A Simple Hello Sparks Big Connections at Pawling Elementary School

From bright green artwork and posters to grade level get-togethers and flash mobs, Pawling Elementary School’s hallways were transformed from October 20-24 during “Start with Hello” week. [image: ]

A national initiative from Sandy Hook Promise, designed to promote inclusivity and reduce social isolation in schools, the weeklong event invited students to connect and collaborate while learning that making a difference can be as simple as sharing one friendly word with a lonely classmate.

“The goal of Start With Hello is to make sure no one ever feels isolated,” said elementary school counselor Jessica Dommu, who organized the week’s events. “We want everyone to not only feel connected to their peers but also empowered to make those connections for themselves, and to do it with empathy and kindness.”

Students took part in themed activities that encouraged them to reach out to others and build a stronger sense of community throughout the week. Festivities began on Monday with assemblies in the multipurpose room, where Dommu introduced the program’s message with some of the student leaders from Team Community: a group of third- and fourth-grade students who volunteer to lead the school in celebrating kindness, inclusion and connection. 

On Tuesday, classrooms created colorful Promise Pledges describing how they would treat one another with respect and kindness, and Wednesday’s Green Out Day brightened the hallways with green shirts on students and staff while classes took gallery walks to read one another’s pledges. Thursday’s activities invited students to mingle in the hallways while sporting “All About Me” stickers to help them discover shared interests with classmates and new friends.
[image: ]
The week wrapped up with a lively pep rally complete with short presentations from Team Community members, giggle-inducing staff challenges, a dance party and even a surprise flash mob of teachers and parent volunteers. 

Fourth grade Team Community member Poppy Anderson was all smiles after the pep rally.

“It was a really fun day and I’m happy that I got to be part of it!” she said. “It was really fun to celebrate how we encourage each other to approach kids when they are upset and don’t have anybody to play with. I think it makes a big difference.”
Formed earlier this year by Dommu, Team Community was created to provide students with a sense of ownership over their school’s culture.

“My goal with this group is to provide leadership experiences and increase that feeling of connectedness,” Dommu said. “I want our students to feel like they have the power to impact their school in positive ways.”

More than 60% of Pawling’s third- and fourth-grade students joined the team this year. In addition to helping plan and organize the events of Start With Hello week, members will also be taking turns leading other initiatives throughout the school year, including events like National Friendship Day and Random Acts of Kindness Week.

“I love giving back to our school as a student leader because I can make a difference in kids’ days,” said Matthew Gregorio, a fourth grade Team Community member.

Dommu said that watching her young leaders take ownership has been nothing short of inspiring.

“They’re so excited to see that their ideas have value in tangible ways,” she said. “What’s special about this particular event, too, is that they are learning that leadership doesn’t have to be a big lift; it can be as simple as making a choice to include someone today. They really embody the lessons that we work on together.

“I’ve learned that all it takes is a spark and the kids will run with it.”[image: ]
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