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What We Heard:

Well-being in our schools,  
strength in our society

Kasserian Ingera? This traditional greeting in the Maasai language asks, “How 
are the children?” It is a reminder to us all to keep the child at the centre, as we 
consider each of our roles in each student’s day to day experience in Ontario’s 
education system.

There are more than two million students enrolled in Ontario’s schools. When we 
talk about “all students”, we understand that this represents a broad and complex 
mix of individuals from 72 school boards and four education systems – English 
public, English Catholic, French public and French Catholic. Our students represent 
diverse communities, family structures, economic circumstances, life experiences, 
faiths, customs, languages, abilities, interests, talents and skills. Our students live in 
rural, urban and remote communities, large and small. They include Indigenous 
students, newcomers, and students born in Ontario. Our students in Ontario speak 
many languages and possess unique skills and talents. They all have hopes and 
dreams.

Promoting well-being, achieving excellence, ensuring equity, 
and enhancing public confidence are central goals of our 
renewed vision for education in Ontario. To develop the most 
effective ways to support student well-being, we reached  
out across Ontario to invite you to join us in a conversation.  
We wanted to know how you think we can best build on  
our strong foundation, and realize a vision for student  
well-being in Ontario. 
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Vibrant communities and a prosperous society are built on the foundation of a 
strong education system. We heard examples of schools and systems with  
students who are privileged to work with educators who take this to heart each 
day. We heard about where there is more work to be done. You told us what you 
think. We’ve listened.

Listening to Ontarians
Beginning in November 2016, the Ministry of Education reached out across the 
province to learn more about student well-being and how it is being supported 
in schools. We heard directly from more than 4,500 parents,1 educators, students, 
partners and community members. 

This process of collecting feedback was far-reaching. We made sure we listened 
to a wide range of people who may not always have their voices heard. We heard 
from youth who have been homeless. We heard from transgender youth accessing 
shelter services and newcomers to Canada. We heard from community service 
providers. We heard from students, elders, educators, principals, board leaders, 
public health providers, parents and many others – all those who care about 
students and their experience in Ontario schools. This report demonstrates how 
we are listening to what we heard, as we move forward to understand and support 
well-being in our schools.

Research and lived experience tells us that children and youth with a greater sense 
of well-being have a solid foundation for living and learning. They’re more likely 
to take part in healthy and fulfilling social activities, and contribute economically 
in the future. They’re more inclined to support the well-being of others, and 
the sustainability of their communities and the world at large. These benefits of 
well-being stay with our children and youth as they progress into their social, 
professional and leadership roles in adulthood. It matters.

1. The word parents is used in this document to refer to parent(s) and guardian(s). It 
may also be taken to include caregivers or close family members who are responsible 
for raising the child.
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Reaching out: How we listened

The goal of the engagement process was to cast a wide net to collect broad 
feedback about support for student well-being from educators, parents, students, 
community partners, and interested stakeholders with a strong effort to hear 
voices that are sometimes not heard. Building on a strong body of existing work 
across the province, we set out to listen and learn about people’s understanding  
of student well-being, and the conditions that promote and support it. We also  
wanted to understand how, collectively, we would know our progress in promoting 
and supporting student well-being. 

An engagement paper (Well-Being in Our Schools, Strength in Our Society), released 
November 2016, outlined the importance and benefits of well-being throughout 
life and was used to guide the discussions. 

The well-being engagement paper identified questions related 
to three themes: 

• Understanding Well-Being: What it means, and the factors 
that contribute to it. 

• Promoting and Supporting Student Well-Being: The 
conditions that promote well-being and that support the 
healthy development of all students in our schools. 

• Knowing Our Impact: What we will look for to determine if 
we’ve been successful in promoting and supporting student 
well-being.

There were multiple ways for people to join in the conversation, including in-person 
provincial and regional sessions, a downloadable “engagement kit” that supported 
partners and community groups in hosting their own discussions, and an online 
survey on the ministry’s website that invited educators, students, parents and 
community members to offer their views.

We specifically sought feedback from a wide variety of unique perspectives 
through diverse representation at in-person sessions and through targeted 
meetings and invitations. We reached out to invite input from First Nations,  
Métis, and Inuit participants, representatives from Catholic and public schools, 
Franco-Ontarians, community partners, those living in northern, rural, and  
urban communities, and those living in vulnerable situations. 

E N G AG E M E N T  PA P E R

BLEED

Deepening Our Understanding of Well-Being in  
Ontario Schools and How to Support It,  
in Kindergarten to Grade 12

Introduction
Consider for a moment how you normally respond to the 
question “How are you?” Most of us answer with a brief “I’m fine” 
or “I’m well”. We simplify our answers in these pleasant everyday 
exchanges because a focused and genuine conversation about 
the state of our well-being would call for reflection, authentic 
listening, and more time than most of us have to spare!

When it comes to understanding the well-being of our children 
and students, we take the time for careful consideration. 
Children’s well-being depends on many factors, from the nature 
of their social and family interactions and where they live to their 
emotional, spiritual, physical and mental health. We know that 
positive childhood experiences, physical and emotional safety, 
and the support of caring adults not only shape the day-to-day 
morale of students but also help them develop a positive sense  
of self, and resilience.

Children who experience a greater sense of well-being are more 
able to learn and assimilate information in effective ways; more likely 
to engage in healthy and fulfilling social behaviours; more likely to 
invest in their own and others’ well-being and in the sustainability of  
the planet, as they take up their social, professional and leadership  
roles in adulthood. 

–  Adapted from The Kindergarten Program, 2016, p. 58,  
citing Awartani, Whitman, and Gordon, 2008November 2016

Well-Being in Our Schools, 
Strength in Our Society

http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/about/wellbeingpdfs_nov2016e/wellbeing_engagement_e.pdf
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1. Provincial event

We launched the process of collecting feedback with a two-day provincial event, 
Partners in Dialogue, on November 9 and 10, 2016. The provincial event drew 960 
participants over two days. Over the next several months, we listened to feedback 
from people from across Ontario as outlined below.

Rainy
River Fort Frances

Sioux Lookout Moosonee

Timmins

Sault Ste. 
Marie

Sudbury Region
Ottawa Region

Toronto Region
French & English Sessions

Satellite Sessions

London Region

Barrie 
Region

Thunder Bay 
Region

Dryden

Kenora

Graphic adapted with permission from A Rich Tapestry: Weaving Well-Being 
for Ontario Students, a report for the Ministry of Education on the Regional 
Engagement Sessions for Student Well-Being by the I-Think Initiative, 
Rotman School of Management, University of Toronto.
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2. Regional well-being engagement sessions

Nine regional sessions facilitated by staff from the Rotman School of Management’s 
I-Think Initiative were held in locations across the province. Sessions were held in 
English and French and in satellite locations with online participation. Over 1,200 
participants (students, parents, educators, staff and community members) from 
across Ontario participated in these sessions. School boards invited participation 
from community agencies and those who support student well-being both inside 
and outside the school. Students had a strong presence at every session and table 
groups were mixed so that student, community and educator voices contributed 
together to the conversation.

Design Thinking methodology was used to draw out creative and innovative 
approaches to supporting well-being, centred on the strengths and needs of  
the student. 

Design Thinking is a methodology for problem-solving that is used 
world-wide by researchers, engineers and systems-thinkers. It is used 
to generate ideas that are tested with prototypes in order to imagine 
innovative, creative and doable approaches to complex issues. 

Design Thinking is:

• solution-focused and action-oriented

• focused on a “preferred future”

• centred on the people for whom we are designing solutions

3. Online engagement portal with survey

An online survey with questions from the engagement paper was customized 
to each respondent group: students, parents, educators, community partners 
and engaged stakeholders. Approximately 38% of the contributions were from 
students. (~2,000 responses.)

4. Engagement kit

Community organizations and partners were encouraged to use the engagement 
kit to facilitate their own sessions in their communities, and submit their input to 
the Ministry. (55 submissions received.)

http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/about/wellbeing2.html
http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/about/wellbeing2.html
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5. Targeted engagement sessions

Ministry of Education staff met with a wide range of community organizations  
(e.g., social service and settlement agencies, Premier’s Council on Youth 
Opportunities, Kids Help Phone). (278 participants.)

6. Ongoing discussions

We continue to have ongoing discussions with Indigenous partners and 
communities to co-develop work to support the well-being of Indigenous 
students. We are working with our education partners to learn how we can best 
support the well-being of staff in our schools. We understand that while staff and 
student well-being are related, staff well-being is important in its own right. We 
also continue to have ongoing conversations with Early Years partners on a range 
of initiatives that support the well-being of children and families. We have been 
moving forward with Ontario’s Renewed Early Years and Child Care Policy Framework 
(2017), which sets a vision for an Early Years system in which all children and families 
have access to a range of high-quality, inclusive and affordable supports that are 
child- and family-centred and contribute to children’s learning, development and 
well-being. And to support the unique needs of Indigenous children and families, 
the ministry is working to expand access to culturally relevant early years supports, 
on and off reserve.
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What you told us: Participant voices

This section summarizes the key learnings of the engagement process. All feedback 
was analysed using rigorous qualitative data analysis techniques. The findings are 
presented here according to the themes from the engagement paper.   

Understanding well-being

“The definition of caring includes [being] 
understood, trusted, loved, accepted,  
safe/secure, supported, noticed.” 

– Participant, Sudbury Region

Participants were asked: 
1.  What does “student well-being” mean to you/your organization – what  

does it look like, feel like, sound like? 

Understanding the well-being of our children and youth demands careful conside-
ration. Students’ well-being depends on many factors, including their social and 
family interactions, community and family supports, and their emotional, spiritual, 
physical and mental health. It is shaped by positive experiences, in-person and 
online, physical and emotional safety, and support from adults.

First and foremost, Ontarians told us that well-being 
is grounded in a positive sense of self and spirit. It is 
reflected in the students’ sense of personal identity and 
self-worth, and an optimistic and hopeful view of life. 
Students told us that being connected, having a sense 
of belonging at school, and feeling like a respected and 
valued member of the school community are critical. 

We heard that students must feel safe, physically and emotionally, in an inclusive, 
accepting environment. In the school community, students must be able to engage 
in meaningful learning, have positive relationships and be supported to develop 
healthy minds and bodies. 
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“Well-being is feeling comfortable enough  
to be who you are, not feeling like you  
have to be afraid for the way you are.” 

– Student, regional session 

A positive sense of self/spirit refers to a positive sense of personal 
identity (e.g., cultural, linguistic, religious, racial, gender, or spiritual 
identity) and self-worth, and an optimistic and hopeful overall view 
of life. When describing sense of self, participants referred to having a 
positive image of themselves. This outcome was the most frequently 
referenced component of student well-being, based on the online  
survey data.

The concept of safety and security was frequently cited as being 
essential to promoting and supporting well-being. It was ranked as  
the second most referenced aspect of student well-being, based on  
the engagement survey data. The sense of psychological safety and 
security was identified as “safety to be yourself” without worry or anxiety, 
feeling safe and welcome in school, and feeling safe to learn in one’s  
own way. 

We heard that students’ sense of belonging (feeling part of a group  
or community) supports the development of a positive sense of self.  
We also heard that providing opportunities for students to have their  
voice heard and take action on their thinking helps develop a sense  
of belonging.

When talking about their own well-being, students placed a heavy  
emphasis on friendships. Parents felt that their own interest and  
involvement in their child’s learning contributed positively to their  
child’s life. 

“How can you be accepted and noticed  
without being labeled?” 

– Participant, Thunder Bay Region
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Participants told us that definitions of well-being are specific to  
context and culture. Individual well-being is a shared responsibility, 
nested in the collective well-being of the school and community. 

There was widespread agreement that:

• meaningful learning experiences and how people learn, what they feel,  
their physical and mental health, social interactions, sense of identity and spirit,  
and the interaction of all of these things are all a part of well-being

• schools, families and communities are interconnected and together  
influence the well-being of students and school staff 

• student engagement and student voice matter. 

“Culture needs to be recognized in school,  
for them [Indigenous students] to feel safe in  
who they are. Culture and history are a huge  
part of who Aboriginal students are, they  
need to feel recognized and acknowledged.” 

– First Nations represen tative, Ottawa Region

Opportunities to have the unique needs of individual students 
addressed, and the critical role of supportive relationships with  
peers and caring adults in the school and the community and  
with parents, were highlighted as key components of well-being.

We heard that students need opportunities to develop healthy  
minds and bodies, as well as to develop the skills they need to  
face challenges. They must be equipped to make healthy choices,  
be actively involved in school life, and have their voices heard. 



12

What We Heard: Well-Being in Our Schools, Strength in Our Society

Promoting and supporting well-being

Participants were asked:
2.  In your current role, how do you promote and support student well-being? 

3.  Where might resources be better directed to promote and support student  
well-being in our education system more effectively?

When asked how well-being is currently being supported and what more we could 
do, participants told us of many outstanding practices in place across Ontario. 
We heard clearly about the need to look at well-being together with a student’s 
whole experience at school – not in isolation. Participants challenged us to look 
at the student experience as a whole and consider what we need to do to help all 
students succeed in the broadest sense of the word. We also heard of the need 
to support the well-being of the people working with our students every day as 
interconnected and distinct from student well-being.

In the regional sessions, participants shared experiences and used their insights  
to propose ideas for promoting and supporting the well-being of students. We 
used a Design Thinking process with the following steps to elicit creative ideas:

Step 1:  Empathy and deep understanding – participants were guided to start by 
thinking about well-being needs from the student point-of-view

Step 2:  Ideation and prototyping – participants brainstormed, sketched and 
described concrete ideas for promoting and supporting student well-being

Step 3:  Strategy and testing – participants examined “what would need to be true” 
for their ideas to be realized

Across all of the sessions, over 140 different prototypes of proposed approaches 
for supporting and promoting well-being were created. Staff from the Rotman 
I-Think Facilitation Team grouped these prototypes into five categories based on 
similar features, as follows:

• Teaching, learning and assessment practices that are relevant and 
meaningful and take into account the strengths and needs of all aspects 
of the student (cognitive, social, emotional, and physical development and 
development of their sense of self/spirit) 

• Supportive spaces, including dedicated spaces for students, parents and 
community – spaces that are physically and emotionally safe and inclusive  
and that promote a sense of belonging

• Skill-building for well-being that takes a developmental, strength-based 
approach, and is intentional in helping students develop skills for managing 
and improving their own well-being
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• Peer mentors and caring adults, who can enable supportive and trusting 
relationships with peers and caring adults in the school community

• Targeted programming that addresses specific needs or barriers that might  
be preventing some students from reaching their full potential

In these prototypes, the importance of working collectively with community partners  
and parents was emphasized. The breadth of the ideas presented by the prototypes 
emphasizes the broad scope and opportunity for all those within the education 
system to impact student well-being. It was clear that one approach cannot meet 
the needs of every student. We heard that a collective response, where everyone 
involved considers how they can help children and youth become their “best 
selves”, can truly make a difference.

“Student well-being is very important.  
Collaboration across all levels…between  
boards of education, federations,  
community agencies, parents, schools,  
and teachers is necessary so no school  
or teacher feels like they are alone in their  
efforts to support students’ well-being.” 

– Participant, Barrie Region

“Take what you need 
from the toolbox as  
you need it. A drawer 
full of strategies. 
Drawers are identified 
to respond to student 
needs at that time.  
As your toolbox grows, 
it builds capacity.”



14

What We Heard: Well-Being in Our Schools, Strength in Our Society

Three key approaches for support

Across all of the input, participants described three key areas that are important 
for promoting and supporting well-being. These approaches highlight the critical 
need to look at student well-being as part of the whole student experience, along 
with academic achievement and equity for all.

They are:

1. Access to social and health services

Participants talked about the various professional staff (e.g., child and youth 
workers, social workers, educational assistants) who provide direct services within 
the schools. Many noted the crucial role of schools and boards in connecting 
students and families to professional services inside and outside the school, 
through referrals and liaison with community partners. It was noted that improving 
access to these important services requires a collaborative, coordinated effort 
between education staff and all professionals who support students. 

2. Supportive relationships and a sense of belonging

Participants told us about the many types of supportive relationships that 
foster healthy living. Students emphasized their friendships, and the value of 
surrounding themselves with a positive group of people. Parents described caring 
for their child in ways that included being engaged in their child’s learning, school 
life, and/or extracurricular activities.  

We heard about the value of relationships with peers, parents, educators and 
other adults in the school and community. These ties contribute to students’ 
feeling of safety, and enable a sense of belonging within the school. Student 
participants said that extracurricular activities help meet their social needs 
and promote acceptance, inclusion and the sense of belonging to a group and 
community.  

Participants told us about how providing opportunities for the student voice 
to be heard fosters a sense of belonging in school. Educators and stakeholders 
described various ways of fostering the student voice. These include “flexible 
classrooms” where students have a voice and a choice, surveys focused on student 
perceptions, and leadership opportunities such as school councils and student 
trustees. 

We heard clearly that a sense of belonging is supported in learning environments 
where students see themselves as a part of the curriculum and the system. 
Students reported that they feel they belong when the diversity of the community 
is reflected in the learning environment, and diverse opinions and voices are 
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encouraged, respected and understood. They told us that they feel they belong 
when they see that a variety of skills and talents are valued, that there is an 
awareness of bias, discrimination is addressed and everyone is working towards 
helping them achieve their full potential.

Through ongoing engagement with Indigenous communities, we are hearing 
that at the centre of well-being for many Indigenous students is recognition of 
the legitimacy and value of First Nations, Métis and Inuit knowledge, cultures, 
languages, experiences, perspectives and pedagogies. Well-being is accomplished 
through positive relationships with Indigenous families and communities as well 
as members of the school and classroom community. Access to Indigenous culture, 
in relationship with Indigenous community members, needs to be available to 
students within the school by bringing the community into the school, and outside 
the school through participation in community-based learning opportunities that 
are acknowledged as legitimate and given value by the school system.  

3. An education system that prioritizes student well-being, with a focus on 
mental health

People reported on the impact of significant local and province-wide efforts to 
support student mental health. They shared examples of current work related to 
system planning and coordination, capacity building, and programs and services. 
They also identified areas that would benefit from additional emphasis and focus. 

Participants highlighted some examples of current practices, including 
professional learning on areas like mindfulness, self-awareness and stress-
management that contribute to well-being. They also noted support for mental 
health through the integration of mental health considerations into board and 
school improvement planning. Participants valued the introduction of programs to 
help students and staff manage anxiety and reduce stress.  

Participants told us about efforts in schools and boards to support healthy living 
by focusing on overall well-being, and on mental health in particular. Participants 
described efforts to ensure a mental health focus during professional development 
days and staff meetings, and board committees that support well-being. 

We heard recommendations on how to better direct resources through a 
system-wide approach to student well-being, and through professional learning 
opportunities and training. Participants recommended a sustained system focus 
on the whole student experience, including day-to-day teaching, learning and 
assessment interactions in school. 
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Knowing our progress

“We cannot underestimate the role of a  
variety of caring adults, adults in the  
hallway, those who greet students every  
day. For example, caretakers in the building  
connecting with students, adults building 
relationships with students and contacting  
them when they are absent.” 

– Participant, Barrie Region

Participants were asked:

4.  What would tell you that progress is being made in promoting and  
supporting student well-being?

5.  How can information that is currently collected by schools be used to  
promote and support student well-being?

6.  What other information could be collected that would contribute to 
promoting and supporting student well-being?

Participants told us that we should consider a variety of data to understand  
our progress in supporting and promoting student well-being. They saw value 
in both qualitative and quantitative data, and noted a variety of data sources 
available from schools and boards (e.g., school climate surveys, tracking of  
bullying incidents), as well as other organizations and related government 
agencies (e.g., the Centre for Addiction and Mental Health). 

Participants identified key areas we should monitor when looking for progress, 
such as: 

• availability of and access to resources and supports

• school-based initiatives, policies and programs

• mental and physical health statistics

• academic achievement levels

• level of participation in extracurricular and volunteer programs

• referrals of students for cognitive, social, emotional or physical concerns.
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“Don’t make assumptions around the  
students. Doing well academically doesn’t  
mean students are doing well overall,  
especially internally.” 

– Student, regional session 

They also provided examples of how information could be collected, such as:

• student self-reporting tools about engagement in class and school, sense of 
belonging and feelings of safety and security

• reporting from parents and families on their child’s experience at school 

• reporting from educators on the school and classroom environment.

Students viewed the environment or school climate as central to their well-being. 
They emphasized the value of positive relationships with fellow students and with 
adults in the school.  

Participants identified other positive outcomes arising from student well-being, 
such as students’ application of life and social skills in the areas of self-regulation, 
problem-solving, resilience, managing stress, flexibility, and independence – all 
skills needed to manage life’s challenges.

We heard that there is no singular or unique indicator of student well-being, and 
that no single factor should be considered as an indicator of well-being. 
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Conclusion: You told us – We’re listening

With its far-reaching approach, this engagement process provided us with 
significant information to help us understand, encourage and support student 
well-being in Ontario. We heard what matters to Ontarians, by: 

• building on our strong foundation of current work in Ontario schools

• using Design Thinking to generate new possibilities

• inviting feedback in large-group sessions and one-on-one conversations, and 

• reaching out personally to listen to diverse voices. 

We heard clearly that the development of the whole person – their cognitive, 
social, emotional, and physical development, and the development of their sense 
of self/spirit – is central to every student’s school experience, inside and outside 
the classroom, including the time they spend online. 

You told us strongly that achievement, equity and well-being must be closely 
interwoven in this development of the whole learner through day-to-day 
interactions.

We heard that well-being is grounded in a positive sense of self and spirit. It is 
reflected in the student’s sense of personal identity and self-worth, and in an 
optimistic and hopeful view of life. 

• Students told us that being connected, having a sense of belonging at school, 
and feeling like a respected and valued member of the school community are 
critical. 

We heard that students must feel safe, physically and emotionally, in an inclusive, 
accepting environment. 

• In the school community, students must be able to engage in meaningful 
learning, and have positive relationships with peers and caring adults. 

We heard that students need opportunities to develop healthy minds and bodies, 
as well as to obtain the skills they need to face challenges. 

• They must be equipped to make healthy choices, be actively involved in school 
life, and have their voices heard. 
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You told us. We’re listening.

Ontario’s future depends on today’s students, the next generation of citizens and 
leaders. All students need to be supported to learn about themselves, collaborate 
with others, and develop the skills they need to contribute in their communities 
and thrive in the world. We also recognize the need to support staff well-being. 
We are working with our education partners to learn how we can best support the 
well-being of staff in our schools. By supporting our students now, we will ensure a 
bright future for them, and for all Ontarians.

More information
If you would like more information on Ontario’s work to promote and support 
student well-being, visit ontario.ca/studentwellbeing.

http://www.ontario.ca/studentwellbeing
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