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Schools Support Health, Celebrate Wellness Amidst COVID-19 Pandemic
“You can’t educate a child who isn’t healthy,
and you can’t keep a child healthy who isn’t educated.”
- Dr. Joycelyn Edwards, former US Surgeon General

In 2019, the Healthy Kids Collaborative of
Dane County and a team of school partners
launched the Healthy Kids Healthy Schools
Award. The aim was to celebrate the great
strides schools were making in supporting
health and wellness.
Whether this involved helping children walk
safely to school, encouraging a bite of a
tomato from a school garden, or hosting
birthday dance parties, we wanted to reward
great work and share successful strategies
with other schools hoping to foster healthy
environments. Over 30 schools received an
award, along with a customized action plan—
to guide their future efforts in areas such as
nutrition, physical activity, mental health, social
emotional wellbeing, community building,
and outdoor education.
The COVID-19 pandemic dramatically
affected how schools were able to support
and interact with students, staff, and families
during the 2020-21 school year. Despite the
transition to virtual learning, we knew that

schools were being extra thoughtful in how
they were supporting student and family
health needs and promoting wellness within
their communities. We simplified the Healthy
Schools Award for schools to share their
“Bright Spots”—or health and wellness wins—
that responded to their communities’ needs.
This playbook celebrates the creativity and
resilience of forty-seven schools from eight
school districts in Dane County, Wisconsin.
Five of the 2020-21 Gold Award winners
received $1,000 to fund innovative initiatives
focused on the needs of their students, staff,
and families.
We hope that the practices and strategies
presented here spark ideas and provide a
blueprint for schools seeking to center health
and wellness in their work in 2021 and beyond.
Special thanks to the American Cancer Society
for providing grant funding to the Healthy Kids
Collaborative to support this valuable work.
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AWARD LEGEND
Funding Recipient

Gold Medal

Silver Medal

Bronze Medal

WINNERS

FOOD,
FOOD ACCESS
& NUTRITION

LaFollette High
Milestone Democratic
West High
Lighthouse Christian

Ensuring food access and meeting nutrition standards has been difficult in the past year due to school closures amid
the COVID-19 pandemic. Many schools identified this as an area of concern for student wellness and implemented
programs to combat food insecurity among students and their families.
A common theme among all of the Bright Spots winners was identifying clear needs of students in the school
community and starting a program that would be responsive to these needs over time.

SECOND CHANCE BREAKFAST

ENSURING FOOD SECURITY

During the 2019-2020 school year, staff noticed
that students who arrived at school late and missed
breakfast were not able to focus throughout the day
and engage in their classes. So, they started the Second
Chance Breakfast to give students another chance later
in the morning to grab a quick meal that would allow
them to focus on school.

One of the main tenets of this charter school is
ensuring all students have access to food. They have
a close relationship with Second Harvest Food Bank of
Dane County, who helps ensure students have enough
to eat at school and take home to their families.

LAFOLLETTE HIGH SCHOOL

MILESTONE DEMOCRATIC SCHOOL

However, they didn’t have enough storage to hold
all of the food for their students and their families.
With the funding provided funding provided by the
Healthy Kids Healthy Schools Award they will be able
to purchase more refrigeration and dry storage to
ensure that all students are able to move towards food
security.

Initial funding from No Kid Hungry ended, so the Bright
Spots funding will allow the school to continue this
program and ensure safe handling of food during the
pandemic.
This is an easy program to implement and it decreases
stigmatization and increases food access for all.

To further strengthen their partnership with Second
Harvest, students from Milestone were able to conduct
learning projects at Second Harvest to learn about our
food system, food policies, and community service.

2

WINNERS

MENTAL
HEALTH &
WELLBEING

Bird Elementary
Kromrey Middle
Lakeview Community Elementary

In the 2020-2021 school year we saw that there was an increased importance in supporting students’ mental health
and wellbeing.
A number of schools submitted Bright Spots that centered on ensuring students’ mental health was being taken care
of and resources were in place to help them. Projects also considered adaptation in various school settings

BASIC NEEDS & MENTAL HEALTH

COPING STRATEGIES TOOLKIT

Bird School in Sun Prairie created a food bank and
clothing closet to ensure that students had access to
these resources during the school day, but also to take
home to their families.

Kromrey Middle School in Middleton emphasized
mental health during the 2020-2021 school year by
implementing the Coping Strategies Toolkit by Trauma
Sensitive Schools. This toolkit supported students’
experience of the trauma impact of the pandemic.

BIRD ELEMENTARY SCHOOL

KROMREY MIDDLE SCHOOL

They partnered with mental health providers in the
community to provide services for students and
families within their school building.

BRIGHT IDEA

When starting school wellness initiatives it’s important to select projects that
can be easily implemented and grow and change as they become successful
and receive more funding.
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PHYSICAL
ACTIVITY
Health organizations like the
Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention recommend that
children engage in 60 minutes of
physical activity daily.
For many students, this physical
activity time takes place at school,
either at recess or during physical
education class.

WINNERS
Early Learning
Resource Center (at Token
Springs Elementary)

O’Keefe Middle

Sennett Middle

Creekside Elementary

Toki Middle

Van Hise Elementary

Falk Elementary

Prairie View Middle

Northside Elementary

Sauk Trail Elementary

Marquette Elementary

Mendota Elementary

In a year when the majority of students have been learning from their homes, it has been hard to keep students
active. Many of our Bright Spots winners promoted physical activity in their virtual format. From weekly dance parties
to Morning Meetings with yoga, there are many creative ways to get kids moving!

AGE-APPROPRIATE PLAYGROUND

DAILY VIRTUAL PE CLASSES

EARLY LEARNING RESOURCE CENTER
(at Token Springs Elementary)

SENNETT MIDDLE SCHOOL

Sennett’s daily virtual physical education classes were
so fun that family members would even join in.

During the pandemic, the Early Learning Resource
Center (ELRC) transitioned to providing special
education programming to a large number of
students in the district.

Teachers reported high participation rates
and improved strength and flexibility in
their second quarter of fitness testing.
These classes also included mindfulness
exercises and social emotional learning.

The ELRC does not have outdoor playground
equipment of its own; the available playground
equipment was not suitable and safe for the
younger children (4 and under).

BRIGHT IDEA

Thanks to the Healthy Kids Healthy Schools funding,
ELRC will be able to build a new playground of their
own. This funding will ensure that the youngest
learners are able to achieve wellness at school—an
equitable environmental change.

Including mindfulness and social emotional
learning during physical education class is a great
way to ensure students receive this education
during the school day. This also helps students
learn to listen to their mind and body when
being physically active.
This is a great wellness strategy during virtual
learning but contains components that can carry
over into classroom instruction.
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SOCIAL
EMOTIONAL
HEALTH
Social emotional learning is an
important component of a child’s
education both at school and at
home.

WINNERS
Orchard Ridge

James Wright Middle
Sugar Creek Elementary
Glenn Stephens Elementary
Deerfield Elementary

Early Learning Center and
Primary Center
Horizon Elementary
Elm Lawn Elementary
Meadowview Elementary

Patrick Marsh Middle

Many children learn social emotional
skills through interactions with other children, which proved difficult during a year of virtual learning. Many of the
Bright Spots initiatives submitted this year focused on including social emotional learning in their virtual school days
so that students would have the opportunity to continue building these important skills.

SMALL CHANGES=BIG DIFFERENCE

MUSIC MATTERS

At Wright Middle, students and school staff have
created spaces where they can learn and make
positive connections with each other and strengthen
their social and emotional skills.

Music classes are another important place where
children can develop their social emotional skills. At
Orchard Ridge, students were having a difficult time
participating in their music classes in a virtual format.

One space in the school, however, stands out as
needing attention—an outdoor playground. The
school is raising money to fully upgrade this space,
but they had some immediate needs.

The music teacher realized that students were missing
out on the opportunity to strengthen their coping and
calming skills with music.

WRIGHT MIDDLE SCHOOL

ORCHARD RIDGE ELEMENTARY SCHOOL

The Healthy Kids Healthy Schools grant enabled
them to purchase ukuleles for all 4th and 5th
grade students to use at home for music class.
Additionally, they could be used outside of
class as a tool for creative development and
stress relief.

Healthy Kids Healthy Schools funding will provide for
playground enhancements like creating better and
more beautiful play space. Small changes like paint
and fencing can increase safety and make a difference
in people’s perception of their environment.

They plan to continue raising funds so all grade
levels have a class set of ukuleles.
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WINNERS

COMMUNITY
BUILDING

Sandburg Elementary
Mt. Horeb Intermediate

Schools are a community of learners—a place where students make
friends and develop lifelong skills. Community building events are a
favorite part of the school year for many students.
This year schools found creative ways to make these Bright Spots
happen!

Hawthorne Elementary
Malcolm Shabazz City High
Franklin Elementary
Cherokee Heights Middle

CANDLELIGHT HIKES

MORNING MEETING

At Sandburg Elementary School in Madison, staff
organized winter candlelight hikes in the woods by
their school.

Morning Meeting allowed students and teachers to
connect and build community daily—even as students
were learning virtually.

Hot chocolate and snacks were provided and
families were able to engage in socially distanced
outdoor activities.

Morning Meeting is an opportunity for students and
teachers to greet each other by name at the start of
the day, share about events happening in their lives,
participate in a group activity, and read a morning
message together.

MT. HOREB INTERMEDIATE CENTER

SANDBURG ELEMENTARY SCHOOL

The event was such a success that more hikes were
scheduled.

This daily activity creates a sense of community in the
classroom and prepares students academically and
socially for the start of the school day. It also is a great
tool to support students’ mental health.

An activity that started out of a desire for
connection in a global pandemic is sure to live on as
a school tradition for years to come.

The teachers at Mount Horeb Intermediate Center
completed a Responsive Schools Morning Meeting
training last summer and introduced Morning Meeting
into their classrooms at a time when community
building was extremely important.

BRIGHT IDEA

Morning Meeting is an easy program to implement
with huge gains for students and staff. Combining
Morning Meeting and universal breakfast is another
way to nourish students’ minds and bodies and
create community.
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OUTDOOR
EDUCATION

WINNERS
Forest Edge Elementary

Badger Rock Middle

Westside Elementary

Windsor Elementary

Outdoor education is a phenomenal way
for students to learn kinesthetically, interact
with the world around them, and gain an understanding of the life course of plants and animals that live in their
environment. It can vary greatly from planting a school garden to using nature-based playscapes and builds upon the
social emotional skills that students are learning inside the classroom.
Many schools in Dane County have implemented some degree of outdoor education into their curriculum, especially
through farm-to-school programming where students learn where the food they eat comes from and often grow the
food themselves in a school garden.
This year we saw how schools adapted their outdoor education to a virtual learning format and created equitable
approaches to outdoor education.

FARM TO TABLE COOKING CLASS

NATURE NEWSLETTER

Badger Rock Middle School is a charter school in
the Madison Metropolitan School District offering an
abundance of outdoor education where students are
able to work in the school farm, grow their own food,
and even interact with the school’s chickens.

The middle of a pandemic is a challenging time for
a new elementary school to open—and although
students at Forest Edge Elementary School in Oregon
did not start the school year together in person, they
were still able to benefit from the outdoor education
that their new school offered.

FOREST EDGE ELEMENTARY SCHOOL

BADGER ROCK MIDDLE SCHOOL

In order to adapt to the virtual format, Farmer Sarah
led virtual cooking classes every Wednesday.

Recognizing the importance of connecting with
the outdoor world, staff created a monthly Nature
Newsletter that was distributed to families. Its goal
was to create a culture of environmental stewardship
for the young learners and also create an inclusive
community where all students connect with the land.
Staff wanted to ensure that wellness was equitable
for all learners even though they were not all able to
experience the outdoor education at school in person.

To support the students in this process,
families picked up the ingredients and
supplies needed to cook their recipe at
home so that all students were prepared
equally.

Forest Edge hopes to build a school garden where all
students can engage in meaningful experiences with
the land, learn where the food they eat comes from,
and cultivate lifelong healthy habits that will allow
students to empower themselves
and the communities in which
they live.

BRIGHT IDEA

When instituting wellness policies, consider
who will benefit from (and who might be poorly
impacted by) a policy or practice. This equity
lens enables thoughtful analysis and alteration to
positively impact all students.
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