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What does it look like?
Connections is a targeted support program within the greater RSS community. The program provides specific support and skill building for students who have been diagnosed with anxiety and find school to be a challenge.  The goal is for students to improve daily functioning; to this end, students work towards understanding their condition, and developing skills to manage the particular symptoms of their own anxiety.  This is achieved through direct group instruction and individual coaching/counselling.

The Connections room provides a welcoming, "safe" place.  The program is staffed with a full-time teacher, dedicated part-time counsellor, and an ARC support worker; this team works collaboratively with teachers/programs/administration in the school building, district personnel, community agencies, and the family.  Connections provides wrap-around support which encourage independent functioning, primarily in the school environment, but also in the student's life.  Students are expected to attend scheduled classes and to access the Connections room for support as needed during the school day; the specific support students receive depends on their needs at that time.  Referral to the program is made through the RSS School Based Team.


Why is it important?

Schools are busy places; navigating crowded halls, academic expectations and social interactions is challenging for many, but for those with diagnosed anxiety, it can be debilitating.  Typically, these students stop attending which results in academic failure and subsequent increased anxiety. Parents become frustrated when their strategies fail to garner any real improvement; this, too, illicit anxiety.

In the Connections program, the team develops a relationship with the student based on empathy and trust.   The student gains a sense of support that is necessary for them to step outside of their comfort zone.  Having a primary advocate within the school is essential in guiding fragile students towards success.  This approach is supported by Gordon Neufeld –
"Deep attachment to a caring adult is the key to helping children feel safe and preventing the problems that stem from alarm.  Children need to rest in secure relationships, in the context of home and in any framework in which they are cared for.  Parents, teachers, and caregivers together must be mindful of this most basic need".

The Connections program provides a safe setting where students can interact with one another, feel accepted and appreciated, and experience a general sense of belonging.  It is important that students with anxiety avoid isolation by developing relationships with their peers.

An alternate setting within the school is an essential component of the program.  A designated room allows students to feel reassured that they have access to a safe space and supportive adults as they work through daily challenges and face their fears.   As outlined by Dr. Stan Kutcher, treatment for anxiety should be based on improving resiliency and independent functioning, rather than enabling avoidance.
While the Connections classroom provides comfort and safety for students, it is important to note that the program's primary goal is to facilitate the development of coping strategies and to encourage independent functioning.  In Connections, students are enrolled in regular classes and expected to attend as scheduled.
Dr. Lynn Miller emphasizes the importance of social and emotional learning in assisting students with symptoms of anxiety.  According to Dr. Miller, in order to treat anxiety, youth must learn skills to manage stress in adaptable ways.  Dr. Miller has identified the following as important skills for youth to acquire in order to manage stress in healthy ways:
· Independent Problem solving
· Ability to initiate, maintain and end friendships
· Interpersonal and effective communication
· Adaptability, flexibility
· Work under pressure

As part of the Connections program, students are provided direct instruction which focuses on social and emotional learning and the development of effective coping strategies.   Providing regular opportunities to learn and to practice self-regulating skills allows students to delve into understanding how to manage their own anxiety.  Moreover, it also gives them an opportunity to learn skills while regulated.  In a traditional support room, students access support when they are unregulated, which is an inappropriate and ineffective time for students to learn coping strategies.  Guiding students in their learning and reinforcing effective strategies allows them to gain control and independence.

The guiding principles of the Connections program are rooted in research and best practice. Having the Connections program within the traditional school provides students with a sense of support and safety that allows them to push into their fears and face their anxieties on a daily basis. Unlike other programs, Connections provides an opportunity for students to learn essential social and emotional literacy and coping skills.  It is this combination of support, education and self-awareness that allows students to gain the resilience and independence necessary for them to successfully graduate from high school and become functioning members of society.

-Jena Fisher, Connections Support Teacher at RSS
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