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We are all familiar with the categori-
zation of Americans into generational 
groups, such as Baby Boomer, Gener-
ation X, and Millennial. But did you 
know that our youngest generation, 
frequently referred to as the “iGen-
eration” (or iGen), now comprises 25 
percent of the United States popula-
tion and outnumbers both Millen-
nials and Baby Boomers? Defined as 
the generation born between 1995 

and 2012, most of our students at District 29 are iG-
ens, children who are growing up on technology, smart-
phones, and perpetual “connectedness” via social media.

Impressively, research characterizes the iGens as more eth-
nically diverse, more inclusive, less rebellious, and more 
concerned about social justice than previous generations. 
However, they are simultaneously noted to be more inse-
cure, feel lonelier, and experience higher rates of depres-
sion and suicide than their predecessors. This is a growing 
concern among schools and families everywhere, includ-
ing here on the North Shore. In fact, research has shown 
a disproportionate increase in mental health issues and 
substance abuse among iGen students from “high achiev-
ing communities” as compared to their less affluent peers. 
Mental health issues ranging from anxiety to substance 
abuse among students from high achieving schools were 
two to three times above the national average, with one hy-
pothesis being that increased academic, athletic, and social 
pressure on iGen children is driving these negative trends.

While such studies and statistics are alarming, research also 
indicates that school communities can help to buffer the 
negative effects of today’s high-pressure environments by 
enacting specific practices to reduce risks and build chil-
dren’s resilience in dealing with pressure and stress. The 
most beneficial strategies are principles that District 29 has 
committed to for many years:  a) low teacher-student ra-
tios; b) the availability of site-based academic and mental 
health supports; and c) access to instruction and activities 
that promote Social and Emotional Learning (SEL). Not 
only are our class sizes and teacher-student ratios among 
the lowest in the state, but our buildings are also staffed 
by 3 full-time mental health professionals and 11 special 
education staff members, and our teachers are the archi-
tects of a comprehensive SEL program. We as a district are 
committed to supporting the development our iGen stu-

dents into young adults who can successfully navigate the 
opportunities and challenges of their 21st century world.

What is SEL? “Social and Emotional Learning,” or “SEL,” is 
the umbrella term for the process through which we all - 
children and adults - understand and manage emotions, set 
and achieve positive goals, feel and show empathy for others, 
establish and maintain positive relationships, and make re-
sponsible decisions, all skills that can help students mitigate 
stress. Specific SEL competencies include self-awareness, 
self-management, social awareness, relationship skills, and 
responsible decision-making skills. Our SEL programming, 
from kindergarten through 8th grade, blends engaging ac-
ademic instruction with regular breaks. Physical activity, 
classes in music, art, engineering, and technology, and a va-
riety of extracurricular clubs and organizations all provide 
students with opportunities to connect with others, explore 
their personal interests, and create balance in their daily lives.   
 
In our classrooms, collaborative, problem-based instruc-
tion fosters students’ social and critical thinking skills, al-
lowing them to struggle with problems, overcome obstacles, 
find solutions, and build confidence under challenging cir-
cumstances. Students learn self-awareness, self-regulation, 
and other social-emotional skills through proactive di-
rect instruction from trained staff. Structured SEL-based 
programs such as the Middlefork PlayPods, Middlefork 
Dedicated Dolphins, Sunset Ridge Service Leagues, Mid-
dlefork Reading Buddies, and Sunset Ridge Empathy Am-
bassadors allow students to build connections and work 
on their interpersonal skills, which can ease the pressure 
that comes with navigating complex relationships. So-
cial and Emotional Learning Parent Advisory Commit-
tees (SEL-PACs) at both schools facilitate connections 
between home and school, and provide an opportunity 
for staff and parents to collaborate on identifying needs 
and implementing effective programming and supports. 

In this edition of the District 29 Board of Education News-
letter, we provide a glimpse into a few of the many ways 
our SEL curriculum may be woven into our iGen stu-
dents’ day, helping them to acquire the tools they need to 
create balance in their own lives today and in the future.  

Dr. Edward Stange
Superintendent, District 29
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While one might not immediately recognize the impor-
tance of physical activity or recess in social and emotional 
development, research shows a clear link between the two. 
Collected data unequivocally supports that regular phys-
ical activity during school stimulates the hippocampus, 
improving attention, memory, focus, and coping ability. 
District 29 is committed to offering daily physical activity 
for our students as one way to keep not only their bod-
ies healthy, but their minds as well. In fact, Middlefork 
School is one of the only schools in the area to maintain 
2-3 daily recess periods for 1st-3rd grade students. When 
children play together, they learn valuable life skills such 
as turn taking, working together, social communication, 
and conflict resolution. Imaginative, pretend play also sets 
the stage for creative inquiry, developing students’ ability 
to test multiple solutions to challenges. Sunset Ridge im-

plements a daily recess break, which offers our older stu-
dents a chance to take a much-needed pause in the middle 
of their day to reset and relax. Both Middlefork and Sunset 
Ridge Schools are two of the only 60% of Illinois schools 
that maintain daily physical education classes for students.

PRIORITIZING PHYSICAL ACTIVITY

TEACHING MINDFULNESS IN THE CLASSROOM
The MindUp Curriculum is an outcome of a growing body of brain research suggesting that students dramatically im-
prove behavior and learning through strategic thought and actions. Studies have found that participation in mindfulness 
training resulted in less intense stress responses, lowered blood pressure, and was as effective as antidepressant med-
ications in preventing some types of depression. At Middlefork School, students are taught about self-awareness and 
self-regulation skills through the MindUp Curriculum. Lessons based firmly in neuroscience teach students about the 
parts of the brain and their functions. They learn specific strategies for regulating their emotions, managing stress, devel-
oping positive relationships, and interacting with kindness and compassion, which include mindful breathing exercises, 
self body-scanning, meditation, and mindful movement. Students are encouraged to fall back on these strategies as they 
move into Sunset Ridge, where academic and social demands are increased. Parents who want to connect to this approach 
at home can explore Smartphone apps with mindfulness practices such as Headspace, Simply Being, or The Mindfulness 
App.

Struggling with friendships or schoolwork can be a sig-
nificant source of anxiety for our students. When we 
see a student who, for example, is experiencing 
chronic absences, lack of positive peer rela-
tionships, or difficulty transitioning be-
tween grades or life events, we know that 
building a caring relationship with a 
staff member can be deeply impact-
ful. Several years ago, District 
29 implemented our successful 
Student-Staff Connect program (SS 
Connect), a mentorship framework that 
provides a little extra support for students 
that could benefit from additional guidance. 

Referred to this program by teachers, staff, or parents/
guardians, students are matched with a trained teacher 

or staff member that best meets their needs and in-
terests. The mentor and student will meet once a 

week, working collaboratively to develop and 
meet a goal. SS Connect is not counsel-

ing, rather it is more similar to having 
a coaching relationship or someone 

in your corner to “cheer you on.” 
For more information or to make 

a referral for your student, you can 
contact Jenifer Hope, School Psycholo-

gist Intern at hopej@sunsetridge29.org.

Middlefork students playing during 
indoor recess

FOSTERING CONNECTIONS
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CALLING ALL 2020/21 KINDERGARTEN STUDENTS!
Kindergarten enrollment is now open to all children turning five years old 
before September 1, 2020. Contact the Middlefork office at 847-881-9500, 
or visit the District 29 website for more information, including download-
able enrollment forms. Parents and guardians are encouraged to register as 
soon as possible, as early determination of enrollment figures is critical in 
planning for the upcoming school year.

EMPATHY AMBASSADORS: 
VOICES OF EMPOWERMENT AND CHANGE

Written By: Hannah Beil, Hannah Clark, Lindsey George, and Piper Goldman

Empathy Ambassadors is a group of 6th-8th grade Sunset 
Ridge students that help to spread empathy and kindness 
throughout the District. The students work with all of the 
grades to teach them about empathy and diversity, and how 
to get along with everyone no matter your differences. In 
its first year, the group made posters, passed out kindness 
notes, started the Stall Street Journal, and created the ac-
tivities for Random Acts of Kindness Week. This year, they 
painted kindness rocks, created inspiring signs for bath-
room stalls, and made quilts with the younger grades to 
highlight diversity. These projects do more than just make 
all of the students feel good, they also make everyone feel 
accepted and create a positive school culture.  The Empa-
thy Ambassadors are planning to do several other things to 
spread their other mission of promoting justice, taking ac-

tion, and making sure the school is a place where everyone 
feels understood. The Empathy Ambassadors hope to con-
tinue their work for many years and spread their message 
to help make the world a better place.

HANDLING THE PRESSURES OF ACADEMIC LIFE
We understand that managing the stress of academics and the accompanying homework can be a significant challenge 
for our students. Just as we strive to challenge students academically, we also aim to give them the tools they need to 
organize, prioritize, and be objective when it comes to their schoolwork. District 29 institutes an executive functioning 
program that promotes academic success through goal setting, organizing and prioritizing their work, and self-reliance 
as it pertains to deadlines. Each student is instructed on how to use planners not only for daily assignments, but also for 
ongoing larger projects that may require her/him to break them down into smaller, more manageable segments. Assign-
ments are communicated via online homework calendars by grade level, which encourage students to learn time and 
workload management skills that prepare them for high school and beyond. 

We also understand that mindset is equally important when it comes to how students approach their work. Over 30 
years ago, Carol Dweck began to study children’s underlying beliefs regarding success and failure, realizing that when 
students believe their abilities can be developed through effort and persistence (growth mindset), they become higher 
achieving than their counterparts that assume their abilities are already determined (fixed mindset). For example, there 
is a significant difference between approaching a problem by saying, “I don’t know the answer,” and saying “I don’t 
know the answer yet.” At District 29, our teachers focus on promoting a growth mindset by integrating the approach into 
instruction and advisory time, which can help students feel more empowered and innovative, and less likely to perceive 
a difficult task as unworkable. As a result, students are able to move past mental roadblocks that can lead to anxiety and 
stress.   

The Empathy Ambassadors making 
kindness rocks to give to Sunset Ridge
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