 
acts also provides a buffer against the 
natural challenges and frustrations that 
arise in any relationship. It’s easier to 
handle a moment of miscommunica-
tion or a stressful day when you know 
that your partner sees and values the 
everyday ways you contribute. This 
shared practice of gratitude reminds us 
to focus on the positives and gives us a 
healthier perspective when navigating 
the inevitable ups and downs of life.

Conclusion: 
Gratitude as a shift towards Wellness

Whether at home, in school, or in the 
workplace, gratitude is a powerful tool 
that can transform our relationships 
and our own well-being. It shifts our 
focus from what’s missing or frustrat-
ing to what’s present and valuable. It al-
lows us to see others in their strengths, 
efforts, and potential—creating an en-
vironment where everyone can thrive.
So, the next time you find yourself 
holding onto that metaphorical glass, 
take a moment to put it down. Choose 
gratitude and watch how your perspec-
tive—and your relationships—change.
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