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As you work hard to build strong relationships with your students throughout 
the school year, I want to share with you this eBook on social-emotional  
learning (SEL). These resources are intended to heighten your awareness of 
and commitment to developing the SEL skills that are critical to success in 
school, career, and life. In fact, 8 out of 10 employers say that social and 
emotional skills are the most important skills for success—but they are also 
the hardest skills to find, according to a 2016 report form the World Bank 
Group.

The National Commission on Social, Emotional, and Academic Develop-
ment’s final report—titled From a Nation at Risk to a Nation at Hope 
 (2018)—identifies three critical components for students to have in  
developing strong social-emotional skills:  

1. A safe, relationship-based, and equitable learning environment 
2. Teaching and practicing social, emotional, and cognitive skills
3. Social, emotional, and cognitive skills embedded in academic  

learning
 
The resources in this eBook will provide you with strategies to build strong  
relationships with your students, ideas to integrate SEL skills into your 
lessons, and insights on how to shape the learning environment to foster  
opportunities to practice SEL skills, such as resolving conflicts,  
demonstrating respect for others, practicing cooperation and teamwork, 
managing one’s emotions, illustrating empathy, and self-advocacy.

The research is clear that SEL instruction is crucial not only to increasing a  
student’s well-being but also their academic achievement. The benefits 
of SEL are far-reaching, going beyond individual students to impacting 
schools, the communities they serve, and our greater global society.   

SEL must be a priority for each of us as we move from a nation at risk to a  
nation at hope. Join me in implementing SEL into every classroom to  
transform our schools into equitable environments where, as the report puts 
it, “the minds and spirits of children can thrive.” 

Sue Gendron
President, International Center for Leadership in Education®

A division of Houghton Mifflin Harcourt®

Educator Views of SEL  
Data courtesy of the  

5th Annual  
Educator Confidence Report

Three-quarters of  
teachers say the increasing  

social-emotional needs  
of students are their  

top concern.

79% of administrators 
 say the same about SEL.

Two-thirds of teachers  
say self-discipline and  

self-motivation are  
the most important SEL 

areas to address.

11% of teachers feel  
their school has a 
well-crafted, fully 

integrated SEL initiative.

Download the Report
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https://www.hmhco.com/forms/educator-confidence-report
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• Self-awareness: Believing in yourself in order to 
drive forward. Being grateful and appreciating 
the good in others, yourself, and positive 
aspects of your life. Appreciating your strengths 
but asking for help when you need it.

• Self-management: Regulating your emotions, 
managing stress, and working toward  
personal and academic goals. Approaching 
everything as a learner in order to internalize  
a growth mindset and not give up in the face  
of challenges. 

• Responsible decision making: Making good 
choices by analyzing situations, planning 
ahead, weighing options, solving problems, 
and stepping out of your comfort zone to 
help others. Seeking challenges and putting 
decision-making skills to the test.

• Relationship skills: Focusing on communication 
and teamwork. Whether defending your 
opinions, negotiating a turn on the swings, or 
collaborating on an assignment, relationship 
skills are vital.

• Social-awareness: Collaborating in groups, 
having empathy, respecting others, and 
appreciating diversity. Realizing that we are all 
interconnected and responsible for one another 
to feel a sense of community inside and outside 
of the classroom.

CASEL defines SEL as: “The process through 
which 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 responsible decisions.”

WHAT IS SOCIAL-EMOTIONAL LEARNING?
With the rise of digital technology and social media—along with a renewed  
focus on mental health, behavioral outcomes, and classroom climate—SEL is in 
the spotlight for K–12 educators. 

 

SEL is made up of five core competencies, according to  
the Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL): 

Credit: CASEL, 2017
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SEL in Schools
“Children are coming to school with increasing 
social and emotional issues,” said ICLE Founder Dr. 
Bill Daggett during a recent keynote address at 
the 2019 Model Schools Conference. “The high-
performing schools have said, ‘Time out. Let’s 
spend our time thinking deeply about these kids 
in 2019 and how we have to change our teaching 
methodology and strategies to keep up with this 
younger generation.’”

According to an article by SEL expert Dr. Stephanie 
Jones and her colleagues at the Harvard Graduate 
School of Education, the number of schools 
adopting SEL programs has grown alongside 
scientists’ understanding of SEL. According to 
the article, research suggests that SEL can have 
positive effects on students’ mental health, 
academics, and behavior, as well as on overall 
classroom climate.

Studies of SEL have found that environmental 
factors—such as poverty, chronic stress, and 
trauma—can impact students’ brain development 
and impact their abilities to pay attention, recall 
information, practice self-control, and get along 
with their classmates. This makes SEL especially 
important for low-income and at-risk students, 
because they are more likely to face challenges, 
including a lack of financial and personnel 
resources or poor integration into educational 
practice.

Bailey, Rebecca, Laura Stickle, Gretchen Brion-Meisels, and 
Stephanie M. Jones. “Re-Imagining Social-Emotional Learning: 
Findings from a Strategy-Based Approach.” Phi Delta Kappan, 
January 2019, 53–58. 
 https://www.kappanonline.org/re-imagining-social-emotion-
al-learning-findings-from-a-strategy-based-approach/

Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning. 
“Core SEL Competencies.” CASEL. 
https://casel.org/core-competencies/

rely on core resources  
to incorporate SEL 
into the curriculum.

26%
rely equally on core and 
supplemental resources  
to incorporate SEL into  
the curriculum.

20%
rely on supplemental  
resources to incorporate 
SEL into the curriculum.

43%

of educator respondents said they     
incorporate social-emotional learning  
into instruction, especially in Grades K–2.90%

Implementing Social-Emotional 
Learning in Schools
Data from 2018 HMH® and Welchans Research Group Survey of 600 Educators

https://www.kappanonline.org/re-imagining-social-emotional-learning-findings-from-a-strategy-based-approach/
https://www.kappanonline.org/re-imagining-social-emotional-learning-findings-from-a-strategy-based-approach/
https://www.kappanonline.org/re-imagining-social-emotional-learning-findings-from-a-strategy-based-approach/
https://casel.org/core-competencies/
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Q&A: SOCIAL-EMOTIONAL LEARNING 
COORDINATOR RACHELLE FINCK
Round Rock Independent School District, Texas   
Responses have been edited for length and clarity.

How would you define social-emotional  
learning (SEL)?  
 
I really look at social-emotional learning as 
twofold. One, creating spaces where every single 
person who walks through the building feels safe 
and supported through very strong, supportive 
relationships that really make it safe for everyone 
to be their true, authentic self and not feel like they 
have to put up a front. You can just come as you 
are, and you are accepted in this space. 

In order to make that happen, we have to look at 
other skills that we can teach staff and students for 
things like self-awareness and self-management 
and working with others on what relationships 
look like. There’s an understanding so that we can 
attain that safe, supportive learning environment. 
We have to go into what does it look like, feel 
like, and sound like, and that’s where CASEL’s five 
competencies come into play.

“You can feel whatever you 
need to feel, but how you 
manage that is what really 
helps you become successful 
in the world.” 

Why is SEL so important in K–12 schools?  
 
In order to be a thriving adult, you have to have 
these skills, right? You have to know how to 
manage your own emotions. You can feel whatever 
you need to feel, but how you manage that is what 
helps you become successful in the world. You have 
to know how to work with individuals. How do I 
advocate for what I need in an appropriate way? 
So, if we want to create and work toward attaining 
21st-century adults who are thriving in the world, 
we have to explicitly teach these skills to kids in 
a way that is fun and engaging because our kids 
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What SEL issue should school or district leaders 
deal with first?

We know that in order for any of the other things 
to fall into place, we have to start with climate 
and culture. If we want to create a place where 
students feel safe and able to take in these 
skills, they first have to feel safe in their learning 
environment. That was an area we tackled early 
at Round Rock ISD.

Then we went to explicit instruction. I would think 
if you wanted to address staff social-emotional 
learning and climate culture at the same time, 
there’s no harm in that. I think it just depends on 
how deep and quickly you want to go. At the 
very beginning, it might feel like you’re moving at 
a snail’s pace. After a while, that train takes off, 
and it becomes much more sustainable because 
you’ve taken the right steps to make that happen.

Should teachers incorporate SEL throughout their 
curriculum or set aside specific time to focus on 
SEL during the day?

We know that when you take time explicitly 
throughout the day or throughout the week to 
teach skills to students in the same way we teach 
any academic content, it’s more easily attainable, 
and students retain the information much more 
quickly. But I also think that when we embed it 

are always changing. The more we can make it 
engaging, the more they’re apt to take it in and 
retain it. 

For the longest time, you heard things like drill-and-
kill practicing; standardized testing was a huge 
emphasis. But we realized we were forgetting that 
there’s a child sitting in a classroom who is a person 
with feelings and emotions. We need to tend to 
their social-emotional well-being in the same way 
we attend to their academic development.

What does your role as an SEL Coordinator entail?

I serve Round Rock ISD, which is about 55 
campuses with about 50,000 students. I work 

closely with all of our building principals, counselors, 
and behavior staff to implement social and 
emotional learning and embed it intentionally into 
school practices. How do we make that happen 
throughout the entire school day? How do we 
create spaces where teachers are intentionally 
planning for social-emotional learning in the same 
way they plan for academic content?

What steps can school and district leaders take to 
begin incorporating SEL into the school setting? 
 
At a campus level, I would start with The CASEL 
Guide to Schoolwide Social and Emotional 
Learning available online. They have tons of 
excellent reflection tools. Everybody’s going to be 
in a different place no matter what, even in the 
same district. You could have 10 different campuses 
in 10 different places.

Then, at a district level, I would say the counterpart 
to that is CASEL’s District Resource Center. You 
could say, “OK, I’m strong in building sustainable 
climate and culture; we’re putting a lot of work 
into that. My next level of work is [blank]—let’s say, 
explicit instruction.” 

Rachelle Finck
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into curriculum, it becomes much more real. When 
we talk about self-management or emotional 
regulation, for example, it’s sometimes really easy 
to think about it as an abstract concept, but we 
can have conversations in the moment. We can 
read a passage in a book and say, “OK, what did 
you see? How did they handle these situations?”

What impact does SEL have on academic 
achievement? 
 
That’s a hard question because we know that there 
is not a direct tie—there are so many other factors 
that play into academic achievement. But I also 
know that when kids feel safe and they don’t have 
cortisol running through their body because they’re 
triggered or they feel scared or their emotions are 
regulated, they take in academic content so much 
more effectively. 

“We know that in order for 
any of the other things to fall 
into place, we really have 
to start with climate and 
culture.” 

When do you think implementation of SEL into 
school curriculums should start?

I think as early as possible. In Round Rock ISD, 
we have started implementing social-emotional 
learning into the curriculum and having explicit 
conversations around climate and culture as early 
as our Pre-K classrooms. We work with students 
in Pre-K through 12th grade and then also their 
parents, teachers, principals, and campus. I think it 
is as early as when they enter school. I don’t think 
there’s ever a place where we can say, “No, we’re 
good. We never need to talk about this again,” 
because we know that we have humans in the 
classroom, and hormones will start affecting all of 
those things. 
 

What are the long-term effects of SEL, and how 
does it impact mental health?

If we are teaching kids these skills from the very 
beginning, by the time they graduate we are 
putting forth individuals into the world who are 
highly functioning with many able to show that 
they have those soft skills. 

I think in terms of mental health, if we’re talking 
about things like stress and anxiety as if it’s a 
normal everyday thing and everybody experiences 
these emotions, the stigma of mental health 
begins to diminish a little bit, and they’re more apt 
to talk to someone about it as opposed to, “I’m the 
only one feeling this way; no one else understands 
me.” At the same time, if something happens, we 
can say, “We know a really good coping strategy is 
taking a STAR breath or going for a walk.” You have 
the ability to self-advocate for what you need 
when you’ve been explicitly taught skills. The same 
thing with relationship skills—engaging in practice 
in a variety of settings allows students to deepen 
their understanding and figure out next steps 
throughout a variety of experiences.  

What are the biggest challenges teachers face 
when integrating SEL into their classrooms?

I think the number one barrier I often get questions 
about is time. You have all of this curriculum, 
so how am I going to find the time? And so, it’s 
important to find those small things like greeting 
your kids at the door with an authentic, warm 
greeting. That takes no time at all. Or the way you 
respond to students, either when they’ve done 
something right or they’ve done something wrong. 
You may have to give up 15 minutes of time, but 
you are going to get so much back by investing 
that time.
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“Embarrassed” is the emotion my nine-year-old 
son feels every day at school. He not only struggles 
with reading and writing, but he also struggles 
emotionally, which of course impacts his behavior. 
His teachers email me regularly about this. For 
example:

I wanted to let you know that Mason had a 
difficult time working on his alphabetical order 
this morning. He refused to do it and was 
verbally uncooperative to the adult that was 
trying to help him. Mason spent seven minutes 
with me at the start of recess and completed 
his work without complaining. We discussed 
the fact that it was not too hard, and it was 
something he could have finished quickly instead 
of dragging it out and missing recess time. He 
knows that when an adult is trying to help him, 
he needs to work and not complain.

 
In order for Mason to be successful academically, 
he needs to be able to engage emotionally in 
learning. Learning is emotional. It’s full of highs 
and lows, successes and failures, excitement and 
disappointment. When the social-emotional side of 
learning isn’t incorporated into academic learning, 
too many students can be left to stay stuck in the 
lows, failures, and disappointment. Refusing to 
complete a task is just one of many ways students 
might express their frustrations.

Educators need a suite of strategies to help 
students work through their varied frustrations. 
These strategies must be evidence based, easy to 
access, and implemented in real time based on the 
needs of each student. If not, students miss out on 
learning. 

The SEL Return 
on Investment  
 

According to Dr. Stephanie Jones  
and Jennifer Kahn (2017), people with 
higher SEL skills and competencies: 

• Have higher labor market earnings

• Are more likely to have higher labor 
productivity (e.g., long-term employment, 
taxable earnings)

• Are less likely to engage in violence, drug 
use, and delinquent behavior, and to 
have mental health problems

 

Source: American Educator

LEARNING IS EMOTIONAL: WHY WE NEED TO 
MAXIMIZE SEL IN OUR SCHOOLS 

Dr. Linda Lucey 
Senior Director for Content Development, ICLE 

Thankfully, new research is expanding and improving 
what we know about the social-emotional learning 
(SEL) field. We are finally discovering ways to effectively 
fold SEL into academic learning. And we are very 
happily learning that when SEL works, it really works. 
Research shows that even relatively low-cost SEL tools 
can yield an impressive return; per one study, for every 
$1 invested in SEL, $11 is returned in long-term benefits in 
the form of:

• Students’ potential to gain in earning power and 
maintain long-term employment

• Students’ potential to generate more income tax 
revenue for governments

• Reduced need for government services that result 
from violence, drugs, delinquency, and mental 
health issues

https://www.hmhco.com/blog/implementing-social-emotional-learning-in-the-classroom
https://www.hmhco.com/blog/implementing-social-emotional-learning-in-the-classroom
https://assets.aspeninstitute.org/content/uploads/2018/03/FINAL_CDS-Evidence-Base.pdf?_ga=2.197913004.2045458802.1554335802-1994674806.1554335802
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Ways to Maximize Social-
Emotional Learning in Schools 

Research has found that for SEL to generate its 
maximal benefit, it should do the following:

1. Incorporate social-emotional skills 
in a specific order based on when 
students are developmentally ready 
for them.  
In Mason’s case, he is not ready for some skills his 
age-aligned peers are able to assimilate and 
adapt. The strategies implemented to redirect 
his frustrations may be much different than the 
strategy the teacher would try with one of his 
peers. 

2. Be flexible and depend on 
lightweight, intentional, and  
easy-to-apply strategies—not on a 
full curriculum. 
If teachers only have a prescribed SEL curriculum, 
they won’t be able to address the always 
changing and varied emotional needs that show 
up throughout a class session. 

3. Be responsive to individual student 
needs in real time.  
Building on that point, the most effective 
strategies are those that can be applied in real 
time so that they are responsive and relevant to 
a student’s emotions arising in a given moment. 
In Mason’s case, maybe the teacher could have 
allowed him to chunk work time into shorter 
stretches. Or, she could have had a behavior 
plan in place to remind him of the expectations 
and potential consequences if not met. Either 
of these could have avoided the frustration 
and behavioral escalation and the default to 
punishment.

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1Lkxi5haf7qOAoZAavJbbIJz7WCQMxvco/view
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SEL and the Brain
It was once thought that the primitive brain (which 
manages the survival instinct) and the affective 
brain (which senses and informs the survival instinct) 
operated independently of the thinking brain (the 
prefrontal cortex). Newer neuroscience research has 
disproved this concept; instead, it turns out that all 
three parts of the brain impact and drive each other. 
The implication is that how people think impacts how 
their “feeling brain” directs their “surviving brain.” At the 
same time, how they feel and the actions they take to 
survive impact how deeply they think.

In terms relevant to educators: how students feel about 
themselves as learners impacts their capacity to think. 
How well we can guide them to think deeply impacts 
how they feel about themselves as learners. And both 
of these things will drive their survival instincts—those 
things that spur them to make positive and productive 
survival decisions, like connecting with others, making 
healthy decisions, and generally supporting their well-
being.

When built on the three research-backed features of 
successful SEL, SEL can optimize the interplay between 
all three parts of the brain. The result is two fold:

• SEL becomes fully integrated into academic 
learning through the real-time use of strategies 
tailored to the always changing social-emotional 
needs of students.

• The classroom becomes a place where students’ 
positive perceptions of themselves as learners are 
constantly nurtured, thereby literally growing their 
capacity to think deeply and act in service of their 
own well being. 

But how do we achieve this level of SEL in all 
classrooms in a building?

“Educators need a suite of 
strategies to help students 
work through their varied 
frustrations.”

Culture Trumps Strategy
At ICLE, we believe culture trumps strategy. If we 

are to support all teachers’ ability to integrate SEL 
into academic learning, then we need a culture that 
acknowledges the full emotional spectrum of learning. 
I’ve spoken to leaders across the country about their 
SEL approach, and I see a common theme. It is love 
and caring. In schools with strong SEL, the educators 
love the students; they treat them like their own. As 
a mother, I hope that there’s a concerted effort to 
engage Mason in learning so he feels excited, not 
embarrassed, to go to school. As an educator, I’m 
heartened to see that more and more schools are 
successfully integrating SEL into their daily practice. 
The result is more and more happy kids learning to 
persevere through cognitive dissonance in an open and 
safe way. May we all learn from them so all students 
look forward to the joy of learning.

Stephanie M. Jones, and Jennifer Kahn. “The Evidence Base for How 
Learning Happens.” American Educator, 2017, 16–21.  
https://www.aft.org/sites/default/files/periodicals/ae_
winter2017-2018_jones.pdf 

https://www.aft.org/sites/default/files/periodicals/ae_winter2017-2018_jones.pdf
https://www.aft.org/sites/default/files/periodicals/ae_winter2017-2018_jones.pdf
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EDUCATING THE WHOLE CHILD: BUILDING  
TEACHER-STUDENT RELATIONSHIPS THAT LAST 

Venola Mason 
Senior Fellow, ICLE

A couple of years ago I received a text from one 
of my former students, Marilynn, informing me 
that an aunt who raised her had passed away. 
We hadn’t spoken in years, and I was touched 
that she chose to share the profoundly personal 
moment of losing a parent figure with me. Over 
the years, I have received similar texts and calls 
from former students inviting me to graduations, 
celebrating the birth of a new child, or sharing the 
news of receiving their first group of students as 
a new teacher! Students actively reaching out to 
reconnect time and time again has confirmed for 
me that the relationships I forged with my students 
were important and had a long-lasting impact on 
their lives.  

An educator has the unique opportunity to 
positively impact the social well-being and 
academic success of their students in a holistic way 
that can foster a lasting influence in their lives well 
after they leave our classrooms. This can be done 
by addressing students’ social and  emotional 
needs in addition to their cognitive needs. 

The Benefits of Positive 
Teacher-Student Relationships 
Source: American Psychological Association

• Help students adjust to the school setting

• Improve their social skills and increase  
their cooperation

• Promote academic performance and 

increased classroom engagement

• Improve students’ resiliency in  
academic performance

As you continue to develop your practice of 
building meaningful relationships with your 
students, consider these five steps from my 
practice and other master teachers across the 
country to reinforce your capacity to address the 
social, emotional, and academic needs of your 
students. 
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1. Be personable with your students. 

As educators, it’s necessary to set healthy 
boundaries between our personal lives and our 
students; however, it’s also important for students 
to see us as human! Try sharing information about 
yourself, your family, even a pet to establish that 
human connection with your students.  Students 
love to hear stories about your children or other 
important people in your life.  They also like to know 
how you spend your time outside of school. My 
students knew that I loved playing tennis on the 
weekends—come Monday morning, they wanted to 
know if I “kicked some butt!”  

Mrs. Wills, a teacher in Indiana, shared with her 
students her concern about her dad who was 
having health issues. She wanted to show her 
students a personal side of herself as a caring 
daughter outside of her role as teacher. Sharing 
appropriate personal moments with your students 
fosters mutual respect and trust.   

2. Get to know your students.

It’s important to cultivate your knowledge of your 
students on a personal level by learning what 
they do after school and how they spend their 
weekends. Your knowledge of their special interests 
or hobbies can be integrated into your instruction 

to make lessons more relatable. Find out whom 
your students live with and what responsibilities 
your students have at home. A clear view of 
your students’ family dynamics and lives outside 
of school provides a better understanding of 
their social interactions and the impact on their 
academic performance.  

My former student Marilynn, whom I mentioned 
earlier, was being cared for by her elderly aunt who 
was doing her best to provide for Marilynn’s basic 
needs. Knowing this, I checked in with Marilynn in 

“Try sharing information 
about yourself, your 
family, even a pet to 
establish that human 
connection with your 
students.”

the mornings to see if she needed additional 
time or assistance with her homework. The 
more you know about students and their 
circumstances, the better you will be able to 
meet their individual needs.
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3. Set stretch goals.

Setting high expectations for students creates 
behavioral and academic enthusiasm to achieve 
ambitious targets. It’s not necessary to be overly 
strict or insensitive to students’ circumstances to set 
high achievement expectations in your classroom. 
On the contrary, having high expectations 
demonstrates that their success is an important 
priority for us while positioning them to achieve. 

I taught a student who was diagnosed with 
fetal alcohol syndrome. In accordance with the 
law, I provided her with accommodations as 
outlined by her Individualized Education Plan (IEP). 
However, I also expected her to participate in 
classroom activities and complete her modified 
assignments. The student and her parents were 
unaccustomed to teachers challenging her due 
to her disability, and in the beginning, I was 
met with a lot of resistance. Within a month, her 
parents witnessed a dramatic improvement in 
their daughter’s academic performance, including 
completing rigorous tasks and engaging in positive 
social interactions with peers due to being held 
accountable and to high standards.

Setting high expectations demonstrates a vote of 
confidence in a student’s ability, which encourages 
them to reach new heights and accomplish things 
they never believed they could! This is an important 
component of their social-emotional learning.

 
4. Make learning fun. 
 
Students learn best when learning is made fun! 
With so much pressure to stay on track with 
the pacing calendar, we sometimes forget to 
empathize with our students and create an 
enjoyable learning experience for them. Lessons 
should be relatable to students—designed to 

pique their interest and get them motivated to 
learn. Consider how to structure the tasks so that 
students are engaged and relish completing their 
assignments! 

“Setting high expectations 
for students creates 
behavioral and academic 
enthusiasm to achieve 
ambitious targets.”

 
Ms. Patterson, a teacher in Atlanta, connects with 
her students by creating fun songs that align with 
the content and motivate students to attend her 
classes. The students associate Ms. Patterson 
with fun, which creates a safe environment for 
relationship building. Don’t have Ms. Patterson’s 
creative chops? Search the internet and websites 
like Pinterest® for great ideas.   
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5. Reach out to students in need.

Over the course of a year, students can face many 
challenges that negatively impact their ability 
to be at their best in school. Teachers have the 
responsibility of keeping an eye out for students 
who are struggling not only academically but also 
socially and emotionally—to lend them support 
through difficult times. Demonstrating to a student 
that you care and are engaged in their overall 
well-being can make a big impact inside and 
outside the classroom.  

Mrs. Ortega, a teacher in Pennsylvania, has created 
a self-awareness board where students draw 

an emoji to express their current mood as a way 
to check in on her students. She follows up with 
students who are not having a good day and

aims to help them work through whatever issues 
they have. Simply being intentional about getting 
to know your students is a great strategy to keep 
abreast of students’ social and emotional needs 
and solidifies you as part of their support system. 

Supporting students’ social and emotional wellness 
is a catalyst for building strong relationships that 
can ensure they are better adjusted, have more 
confidence, and perform better academically. 
Consider how you can incorporate these five tips 
into your practice to strengthen relationships with 
your students and have a lasting impact on their 
future.   

Rimm-Kaufman, Sara and Lia Sandilos. “Improving Students’ 
Relationships with Teachers to Provide Essential Supports for 
Learning.” American Psychological Association. https://www.
apa.org/education/k12/relationships

80%

77%

76%

57%

41%

10%

2%

3%

Teachers focus on building connections with students

Students work in groups/teams

Students enagage in activities that encourage teamwork

The arrangement of classroom furniture  
facilitates interactions and relationships

Events are held to encourage a culture of community

We use a specific curriculum to teach SEL skills

Other

None/SEL not addressed

Multiple responses allowed
Source: HMH and Welchans Research Group Survey, 2018

How SEL Is Addressed in Schools/Districts

https://www.apa.org/education/k12/relationships
https://www.apa.org/education/k12/relationships
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In a classroom that supports student learning 
as well as their social and emotional well-being, 
there will be fewer disruptions, and students will 
better connect with the learning and the school 
environment as a whole. But a positive classroom 
climate is not achieved by happenstance. 

A positive classroom climate is achieved through 

intentional actions that are meant to develop 
students’ SEL skills over time—skills that students 
will have to sharpen depending on situations and 
circumstances they encounter. As educators, we 
also understand that we must continually provide 
students with the opportunity to sharpen those 
skills using a variety of strategies and activities 
throughout the school day in multiple settings. 

What comes to mind when you think about a 
classroom with a positive climate and culture? Do 
you think about the quality of the teacher-student 
relationship? What about the relationships among 
the students? Even though the teacher-student 
relationship plays an important role in student 
academic success, so do the relationships that 

students have with each other. How do we as 
teachers foster those positive student-to-student 
relationships within our classroom? 
 
Understanding that students learn better in an 
environment where they feel liked and appreciated, 
we are always looking for ways to strengthen these 
relationships. We should prioritize activities and 

strategies that engage our students in the learning 
process but also with each other.  

When we address a student’s social and emotional 
well-being, we help cultivate a positive school 
environment and culture, which helps students feel 
safe and want to learn and contribute. There is no 
magic pill that we can give our students, but there 
are intentional actions we can take to incorporate 
SEL skills into classrooms to help develop the whole 
child.

Listed below are a few steps—in addition to 
building strong teacher-student relationships, as 
was discussed in the last chapter—that you can 
take to incorporate SEL skills into your classroom.

IMPLEMENTING SEL IN THE K-12 CLASSROOM: 
TEACHER TECHNIQUES

• Focus on building strong teacher-student relationships.

• Actively listen to students—in conversations with you and  
each other.

• Find ways to naturally embed SEL into your course 
curriculum.

• Allow students to get to know each other through 
collaboration.

• Have students set regular goals and develop action plans.

Tips to 
Incorporate  
SEL into  
the Classroom

Erica Battle 
Professional Learning Consultant, ICLE
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Actively Listen 
 
How do we even begin to know what SEL skills we need to address with our students? 
We can start by simply listening to what they are saying. Naturally, most people listen to 
respond instead of listening to learn, but as teachers, it is vital that we actively listen to 
what our students are saying to us and each other.

I used to allow students to eat lunch in my room on occasion just so I could hear their 
conversations and get a glimpse into their world. Those random conversations would 
help me get a pulse on my students and give me a heads up on any problems that 
could be brewing so I could work to proactively diffuse the situation before it occurred.

This time also allowed me the opportunity to strengthen my relationships with my 
students. Our students are always looking for ways to connect with us, and this was 
a non-academic time when my students could just be themselves in a small-group 
setting with me. 
 
 

Incorporate Social and Emotional Issues into 
Your Curriculum

Our students experience so much more than we did at their age, so it can be helpful 
if they have the opportunity to discuss issues they are experiencing while hearing your 
thoughts and those of their peers. We can do this by finding age-appropriate ways to 
incorporate real-life issues into our students’ curriculum.

“A positive classroom climate is achieved 
through intentional actions that are meant to 
develop students’ SEL skills over time.”

Say you are teaching students about synonyms and antonyms. You can assign 
students a text to read that has a focus on feelings and/or emotions in a particular 
situation. Students would have the opportunity to identify vocabulary words that 
emphasize feelings and find alternative synonyms or antonyms to describe those 
feelings. This would provide students with additional vocabulary to describe their 
feelings, but they get to hear how their peers would describe the words as well.

Activities like this one make content more relevant and allow students to see how they 
would use the skills and concepts they learn in a real-world setting.
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Create Opportunities for Students to Get to Know 
Each Other 

You can do this by incorporating group projects and activities into your curriculum that 
require collaboration and an understanding of the perspectives of others. You will need 
to put in place group expectations and norms so students know what is expected of 
them when working with their classmates.  

Some of the activities can focus specifically on classroom content, but there can be 
times when students are grouped specifically to participate in team-building activities 
so they can get to know each other. Team building is vital when cultivating positive 
student-to-student relationships.   
 
 

Set Weekly Goals with Students

It would be great if students were taught to set goals as soon as they learned to write. 
This strategy could help students learn how to self-manage and problem solve when 
things do not go as planned.  

You can start by having each student create weekly goals and an action plan to 
accomplish the goal. Once the goal is set, remind students to look over their action 
plan throughout the week to see if they are on target to accomplish their goal. For 
example, a student may set a goal to get an A on an upcoming math test. The first 
step on their action plan could be to take their notes home every night and study for 
an additional 30 minutes after school.

Once students have mastered this process with weekly goals, allow them to set 
goals that will take a couple of weeks to a month to accomplish and to create the 
action plan needed. As students revisit their action plan, encourage them to make 
adjustments as necessary. Of course, this strategy should be adjusted based on the 
students’ ages.

By following these steps, you can incorporate social-emotional learning into your 
classroom—both into the content being taught and students’ everyday interactions. 
By doing so, you can create a more positive learning environment, and teach students 
skills that will benefit them for life.
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The long overdue focus on social-emotional 
health in our nation’s schools brings with it many 
opportunities for growth through strengthening 
relationships between children and adults. This 
whole-child approach—correlating academic 
and social-emotional learning (SEL) skills and 
strategies—correctly places an emphasis on 
connecting personally with our students well 
beyond the content we teach them.

It’s no different for our staff. Teachers, 
paraeducators, custodians, cafeteria workers, 
secretaries, nurses, counselors, and central office 
personnel all have the same deep-seated need 
to belong to something larger than themselves. 
As humans, we are inspired by the warmth, 
compassion, and thoughtfulness of others. Whether 
your school is just beginning or has a mature 
understanding of SEL, those you lead will follow the 
culture you create for improved SEL health for an 
entire building.

There are a variety of winning moves that can 
help education leaders capture the support of 
adult followers and build stronger relationships. (A 
leader without followers is really just someone out 
for a walk, as John Maxwell noted.) These include 
visibility, availability, active listening, validation, 
humility, humor, accountability, and vulnerability. 
 
All of the above demands intentional efforts to 
meet adult needs. And while it is difficult to rank 

EXPRESSING VULNERABILITIES:  
SEL MATTERS FOR SCHOOL AND DISTRICT 

• Demanding

• Unforgiving

• Strong

• Definitive

• Courageous

• Omnipresent

Anthony Colannino  
Senior Fellow, ICLE

vulnerable (adjective): 
capable of being physically or emotionally wounded. Synonyms: liable, open, 
sensitive, susceptible  
Source: Merriam-Webster Dictionary

the importance of each skill, vulnerability is one 
that is easily dismissed or even neglected by too 
many school leaders. Why? Too often, leaders see 
vulnerability as a weakness to be avoided or a 
slight to the strength they are supposed to hold at 
the ready to dispense at will. 

What Really Makes a  
Great Leader?

When we think of leaders, the following emotions  

or skills may immediately come to mind:

 

While this list is far from complete, it is rooted 
in beliefs about leaders reinforced through 
experience, mythology, or even storytelling, 
especially the motion picture variety that relies on 
stereotypical behaviors to convey meaning. The 
tough boss, cop, coach, or battle leader living on 
the page or on the screen or in our imaginations 
can leave us at a loss as we try to become our 
best leadership selves, paling in comparison to 
such greatness.

Under such conditions, leaders can show no signs 
of weakness, even when they don’t have the 
answers or feel overwhelmed by the challenges 
of school. Putting up a courageous front may be 
face-saving but only in the short term, as conflict 
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walks through schools on a revolving door. It’s 
better to model your own uncertainty and even 
seek help from colleagues and staff since daily 
demands will show up in need of solutions and 
handling them all by one’s self will inhibit the 
ability to lead well. A leader’s social-emotional 
journey needs remedies similar to those we seek 
from preschool students to PhD candidates—so a 
leader should model the SEL process he or she is 
expecting staff and students to embark on.  
 
Far from a crack in the veneer, vulnerability 
provides an avenue into our leadership soul—how 
we struggle, suffer, and feel challenged by the 
difficult task of leading. In opposition to its agreed-
upon definition, vulnerability at the leadership level 

does not open up oneself to harm. I would argue 
that it does the exact opposite—allowing those 
you lead to see you as authentically human with 
deficiencies as well as strengths, just like them, 
can be enlightening. 

“Far from a crack in the 
veneer, vulnerability 
provides an avenue into 
our leadership.” 

 
Leadership should not be defined by some 
unshakeable leader instinct, but by the strides 
leaders make to improve both the lives of their 
stakeholders and themselves. A large part of 
social-emotional growth is a reflective practice 
beyond a letter grade or evaluation. It’s what 
kids and adults take away from an experience as 
they determine or dismiss its worth through their 
experience and the metacognitive self-talk they 
engage in after the fact: “I am a learner/teacher, 
and I can learn from this experience,” or “I am not 
worthy because I have disappointed/not lived 
up to my leader/teacher’s demands through the 
mistakes I have made.”

My Own Experiences as a  
School Principal

Modeling my own vulnerability through staff 
meetings, during one-on-one discussions, or even 
in front of students was not easy. It took great 
courage to admit I was wrong, to question my own 
plans, to ask for help, or even to admit frustration. 
There’s no doubt I had to know my audience and 
share appropriately, based both on how well they 
knew me and how much I wanted to reveal. But 
here’s the important takeaway from allowing 
myself to be vulnerable to those I led: it created 
the conditions not only for my growth but also 
for the SEL health of all the lives I was given the 
opportunity to impact.

My staff felt honored that I was willing to show the 
sometimes indecisiveness of my thoughts or the 
lack of courage in my decision-making. Since I was 
willing to share the areas of strengthening that I 
needed, my staff became more willing to share 
where they were deficient, whether I had witnessed 
it or not. In this way, the return on my investment 
of exposing my vulnerabilities was tenfold. Since 
I opened the door for staff to help me, they were 
more willing to let me help them.

While it may feel counterintuitive, a leader who is 
willing to take a leap of vulnerability is likely to be 
met with a supportive audience—one that knows 
they will be supported in return.
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We often hear that social-emotional learning 
(SEL) encompasses the “soft skills” students need 
to develop. In Ferndale, we don’t believe they are 
the soft skills students need, but the essential skills. 
We know that when we focus on the whole child, 
teach social and emotional skills, and intentionally 
provide a safe, positive climate where our students 
feel more confident and accepted, teachers have 
more time to support learning and academic 
achievement increases. 

Why We Prioritized SEL in  
Our Schools

In 2012, Ferndale Public Schools went through a 
restructuring process to provide equitable learning 
opportunities for all students. During this process, 
it was clear we had pockets of excellence around 
SEL but a fragmented approach from class to class 
and school to school. With this in mind, we set off to 
develop and implement an intentionally integrated 
approach to social, emotional, and academic 
development districtwide. 

Our systematic districtwide plan is based on five 
key competencies:

• Self-awareness

• Self-management

• Social awareness

• Relationship skills

• Responsible decision making 

The Collaborative for Academic, Social, and 
Emotional Learning (CASEL) states that SEL is the 
process through which children and adults acquire 

HOW AND WHY ONE SCHOOL DISTRICT  
PRIORITIZED SEL

Dina Rocheleau  
Assistant Superintendent of Curriculum and Instruction,  
Ferndale Public Schools, Michigan

and effectively apply the knowledge, attitudes, 
and skills necessary to understand and manage 
emotions, set and achieve positive goals, feel and 
show empathy for others, establish and maintain 
positive relationships, and make responsible 
decisions.

Taking Action 

At the early childhood and elementary level, we 
developed six modules that provide teachers with 
specific skills, activities, and structures to teach, 
embed, and use each day. At the beginning 
of the school year, our first module is “Creating 
a School Family.” For six weeks, teachers must 
establish a strong sense of belonging, acceptance, 
and understanding with their students—an 
understanding that as a class family, we will 
collectively learn, succeed, and work together.  

The “learning plan” modules that follow specifically 
teach our students about the brain states, growth 
mindset, executive function skills, mindfulness, and 
characters or values. The learning plan is the core 
of our work and leads to building a true sense of 
ownership, trust, and strong relationships. Each 
year, the SEL committee updates the modules 
based on new learning and ideas. 

At the secondary level, we added a “seventh-hour” 
class for students that we call “Impact Hour/CPC,” 
with the latter standing for College Prep Course. 
This time is dedicated to conversations essential 
to building trust, mutual respect, and a connection 
to school and life. Throughout the year, students 
have the same Impact Hour/CPC teacher. The 
Impact Hour mirrors the modules at the elementary 
level. We also have student representatives on 
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our secondary SEL committees, which has further 
added student voices to the development of our 
activities, providing important ideas and leveraging 
student ownership. 

“Our district is on the right 
path by putting SEL at 
the core of our practices, 
but we recognize there is 
so much more to do!”

 
Where Do We Go from Here? 

Our district is on the right path by putting SEL 
at the core of our practices, but we recognize 
there is so much more to do! This shift in practice 
has led to more recognition of the importance of 
relationships, a greater understanding of diverse 
backgrounds and experiences (not only of our 
students but also of our staff!), and more honest 
conversations among school leaders and faculty 

on what types of adult learning are necessary to 
continue fostering a true, equitable environment. 

As we continue to strengthen our work and teach 
essential skills to students, our focus on learning 
about neuroscience, social-emotional learning, 
trauma-informed practices, and restorative efforts 
has made us as adults more conscious of our 
words, actions, and understanding of others, and 
more aware of the importance of our recognition, 
understanding, and intentions. When adults 
begin to have internal shifts in their thinking and 
behaviors, the heavy lifting can begin to occur 
with workaround-implicit bias, inequities, access, 
meaningful participation, and other large-scale 
practices that in time will lead to true culturally 
sustaining practices that support each and every 
student. 

One of our favorite sayings is, Cognitive functions 
are built on emotional platforms. We are proud 
of the Ferndale School Family for putting our 
beliefs into action and knowing what’s best for our 
students. 

Ferndale Public Schools: 
SEL Action Plan

Secondary SEL committees have 
student representatives who focus 
on SEL and school climate.

Staff on SEL committees meet monthly to 
integrate SEL into the curriculum and  
advance related goals.

20

Elementary students participate in daily 
Morning Meetings focused on SEL topics. 
Secondary students partake in SEL Impact  
Hour and College Prep Courses.

https://www.hmhco.com/blog/coaching-and-the-future-of-blended-professional-learning
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CONCLUSION
By exploring the chapters within this eBook, we hope you have a better understanding of social-emotional 
learning and the tremendous role it can play in a school setting. Just as we encouraged you to have your 
students develop regular goals and action plans to thrive, you can do the same to embed social-emotional 
learning into your curriculum or prioritize SEL across grade levels. 

Teachers and education leaders: implementing SEL starts with you. You are at the heart of your classroom, 
school, or district. What you teach—and how you teach—makes a difference not only in the school setting 
but also in students’ personal lives. Helping them develop these soft skills will provide students with useful 
knowledge for both the short term and the long term and enable them to develop strong relationships with 
their peers, setting them up for a lifetime of learning and success.

Agency

Belongingness

Collaboration

Decision Making

Empathy

Flexibility

Growth Mindset

Honesty

Initiative

Joy

Kindness

Loyalty

Mindfulness

Nurturing

Optimism

Perseverance

Questioning

Respect

Self-Regulation

Trustworthiness

Understanding

Valuing

Wonder

X-Factor

Yes

Zest

ABCs of SEL
Social-Emotional Learning Alphabet by Francie Alexander
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