Emotional Capacity

Cultivate Empathy and Restorative Practices

&
Check In

One way to cultivate empathy in the classroom is to engage in “check-ins.” A check-in is a brief activity at the start
of a class where students share a reflection or communicate how they are feeling. This practice allows the teacher
to communicate care and assess the emotional state of students.

Check-in questions that can be used repeatedly include “What is something that made you laugh recently?” and
“What is a word that describes you best today?”

To vary your check-ins, change the structure now and then. Instead of asking open-ended questions, try a round
of “news and goods.” In this activity, students share something that is either good or new in their lives. “Roses and
thorns” is another option. This check-in requires learners to share a “rose” (e.g., something positive), a “bud” (e.g.,
something they are looking forward to), and a “thorn” (e.g., a challenge). The activity ends by discussing ideas for
turning "thorns” into "buds."

You can make this process tactile if you teach young children or want to add some playfulness to the classroom.
Scatter character erasers or emoji stickers on a table and ask students to choose the item that best matches their
mood (for more ideas like these, visit the site of the Institute for Social & Emotional Learning: tinyurl.com/UDDaily-
Day190).

Keep in mind that these activities are powerful but must be used with caution. When you use check-ins, consider:
How can I help students feel seen and heard when they share something positive? How can I provide support if
students share a difficulty or need? Talk to your school social worker if you need help generating answers to these
questions or need ideas for providing other support for check-ins.
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