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1. Autobiographies. Ask students to write you a two- to 
three-page letter or story about themselves, suggests 
Barbara Blackburn in Motivating Struggling Learners. 
Students could include information on their home 
lives, on their extracurricular activities, or on something 
they’re passionate about (pp. 14-15). Asking for their 
personal story shows them you care. And don’t forget 
to share your own story with them, so they can get to 
know you in return.

2. Class Book. Compile students’ autobiographies into a 
class book with photos, so students can read about 
one another (Blackburn, p. 15). Note that you shouldn’t 
do this unless you specifically tell students in advance 
that their autobiographies will be shared with others; 
they may not wish to include certain details for their 
peers to see.

3. Culture Box. Have students put 7-10 items representing 
who they are into a shoe box. These items can have to do 
with their heritage, their hobbies, their passions, and so 
on. They can also decorate the outside of the box with 
pictures, words, and symbols. Then they can share their 

box with the class. As teacher Charlesetta Dawson 
explains, students appreciate this activity because it helps 
them “be creative, share previously unknown information 
about themselves with their peers and teacher, and 
develop a better understanding of the similarities that we 
all have in common” (Blackburn, p. 15).

4. Learning Goals. Having students set learning goals 
will help them develop intrinsic motivation, says Larry 
Ferlazzo in Building a Community of Self-Motivated 
Learners. Ferlazzo notes that learning goals are 
different than performance goals. “Learning goals 
demonstrate increased understanding and the ability 
to apply it. … Performance goals involve reaching a 
certain ‘score’ or out-performing others.” (p. 20). Ferlazzo 
gives these examples: “A learning goal would be, ‘I want 
to be able to write a good essay.’ … A performance 
goal would be, ‘I want to get an A in this class.’” Having 
students write learning goals helps them develop a 
growth mindset, because the focus becomes on the 
effort. Some performance goals are fine, but the 
emphasis should be on the learning goals, which give 
students hope for a successful year (p. 20).

Sick of your usual ice breakers and community-building games? Here are 10 activities you can try 
during the first week of school. Pick and choose as many as you’d like, and modify as needed. Best 
wishes for a terrific 2015-16 school year!
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5. Student Questionnaire. In Passionate Learners, 2nd 
Edition, Pernille Ripp suggests giving students a getting-
to-know-you survey with questions such as, “What are the 
three most important things I should know about you?,” 
“What things are you really good at?,” and “What have you 
most enjoyed at school?” (p. 125). This kind of 
questionnaire will show students you care to get to know 
them and will also help you design instruction that takes 
into account their interests and needs.

6. Parent Questionnaire. Ripp recommends sending a 
questionnaire home with parents, too. Questions can 
include, “What is the most important thing I should 
know about your child?,” “What is your child passionate 
about?,” “What fears does your child have?,” and “What 
kind of teacher does your child work best with?” (p. 128).

7. Interest Inventory or Leadership Assessment Survey. 
As Brad Johnson and Julie Sessions point out in What 
Schools Don’t Teach, students are often taught to follow 
rules and color in the lines, and we don’t help them 
develop their leadership skills. Helping students become 
leaders will make them more confident and will prepare 
them for the real world. First, we need to find their 
strengths, which can be done through an interest 
inventory or leadership assessment survey during the 
first week of school. Then develop those strengths in 
some of your activities this year. “For example, you may 
have a student who is not one of your top achievers 
academically; however, he or she may be competitive,  
so create activities that incorporate some level of 
competition that will engage the student and give him 
or her a more positive experience” (p. 12).

8. Vision Letters. These can be great motivational tools.  
As Blackburn explains, in a vision letter, “students 
imagine it is the end of the school year (or grading 
period) and, that as they look backward, they discover 
being in x grade was their best year ever. They write a 
letter to a friend describing what made being in that 
grade so great, and by doing so, they define their vision 
for a good year” (p. 45).

9. Class Mission Statement. To come up with a class 
mission statement, Gary McGuey and Lonnie Moore, 
authors of The Inspirational Teacher, 2nd Edition, 
recommend asking  students questions such as  
“How should we treat each other?,” “What values are 
important to us?,” and “At the end of the year, what  
do we want to be able to say about our class?” (p. 29). 
Then brainstorm a mission statement based on their 
responses. As McGuey and Moore point out, “The 
power of the classroom mission statement has less  
to do with the end product and more to do with the 
process. By involving the students in this process, 
 they will feel a sense of ownership, commitment,  
and accountability” (p. 27). 

10. Smile! Okay, it’s not an activity, but it’s a strategy you 
shouldn’t forget to use often during that first week, 
even if you’re nervous (and yes, even experienced 
teachers get butterflies in their stomachs when it’s  
time to go back to school!). Forget the old saying, 
“Don’t smile til Christmas.” As Annette Breaux says in 
101 Answers for New Teachers and Their Mentors,  
3rd Edition, “Imagine sitting in a classroom all day 
where the teacher never smiles. Imagine refraining 
from smiling for even a day, much less until Christmas! 
Students need to see their teachers smiling—often! 
The most effective teachers smile most of the time, and 
sometimes it’s fake!” (p. 138). In other words, you don’t 
have to be happy every second, but you do need 
students to think that you’re happy and that you want 
them in your classroom. Even if you have a lot on your 
mind, make sure you’re giving off a warm tone and are 
not subconsciously letting your mood show. Welcome 
your students and smile away!

WHAT OTHER STRATEGIES ARE YOU PLANNING TO TRY 
DURING THE FIRST WEEK BACK? 

Share them on Twitter @RoutledgeEOE using #mybacktoschooltips and be entered to win a copy of all the books mentioned above! 
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