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Purpose

Supporting students on their journey to high school graduation is a shared
responsibility among families, community partners, and the entire school district.
By addressing students’ academic, behavioral, and social and emotional needs
early, schools help cultivate the skills, confidence, and motivation students need to
stay engaged and succeed throughout their K-12 experience. These early supports
are critical as students transition to middle school and continue on the path toward
graduation and beyond.

This document offers evidence-based strategies, practical tools, and systemic
approaches designed to help school leaders create strong and supportive
environments for elementary students. It is intended to spark ideas and foster
meaningful conversations among educators, families, students, and community
members. Aligned with Michigan’s Top 10 Strategic Education Plan—specifically
Goal 5: "“Increase the percentage of all students who graduate from high school”—
this guide serves as the first step in a series of graduation guidance documents
from the Michigan Department of Education (MDE). Additional resources to assist
educators with improving graduation rates are available for middle school and high
school.

The guide is organized into three key focus areas:
1. Creating a Welcoming Environment
2. Building Healthy Students and Relationships
3. Implementing Timely Interventions

Creating a Welcoming Environment

A warm, inclusive school environment is essential for laying a strong foundation for
young students’ academic growth and social and emotional development. When
children feel safe, supported, and valued, they are more likely to build confidence,
form positive relationships, and develop a lifelong love of learning (Allen et al.,
2018).

The following strategies can help schools create environments where every student
feels a sense of belonging and is empowered to thrive. Building a school culture
where every student and family feels valued and connected.

Fostering Safety and Security

All students deserve a safe and healthy learning environment in which they can
thrive. Schools can foster this by having clear rules and routines from teachers,
counselors, and other staff when they create a predictable environment where
children know what to expect. Schools may implement anti-bullying programs,
conflict resolution strategies, provide mental health resources to help students feel
secure, and create structures and practices that build positive developmental
relationships between educators and students (DePaoli & McCombs, 2023).



https://www.michigan.gov/mde/-/media/Project/Websites/mde/top10/top_10_mi_strategic_ed_plan_promising_practices_1_pager.pdf?rev=10f3f05c8cb140989b91565cc9364ff8&hash=08EF0354AD856A371B5D55C3E0C30C0B
https://www.michigan.gov/mde/-/media/Project/Websites/mde/Links/2024/SEP_Grad_Guidance_MS.pdf?rev=42c4cb1de163473eb492d0821dc3d39f&hash=17096613192580BFB07693FCDA60A795
https://www.michigan.gov/mde/-/media/Project/Websites/mde/Links/SEP-Graduation-Guidance-Document_Revised.pdf?rev=d51f35c4dd3f4cf5a217b34f588c7b45&hash=0A2BAF792C42E688FF7A58FCE3D68A4E
https://www.michigan.gov/mde/-/media/Project/Websites/mde/Links/SEP-Graduation-Guidance-Document_Revised.pdf?rev=d51f35c4dd3f4cf5a217b34f588c7b45&hash=0A2BAF792C42E688FF7A58FCE3D68A4E

Resources:
e Michigan Department of Education - Early Childhood to Grade 12 Social and
Emotional Learning (SEL) Competencies and Indicators
e US Department of Education - Resources for School Safety and Security
e EducationWeek - What Makes Schools Safe?

Promoting Inclusivity and Diversity
Teachers and staff may help students from all cultural, racial, and socioeconomic
backgrounds, as well as students with disabilities, feel accepted and respected.
Culturally responsive teaching practices, diverse books and materials, and
classroom discussions about differences can help young students develop a positive
sense of identity, appreciate differences, and promote empathy and respect for
others.
Resources:

e Michigan Department of Education - Diverse Classroom Libraries

e Tools and Guidance for Evaluating Bias in Instructional Materials

e EducationWeek - Six Strategies for Promoting Diversity and Inclusion in Your

School

Encouraging Play and Social Interaction
Schools may wish to provide environments with ample opportunities for students to

engage in play-based learning, recess, and social activities that research shows also
provide engaging learning experiences, can help build friendships, and develop
critical social skills (Parker & Thomsen, 2019). Play allows children to express
themselves, manage stress, and practice cooperation and conflict resolution.
Schools prioritizing play as a form of learning create a more joyful and engaging
atmosphere for students.
Resources:

e Embracing Learning Through Play

¢ What Works Clearing House Practice Guide - Preparing Young Children for

School

Celebrating Student Achievements
Regular praise, classroom rewards, and school-wide celebrations for

accomplishments like reading milestones or acts of kindness may help build
students’ confidence and motivate them. While there is a correlation between
extrinsic motivation and student achievement, research (Sigalingging et al., 2023)
also shows that extrinsic motivations catalyze the development of intrinsic
motivation. Tailoring rewards to individual students enhances long-term motivation.
Resources:

e The Ultimate List of PBIS Incentives

e Edutopia - Thirteen Ways to Celebrate Students' Small Wins and Build

Motivation

Involving Families in the School Community

Schools may wish to have continuous contact with families through frequent
communication, parent-teacher conferences, family-oriented events, and volunteer
opportunities through a “co-constructed” concept of family involvement where it is
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https://www.michigan.gov/mde/-/media/Project/Websites/mde/Year/2018/04/12/SEL_Competencies-_ADA_Compliant_FINAL.pdf?rev=4dce065b45434ea1a37896006aa1a2b2&hash=F5056288A82226CDF2553241C4D8F20E
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https://www.michigan.gov/mde/-/media/Project/Websites/mde/Literacy/Equity-in-Literacy/Diverse_Classroom_Libraries.pdf?rev=ad49b797389544229c770a9d54136ef6&hash=655CC9EE3EA90E05C7FD4E574BE4B89F
https://www.michigan.gov/mde/-/media/Project/Websites/mde/Academic-Standards/Tools_Guidance_Eval_Bias_Instructional_Mats.pdf?rev=1cc5205c9d8a4911b1cb5d7905882727&hash=118BDEC963868BFDA1A0EC30F79FFD91
https://www.edweek.org/leadership/opinion-6-strategies-for-promoting-diversity-and-inclusion-at-your-school/2022/01
https://www.edweek.org/leadership/opinion-6-strategies-for-promoting-diversity-and-inclusion-at-your-school/2022/01
https://www.gse.harvard.edu/ideas/usable-knowledge/23/05/embracing-learning-through-play
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/WWC/PracticeGuide/30
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/WWC/PracticeGuide/30
https://www.pbisrewards.com/pbis-incentives/
https://www.edutopia.org/article/celebrate-students-small-wins-and-build-motivation
https://www.edutopia.org/article/celebrate-students-small-wins-and-build-motivation

considered a shared responsibility of the family and the school (Weiss et al., 2009).
This engagement strengthens the school-home connection, allowing students to see
that their learning is supported at school and at home. Schools that make families
feel welcome, regardless of their background, language, or circumstances, help
students thrive academically and socially.
Resources:

e MiFamily: Michigan's Family Engagement Framework

e Strategy 1: Build Positive Relationships

e Edutopia - Twenty Tips for Developing Positive Relationships with Parents

e US Department of Education - Title I, Part A Parent and Family Engagement

Guidance for Schools

Designing Engaging and Accessible Classrooms
According to research, elementary classrooms that are organized and naturally lit

with daylight help create an inviting atmosphere for learning. Displaying student
work, providing flexible seating arrangements, and offering hands-on learning
materials can excite and encourage young students to participate in lessons.
Additionally, ensuring that students with disabilities have access to the least
restrictive environment (LRE), including access to learning resources and tools, is
essential for fostering an inclusive and welcoming classroom (Anthes, 2009).
Resources:

e Least Restrictive Environment (LRE) Continuum

e Edutopia - 27 Ways to Optimize Your Classroom for Better Learning

Discovering Career Awareness
Age-appropriate activities, such as discussing future aspirations, field trips, and
guest speakers from various professions, may help students see the connection
between their education and future goals. This awareness may help keep students
engaged in their learning and help them visualize a pathway to graduation and
beyond.

Resources:

e Michigan Career Development Reference Guide

o Xello - Career Exploration for Elementary Students

e KidsKonnect - Career Exploration for Elementary Students - 7 Activities for

Kids

Building Healthy Students and Relationships

Elementary schools may wish to use a holistic approach that engages families and
community members to address students' physical, social, emotional, and mental
well-being. Prioritizing wellness not only helps students thrive academically but also
strengthens the relationships that are essential for a positive school experience.

Ensuring a Sense of Belonging

Schools may wish to use morning meetings, buddy systems, and team-building
exercises to help students connect with their peers and teachers. When students
feel they belong, they are more likely to participate actively in learning and develop
positive attitudes toward school.



https://www.michigan.gov/mileap/-/media/Project/Websites/mileap/Documents/Education-Partnerships/Family-Partnerships/Family-Engagement/mifamily_family_engagement_framework.pdf?rev=ba9e9f456e094f0c896d738b253e6f69
https://www.attendanceworks.org/resources/toolkits/teaching-attendance-2-0/create-a-welcoming-environment-that-engages-students-and-families/strategy-1-build-positive-relationships/
https://www.edutopia.org/blog/20-tips-developing-positive-relationships-parents-elena-aguilar
https://www.ed.gov/media/document/parent-and-family-engagement-guidance-2025-109202.pdf
https://www.ed.gov/media/document/parent-and-family-engagement-guidance-2025-109202.pdf
https://www.michigan.gov/mde/-/media/Project/Websites/mde/specialeducation/iep/LRE_Continuum.pdf?rev=62124dd5085e44b9bf33d2968238b386&hash=876ECF9BEB866A6CB69172549EBA24C5
https://www.edutopia.org/article/optimize-classroom-design-better-learning
https://www.michigan.gov/mde/-/media/Project/Websites/mde/CTE/MCDM/MCDM-Reference-Guide.pdf?rev=14a543c866464417a4ef1d8b6ab261f0&hash=48CD5FE6406D0FF374173C56B1077988
https://xello.world/en/elementary/
https://kidskonnect.com/articles/career-exploration-for-elementary-students-7-activities-for-kids/
https://kidskonnect.com/articles/career-exploration-for-elementary-students-7-activities-for-kids/

Resources:
e Cultivating Belonging in the Elementary Classroom All Year Long
e National Association of Elementary School Principals - Six Tips for Boosting
Belonging in Schools

Building Positive Teacher-Student Relationships
Teachers may wish to provide personalized attention and understand each student’s

needs and interests to promote a sense of trust and belonging. This will make
students more comfortable sharing their thoughts and feelings, asking questions,
and engaging with classroom activities. Positive teacher-student relationships
contribute to school adjustment and academic performance and foster students’
resilience in academics (Rimm-Kaufman, 2025).
Resources:
e American Psychological Association - Improving Students' Relationships with
Teachers to Provide Essential Supports for Learning
e Michigan Multi-Tiered Systems of Support Technical Assistance (MiMTSS TA)
Center
e Edutopia - Using Relationship Mapping to Improve Relationships with
Students

Supporting Mental Health
Mental health education may foster open discussions about emotions and stress
management, benefiting students and staff. Schools can provide access to
counselors, psychologists, and social workers to help students with emotional or
psychological challenges in a familiar setting that reduces barriers to receiving
services. Early intervention through screenings, teacher observations, and family
outreach helps identify and address potential issues early, thereby supporting the
well-being of the entire school community.
Resources:
e Michigan Department of Education - Guidance for a Comprehensive School
Mental Health System of Supports
e Child Mind Institute: How to Help Anxious Kids
e Mental health resources from the Substance Abuse and Mental Health
Services Administration (SAMHSA)

Fostering Physical Health and Wellness
Schools that offer healthy meals through breakfast and lunch programs, provide
opportunities for regular physical activity, such as recess and physical education
classes, and teach students about personal hygiene and disease prevention can
assist in developing lifelong healthy habits. Additionally, schools that provide access
to nurses, counselors, and regular health screenings ensure students receive the
care they need, helping to prevent health issues from disrupting their learning and
overall well-being.
Resources:

e Whole School, Whole Community, Whole Child: A Collaborative Approach to

Learning and Health, 2014
e Michigan Model for Health™
e Home | InPACT (activity breaks in the classroom)
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https://www.edutopia.org/article/culture-belonging-elementary-school/
https://www.naesp.org/resource/6-tips-for-boosting-belonging-in-schools/
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https://www.edutopia.org/article/creating-purposeful-relationships-students
https://www.michigan.gov/mde/-/media/Project/Websites/mde/ohns/School-Health-and-Safety/Michigans-Guidance-for-a-CSMHS--Oct-3.pdf?rev=cdeed3dcf028419698c1eb90aa9fe733&hash=22CA1E95BD174F833D037E30268F4EC6
https://www.michigan.gov/mde/-/media/Project/Websites/mde/ohns/School-Health-and-Safety/Michigans-Guidance-for-a-CSMHS--Oct-3.pdf?rev=cdeed3dcf028419698c1eb90aa9fe733&hash=22CA1E95BD174F833D037E30268F4EC6
https://childmind.org/topics/anxiety/
https://www.samhsa.gov/mental-health
https://www.samhsa.gov/mental-health
https://www.cdc.gov/whole-school-community-child/media/pdfs/WSCCmodel_update_508tagged.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/whole-school-community-child/media/pdfs/WSCCmodel_update_508tagged.pdf
https://www.michiganmodelforhealth.org/
https://www.inpact.kines.umich.edu/

Teaching Social and Emotional Learning
Social and emotional learning (SEL) may help equip elementary students with
essential skills contributing to long-term success, including graduation. Teaching
emotional regulation helps students manage stress, handle conflicts, and navigate
social interactions. SEL programs foster empathy and understanding, creating a
more inclusive school environment. Promoting self-confidence and a growth
mindset empowers students to overcome challenges, setting the foundation for
academic persistence and future achievement.
Resources:

e The Importance of Social and Emotional Learning: What Is SEL?

e Tips and Resources for Talking about Social Emotional Learning

¢ What Works Clearinghouse Practice Guide - Teacher-Delivered Behavioral

Interventions K-5

Fostering Positive Peer Relationships
Collaborative learning through group projects and team-building activities may help
students develop teamwork and communication skills, while teaching conflict
resolution strategies equips them to manage disagreements and maintain healthy
relationships. Anti-bullying programs that promote kindness and respect create a
safe and supportive environment where all students feel valued, contributing to a
stronger sense of community and motivation to succeed.
Resources:

e STEM Toolbox Playbook includes collaborative learning through the 3P model,

which is problem-based, project-based, and place-based learning.
e Model Anti-Bullying Policy
o Stopbullying.gov - Resources for Schools Addressing Bullying

Empowering Student Voice
Schools may provide elementary students with leadership opportunities, such as
student councils and class projects, to help build their confidence and sense of
ownership in the school community. Encouraging participation in class discussions
and activities helps students feel valued and respected. Involving them in decision-
making about classroom rules and school events helps to foster engagement. These
practices help cultivate a strong sense of belonging and motivation, which supports
long-term academic success and graduation completion. Research shows that
through involvement of student voice in decision-making and co-creation, we can
see an increase in students’ sense of confidence, ownership, and empowerment,
leading to stronger confidence in their own abilities (Geurts et al., 2024).
Resources:

e The Student Voice Toolkit | Search Institute

e Institution of Education Sciences - Speak Out, Listen Up! Tools for Using

Student Perspectives
o Elevate Student Voice



https://www.michigan.gov/mde/-/media/Project/Websites/mde/Year/2021/04/12/SEL_Fact_Sheet.pdf?rev=7bfe71f6a7dc453595d03e29344b6eed&hash=42DB1A218E2BC58A701D4E513AE8F30C
https://www.michigan.gov/mde/-/media/Project/Websites/mde/ohns/School-Health-and-Safety/Tips-for-talking-about-SEL.pdf?rev=9211114730b242978a97f5981d625df5&hash=75F6616E242D361093FD05A2AB1C4613
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/WWC/PracticeGuide/31
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/WWC/PracticeGuide/31
https://www.michigan.gov/leo/boards-comms-councils/mistem/stem-toolbox
https://www.michigan.gov/mde/-/media/Project/Websites/mde/2016/07/06/Model_Anti-Bullying_Policy_with_Revisionsb.pdf?rev=4f1526996c71419887521957fd3839d6&hash=58BBBFEEE2C20B208F068806C17ACBCB
https://www.stopbullying.gov/
https://searchinstitute.org/resources-hub/student-voice-toolkit#:%7E:text=Student%20voice%20refers%20to%20the%20opportunities%20to%20participate,changes%20in%20hiring%20policies%2C%20curriculum%2C%20or%20school%20climate.
https://ies.ed.gov/use-work/resource-library/resource/other-resource/speak-out-listen-tools-using-student-perspectives-and-local-data-school-improvement
https://ies.ed.gov/use-work/resource-library/resource/other-resource/speak-out-listen-tools-using-student-perspectives-and-local-data-school-improvement
https://schoolguide.casel.org/focus-area-3/school/elevate-student-voice/

Implementing Timely Interventions

Implementing timely academic, behavioral, and social and emotional supports for
elementary students is critical to ensuring their long-term success. These formative
years lay the foundation for lifelong learning, and addressing challenges early can
significantly alter a child’s educational trajectory.

Implementing Positive Behavioral Interventions and Support Systems
Research has shown that implementing positive behavioral interventions and
support systems (PBIS) with fidelity can significantly reduce the number of
suspensions (Gage et al., 2020). Schools may consider using PBIS to encourage
positive behavior by reinforcing good choices and modeling respectful, caring
interactions. By setting clear behavior expectations and rewarding students for
meeting them, schools can create a safe and orderly environment where students
can focus on learning.
Resources:

e Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS) at School

e The Center for PBIS - Resources for Implementation

Applying Early Intervention and Support Services

In 2024, the K-12 literacy and dyslexia laws (Public Acts 146 and 147) were
enacted, which include requirements for district administrators, literacy coaches
and consultants, and educators. These requirements include professional learning
for educators, reading instruction and curriculum materials that are evidence-
based, with a focus on pupils’ mastery of the foundational reading skills of
phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, and the development of other reading
skills, instructional methods consistent with the science of reading, and district
selection of one valid and reliable screening and one progress-monitoring reading
assessment as approved by the department. A school district or public school
academy shall use these assessments for pupils in grades K to 3 to screen and
identify difficulties, inform instruction and intervention needs, and assess progress
toward a growth target. A school district or public school academy periodically shall
assess a pupil’s progress in reading skills at least three times per school year in
grades K to 3.

Additionally, each student who is in any of grades 4 to 12 who, as determined by
that student's teacher, educational-support staff, or the pupil’s parent or legal
guardian, demonstrates reading difficulties such as escape or avoidance behavior
when engaged in reading activities, effortful or laborious reading, significant
spelling or encoding difficulties, etc., shall be screened for characteristics of
dyslexia and difficulties in learning to decode accurately and efficiently using a
reliable and valid universal screening assessment.

Resources:
e K-12 Literacy and Dyslexia Laws (PA 146 and 147 of 2024)
e Child Find
e Early On Michigan
e Michigan Alliance for Families — Your Guide to Special Education



https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1273750.pdf
https://www.michigan.gov/mde/-/media/Project/Websites/mde/specialeducation/familymatters/FM1/PBIS_School_FactSheet.pdf?rev=568afa854d054a79ac1f23a1736ef215&hash=4358F3B446402520171B5E6D6F3A6F78
https://www.pbis.org/
https://www.michigan.gov/mde/services/academic-standards/literacy/k-12-literacy-and-dyslexia-laws
https://www.michigan.gov/mde/-/media/Project/Websites/mde/specialeducation/eval-eligibility/ChildFind.pdf?rev=b0006793dfd748b09769a425b80bbc77
https://www.1800earlyon.org/
https://www.michiganallianceforfamilies.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/MAF-brochure-ENGLISH.pdf

e What Works Clearinghouse Practice Guide - Assisting Students Struggling
with Mathematics

e What Works Clearinghouse Practice Guide - Foundational Skills to Support
Reading for Understanding in Kindergarten Through Third Grade

Providing Supportive Transitions

Research shows that children who experience fewer transition difficulties into
kindergarten perform better in math, reading, and behaviorally (Ansari et al.,
2024). Orientation programs, “meet the teacher” events, and other transitional
activities can help students and families feel comfortable.

A systemic approach can help plan for smooth transitions between grade levels to
keep students on track and prevent learning loss and disengagement. This includes
helping students develop organizational skills, study habits, and social and
emotional skills that will support their success in later grades.
Resources:

e Early Matters: Cultivating Engagement and Attendance in Kindergarten

e Transition from Pre-K to Kindergarten (Great Start Readiness Program

Implementation Manual)
e Transition from Elementary to Middle School

Next Steps

Consider reviewing the strategies, tools, and resources outlined in this guidance
document with your team and assessing each one using the following categories:
e Fully Implemented
e Partially Implemented
e Not Yet Started

You may wish to focus your planning efforts on topics that are partially
implemented or have not started. Below are some potential discussion questions:
e What specific actions are needed to move forward?
e Who will be responsible for implementation?
e« What resources or support might be required?

The following template may be helpful to use during those discussions.


https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/WWC/PracticeGuide/26
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/WWC/PracticeGuide/26
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/WWC/PracticeGuide/21
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/WWC/PracticeGuide/21
https://www.attendanceworks.org/resources/toolkits/integrating-attendance-into-kindergarten-transition-2/
https://www.michigan.gov/mileap/-/media/Project/Websites/mileap/Documents/Early-Childhood-Education/gsrp/implementation/Transition.pdf?rev=e4528c84f4ff4042bc136131c9612ab8&hash=3377918869A15955F5B7C2A0A3E4CBA5
https://www.michiganallianceforfamilies.org/transition-from-elem-to-ms/

Assessment Template

Indicate Fully,
Partially, or Not
Yet Started

Identify actions
needed to move
forward

Identify who will be
responsible

Identify resources
and/or supports to
be used

Creating a Welcoming Environment

Fostering Safety and
Security

Promoting Inclusivity and
Diversity

Encouraging Play and
Social Interaction

Celebrating Student
Achievements

Involving Families in the
School Community

Designing Engaging and
Accessible Classrooms

Discovering Career
Awareness

Building Healthy Students and Relationships

Ensuring a Sense of
Belonging

Building Positive Teacher-
Student Relationships

Supporting Mental Health

Fostering Physical Health
and Wellness

Teaching Social and
Emotional Learning

Fostering Positive Peer
Relationships

Empowering Student
Voice

Implementing Timely Interventions

Implementing Positive
Behavioral Interventions
and Support Systems

Applying Early
Intervention and Support
Services

Providing Supportive
Transitions
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