“Bag of Rocks”: A Story to Help Address Mental Health with ELLs
Purpose 
To present a lesson and story called “Bag of Rocks” that can help address stress and mental health with ELLs.

Rationale 
[bookmark: _Hlk105487697]The COVID-19 pandemic has taken its toll on our mental health, including that of adult students. More than ever, we are experiencing anxiety, depression, and higher levels of stress. For ELLs, the added burden of mental health challenges can feel even heavier as they may not be able to fully express what they are feeling in English, or they may not know how or where to find help in their native language. They also may have differing cultural perspectives on if or when to seek help for mental health or stress. Finding insurance for mental health can also be a challenge. English-language instructors and adult educators in general are not fully equipped to address mental health concerns. Tackling these topics can veer into sensitive territory that students may not wish to share. However, there are ways instructors can broach the topic of mental health and share resources, that can make students feel less alone. The activity shared here is a modified version of a lesson from the Virginia Adult Learning Resource Center Health Literacy (VALRC) Toolkit. Called “Bag of Rocks Lesson,” it is geared toward ELLs. However, you may find it helpful in other class settings as well. You could incorporate the lesson into any class time related to health. Find a link to the full lesson and story on the next page. This modified lesson is used with permission from the VALRC.

The Basic Activity 
1. Have a copy of the “Bag of Rocks” story available for students as well as the Discussion Questions full lesson is available at the following link: https://tinyurl.com/2ka7tvnt 

2. Before class, gather some mental health, social service, or refugee resources for students. You can share this information on a handout or electronically. Your program may have names and contact information for such programs locally. 
Chatham County Resources: https://www.chathamcountync.gov/government/departments-programs-i-z/public-health/mental-health-substance-use/mental-health-resources

3. Provide a copy of the “Bag of Rocks” story to students. Ask them to look at the title and picture and guess what the story is about. You can also start an initial conversation about what types of stress students may experience. 

4. Read and review the story as you normally do with students. Encourage students to circle any new words. Discuss any new vocabulary.

5. Facilitate a discussion about “Bag of Rocks” using the Discussion Questions. Here are a few notes to consider as students answer questions: 
• For questions 1 and 2, students who wish to volunteer their replies can do so. 
• For question 3, keep in mind that students may perceive a big or small “rock” differently. This is normal. 
• For question 4, have learners work alone or in pairs to use the chart and write down things that have been stressful in the U.S. Discuss answers. 
• Similarly, for question 5, have learners use the chart to write down things that make them feel hopeful. Discuss answers. 
• The goal of question 6 is to make a connection between stress and its physical and emotional consequences. Have students work with a partner or collaborate as a class to answer the questions. If counseling is not mentioned, you can bring it up and share any organizations from your resource list where students may find free or low-cost counseling (see box on page 3 to help explain counseling). On a side note, you may want to let students know that counseling is available virtually.























Bag of Rocks
[image: Mental Health Awareness - Heels Care Network]
Life can be stressful. Everyone feels stress sometimes. Some stresses are big; some are small.  Many people come to the United States with hope for the future AND difficult memories from the past. Difficult memories from the past can be like heavy rocks that we carry with us. Stress in America can cause us to carry more heavy rocks in our bags. When we have a lot of bad memories and stress, our invisible bag of rocks is HEAVY. Some rocks can be big and heavy and stay in your bag for a long time.  Some rocks may feel smaller and lighter. If we have too many small rocks, they can be difficult too. When our bag is heavy, it is difficult to do what we need to do. We think about the heavy rocks a lot.  Sometimes when people come to a new country, they think they can leave their bag of rocks behind. Stress in the United States can add more rocks.   It can cause people to think a lot about all of the rocks that they carry in their bag.  We can do things to make our bags of rocks lighter. We don’t have to carry our rocks alone. Today we will talk about things we can do in the United States to make our bags of rocks easier to carry.  













Bag of Rocks Discussion Questions  
1. Think about when you first arrived in the United States. How heavy was your bag of rocks then? 
2.  How heavy is it now?   
3. What are some examples of “small rocks” and “big rocks”? They don’t need to be something that happened to you personally.   
4. What are some things that have been difficult since you came to the United States? Write them in the chart below under “Stress in the United States.” 
5. What are some things that help you feel hopeful about your life here? Write them in the chart below under “Hope in the United States.”
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6. What health problems can carrying a heavy bag of rocks for many years cause?  
a. What are some things we can do to help these health problems? 
b. What are some things we can do to help remove heavy rocks from our bag little by little?
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