
 

Building Your Community 

Mental Health and Connection 

The need:  We all have mental health, just like we all have physical health, and one of the biggest things 
that protects it is simple: feeling connected and not alone. Youth can't be anyone's therapist, but they 
can be a friend, and that matters more than they know. 

“Connection is why we're here; it is what gives purpose and meaning to our lives.”  — Brené Brown 
“We're all just walking each other home.”  — Ram Dass 
“In everyone's life, at some time, our inner fire goes out. It is then burst into flame by an encounter with 
another human being.”  — Albert Schweitzer 

FACILITATOR NOTES 
Time.  about 60–90 minutes, run in one sitting. Works in a classroom, youth group, or club. Option A 
needs no setup; Options B and C use real service arranged ahead of time. 
Service today.  Pick one option in Serve below and set it up before you begin. 

Warm-up (10 minutes) 

FACILITATOR NOTES 
Keep this quick, short answers are great. Read the questions together. 

• What's something small someone did that made you feel less alone? 
• What's the difference between being alone and feeling lonely? 
• Why do you think people often hide it when they're struggling? 
• Who are the people most likely to feel left out or isolated, at school or in a community? 

Learn (10–20 minutes) 

Everyone has mental health, the same way everyone has physical health, and it goes up and down for all 
of us. Some days are heavy; some seasons are hard. One of the most powerful things that protects a 
person's mental health is connection: feeling like you belong, like someone notices you, like you're not 
facing things alone. Loneliness and isolation make everything harder. The good news is that connection 
isn't complicated. A friendly hello, a real “how are you,” an invitation to sit together, these small things 
genuinely help. You don't need to be a counselor to make a difference. You just have to be someone 
who notices and includes people. 

Feeling isolated can look like: 

• Someone who always sits alone, or goes quiet and pulls away. 
• A new person who hasn't found their place yet. 
• An older adult who lives alone and rarely has someone to talk to. 

A closer look. Every day, one kid eats lunch alone. He's not dramatic about it; he just sits at the end of a 
table with his headphones in, and everyone assumes he likes it that way. He doesn't. He's new, he's shy, 
and every day the aloneness gets a little heavier. Then one day someone sits down and says, “Mind if I 
join you? What are you listening to?” That's it. No big speech. But for the first time in weeks, he feels 
like someone sees him. Small things are not small to the person on the receiving end. 
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Why connection matters so much. Humans are wired to need each other. When someone feels seen 
and included, they're steadier and more able to handle hard things. When they feel invisible or left out, 
everything weighs more, and they're far less likely to reach out for help. A lot of struggling happens 
quietly, behind a normal-looking face, which is exactly why noticing and including people matters. You 
may never know that a small kindness, sitting with someone, checking in, a genuine compliment, was 
the thing that got them through a rough day. Connection is something every single person can offer, for 
free. 

How youth can help. This isn't about being anyone's therapist, you're not, and you shouldn't try to be. 
It's about being a warm, including presence and pointing people toward real help when they need it. 
Youth can: 

• Notice and include people who seem left out: sit with them, invite them in, learn their name. 
• Check in for real: “How are you, actually?” and then listen without trying to fix it. 
• Spend time with people who are isolated, like older adults who live alone or peers who've pulled 

away. 
• Know your limits: if someone is really struggling or unsafe, your job is to get a trusted adult, not to 

handle it yourself. 

Keep these in mind. 

• Small things count. A hello, an invitation, a real check-in: these matter more than you'd guess. 
• Listen, don't fix. Most people don't need advice; they need to feel heard and not alone. 
• You're a friend, not a therapist. Your role is connection and kindness, not solving someone's 

problems. 
• Get help for the big stuff. If someone seems unsafe or talks about hurting themselves, tell a trusted 

adult right away. That's the most caring thing you can do. 

Serve (30–60 minutes) 

Today you'll put this into practice in a real service activity. Here are ways to do it: 

Option A — Reach back out to someone  (no cost, no prep, works in any setting) 
Think of someone who has gone quiet, a friend who pulled back, someone you used to talk to and don't 
anymore, and reach out for real. A text, a seat saved at lunch, a “Hey, I've missed you, how are you, 
actually?” Then listen, without rushing to fix anything. Reconnecting with one person who is drifting asks 
nothing but a little courage, and it can matter more than you will ever know. 

Option B — Take on the loneliness around you  (low cost, a bit more effort) 
As a group, start something that pulls isolated people back in: a “sit with anyone” lunch table, a 
welcome crew that looks out for people on the edges, or a check-in habit where each of you keeps an 
eye on someone who might be struggling. Build it to run week to week, not as a one-time event, so it 
keeps reaching people. 

Prepare ahead.  As the facilitator, you'll set up ahead of time where the new habit will live, a lunch table, 
a welcome crew, a check-in routine, and square it with any teacher or staff whose okay is needed, so it 
can actually start and keep running. 

Option C — Be a steady part of a connection program  (more effort; ongoing connection) 
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Commit to a local or national nonprofit that brings isolated people together, a community group, a 
buddy or peer-support program, or a befriending or welcome program, and be the warm, reliable 
presence that helps people feel they belong. Coming back week after week is what turns a program into 
a place people can count on. 

Prepare ahead.  As the facilitator, you'll connect ahead of time with a local or national nonprofit that 
helps people feel less alone and set up the group's regular role. JustServe.org can help you find one 
and make the connection. 

Before you go (all options):  Your role is kindness and connection, never counseling or crisis help. If 
someone talks about hurting themselves or others, seems unsafe, or shares something serious, don't try 
to handle it alone, tell a trusted adult or your mentor right away; that is exactly what a good friend does. 
Keep what people share private, unless safety is involved. Visit isolated people only in public, supervised 
settings, with an adult's help. 

Reflect (10 minutes) 

FACILITATOR NOTES 
After serving, talk through a few of these together, then give everyone quiet time to write. 

What did you notice when you really paid attention to who around you might be struggling or alone? 

 

How did it feel to reach out, or to be the one who noticed? 

 

Why might just listening help more than trying to fix someone's problem? 

 

What's a sign that something is too big for a friend to handle alone, and who would you tell? 

 

Then finish one or both sentences: 

One person I want to help feel less alone is…   

 

One small way I'll create connection this week is…   

 

 


