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Essential
SEL

BY MATT ZALAZNICKDISTRICTS OF 
DISTINCTION

As educators restart learning 
this new school year, the focus 
should be on the social-emo-

tional wellbeing of staff and students, 
not on immediately making up for lost 
learning. 

That’s a guiding principle being pro-
moted by educators and other experts 
who say everyone needs to process the 
emotions and traumas experienced over 
the last several months before instruc-
tion can resume effectively. 

“We don’t want to start the year off 
by testing students, we want to start the 
year off by connecting with students,” 
says Ebony Lee, assistant superintendent 

for curriculum, instruction and assess-
ment at Clayton County Public Schools 
outside Atlanta. 

Lee, and many of her colleagues in 
K-12 leadership across the country, say 
reestablishing relationships between stu-
dents and educators will be the priority 
for the first few weeks of school. 

Lessons from Hurricane Katrina
Some conversation may be controver-
sial as teachers and students from dif-
ferent ethnic backgrounds share their 
experiences of COVID, the killing of 
George Floyd and other pressing issues, 
says Ralph Simpson, deputy superin-

tendent for school leadership and im-
provement at Clayton County Public 
Schools.

“I would hope that our teachers 
and educators encourage children to be 
open-minded, to be critical thinkers and 
to not just look at an issue from one per-
spective,” Simpson says. 

The district created school-level 
teams to serve as SEL coaches for teach-
ers as classes resume, says Lee.

Research done in the wake of Hur-
ricane Katrina showed that students 
struggled when schools focused too 
quickly on remediation, rather than on 
social-emotional needs, Lee says. 

Why social-emotional 
learning will be a priority 
for districts during the 
fi rst few weeks of school
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SEL will extend into the curriculum 
as well. In a marriage of STEM and so-
cial studies, for example, students this 
year will study the disparate impact 
COVID-19 has had on people from dif-
ferent ethnic groups. 

“The global pandemic has taught us 
that we have to prepare students for the 
unknown, and the way to do that is to 
create thinkers,” Lee says. 

‘We’ve got to go slow to go fast’
Administrators in Naperville School 
District 203, where SEL has been en-
trenched in the curriculum for years, fo-
cused first on professional development 
for teachers. 

The goal was to help the educators 
manage their own stress and recognize 
the trauma they had experienced during 
the pandemic, says Christine Igoe, assis-
tant superintendent of student services 
in the suburban Chicago system. 

Educators practiced techniques 
to help students cope with stress and 

trauma. Making students feel safe and 
comfortable as they meet their new 
teachers has been the district’s priority 
while reopening classrooms, Igoe says. 

That includes holding more inten-
tional morning class meetings where 

students and teachers can discuss chal-
lenges they’re facing, how they’re feeling 
and other emotions, Igoe says. 

Building these types of routines while 
helping students become more adept at 
using technology will also smooth the 
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transition, should any of the district’s 
schools have to return to online learning 
full-time.

“We’ve got to go slow to go fast,” 
Igoe says. “I could teach algebra on the 
first day but if I don’t have kids who feel 
safe, I’ll have to reteach it in two or three 
weeks when they’re ready to learn it.”

Student voice boosts SEL
Among the social-emotional stressors 
for staff and students in East Saint Louis 
School District #189, the coronavirus 
“has just been one more thing,” says 
Tiffany Gholson, director of parent and 
student support services.

Students suffer the trauma of living 
in a city with one of the highest murder 
rates in the nation. Nearly two-thirds 
of them live below the poverty line and 
they all eat free lunch.

Over the past few years, the district 
has placed nurses and truancy/homeless 
specialists in every school. In addition, 
its schools have reached the recom-
mended ratio of one social worker for 
every 250 students. 

Heading into the new school year, 
administrators will further integrate 
SEL into everyday learning, including 
an expanded bullying prevention curric-
ulum and cognitive behavioral therapy 
for students in greater distress. 

Allowing students to have a voice in 
the daily lives is another way to improve 
social-emotional health. The district’s 
Peace Warriors program, which began 
last year, encourages high school stu-
dents to learn and practice the principles 
of peaceful nonviolence inspired by Dr. 
Martin Luther King. 

“Most of our Peace Warriors have 
experienced a tragic loss in their own 
families,” Gholson says. “Now, they’re 
reaching out to others to try to intercede 
and mitigate the violence.”  

Matt Zalaznick is DA’s senior writer. 
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9 ways to boost social-
emotional learning
CASEL and the Committee for Children’s Second Step program 
are two of the leading nonprofi t providers in helping schools 
integrate social-emotional learning. Here are some SEL tips for 
administrators and teachers in the new school year from Mylien 
Duong, a clinical child psychologist and senior research scientist at 
Committee for Children (tips 1 through 5), and Karen VanAusdal, 
senior director of practice at CASEL (tips 6 through 9):

1 Build connections with students through morning meetings 
and other interactions.

2 Don't speed up instruction right away to tackle learning 
loss.

3 Give students voice and choice over some assignments 
and class activities.

4 Be honest and up-front with students if they ask about whether 
schools will have to close again or other sensitive issues. 

5 Allow educators time to cope with their own anxieties and 
regulate their emotions. 

6 Have principals contact every staff member to discuss 
online learning methods and the issues educators are

 contending with at home.

7 Hold “restorative circles” where staff can talk about the 
pandemic, the Black Lives Matter movement, the

 presidential election and other issues.

8 Ask administrators to help educators add anti-racist 
pedagogy to the new school year’s curriculum.

9 Train non-instructional staff to help children cope with 
stress and anxiety.
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