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Social & Emotional Learning: Preparing Today’s Students for Success

Schools have always taught students to be respectful, responsible and cooperative. Today, 
schools across the country are taking these basic lessons a step further by implementing 
systematic, research-driven programs that support children’s social and emotional learning, 
commonly known as SEL. 

The SEL movement gained momentum during the pandemic as the link between academic 
achievement and SEL became clearer. Schools struggled to support the social and emotional 
well-being of students learning remotely. Educators realized that, if students are struggling with 
emotions like loneliness, sadness or fear, it’s more difficult for them to learn. As a result, many 
schools are carrying over lessons learned from the pandemic to in-person learning. 

“Decades of research has demonstrated how evidence-based, universal social and emotional 
learning can promote academic achievement, social and emotional skills, healthy behaviors, and 
lifelong outcomes in students,” said Aaliyah A. Samuel, President and CEO of the Collaborative 
for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL).

Now 29 states have adopted SEL standards, and more than 90 percent of U.S. schools and 
districts report working to support SEL. Many schools are using pandemic recovery funds on 
SEL curriculum for students and SEL training for staff. 

It’s important to note that while administrators purchase the curricula and teachers or 
counselors teach the lessons, every school staff member plays a critical role in promoting 
SEL. The reason? Students need social and emotional skills not just in the classroom, but on 
the bus, in the cafeteria, in the hallways and on the playground.

This report features evidence-based strategies schools can implement that empower all staff 
members to support SEL. The report also includes: 

• An overview of SEL and its many benefits
• An explanation of current best practices in SEL
• Strategies for promoting social and emotional competencies in staff 
• Everyday ways all staff members can support SEL
• Suggestions for family engagement
• SEL in the news
• Innovative examples of SEL implementation in schools across the country

Sources: “CASEL Applauds the Department of Education’s Actions on Student Well-Being,” CASEL.org, 10/3/22; “Social-
Emotional Learning (SEL) Standards in All 50 States,” Positive Action, 8/7/20

Introduction
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Social & Emotional Learning: Preparing Today’s Students for Success

Social and emotional learning is a proactive approach to creating a positive school climate 
that promotes the well-being of students and employees. It’s a type of learning that all members 
of a school community play a role in, from teachers and administrators to school bus drivers, food 
service professionals and school health professionals.

According to the Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL), a 
Chicago-based nonprofit organization at the forefront of the SEL movement, SEL includes the 
following core competencies:

• Self-Awareness. Students learn to recognize their emotions and thoughts and to 
develop a positive self-concept. For young students, a basic self-awareness skill is 
using vocabulary to describe feelings, such as sad, frustrated and disappointed.

• Self-Management. Students learn 
to control how they react to emotions 
and to manage their own behavior. 
Self-management also includes self-
motivation and goal-setting.

• Social Awareness. Students learn to 
be attuned to other people’s emotions, 
navigate social situations, and interact 
with peers and adults in a positive way.

• Relationship Skills. Students learn 
to develop and maintain positive 
relationships and to communicate and 
collaborate effectively with others.

• Responsible Decision-Making. 
Students learn to solve problems and to 
hold themselves accountable for their 
own actions.

What Is Social and Emotional Learning?

SEL Supports Mental Health
Mental health is not simply the 

absence of a mental disorder, according 
to the Centers for Disease Control 
(CDC). The agency defines mental health 
in childhood as “reaching developmental 
and emotional milestones, and learning 
healthy social skills and how to cope 
when there are problems.” All children, 
not just those diagnosed with a mental 
disorder, can benefit from strategies that 
promote mental health. 

Research by the Early Intervention 
Foundation shows that SEL is associated 
with a positive impact on mental health. 
SEL is not a substitute for mental health 
treatment. But when staff are trained 
in SEL, they are more likely to identify 
students who may need to be evaluated 
by a professional for mental health 
issues. In addition, studies indicate that 
strong social and emotional skills can 
help students cope with symptoms of 
depression and anxiety.

Sources: “Children’s Mental Health,” Centers for 
Disease Control, 6/3/22; “Adolescent mental health: A 
systemic review on the effectiveness of school-based 
interventions,” Early Intervention Foundation, 7/21/21
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Social & Emotional Learning: Preparing Today’s Students for Success

What Does Social and Emotional Learning Look Like?
While SEL may look different in kindergarten than it does in high school, many aspects are 

the same. Here are some examples:
• Morning Meeting. Typically held in elementary school, morning meeting begins with 

students greeting each other, and the teacher, by name. Then, the class engages in 
community building with group activities that promote academic learning and/or SEL. 

• “Brain Breaks.” Periodic breaks, often incorporating music and movement, allow 
students to relieve stress and prepare to re-focus on academics. While brain breaks are 
most common for elementary-age children, older students—and staff members—can 
benefit from them, too. 

• Signs. Posters and banners around the school building remind students of strategies or 
language they can use to solve problems, ask for help, manage anger and handle other 
social and emotional situations.

• Mood Check-Ins. Staff members elicit regular feedback from students about how they’re 
feeling and follow up with students who need support. 

• Calm-Down Areas. Staff members provide calming spaces for students experiencing 
emotional distress. 

• Interventions. When problems occur, such as conflicts between students, staff 
intervene to discuss or review SEL skills that could help.

• Service Learning. Helping others in the community builds empathy and responsibility. 
Opportunities range from stocking food banks to tutoring younger students to 
participating in community clean-ups. Any staff member can volunteer to help with 
service-learning activities. 

• Advisory Period. Many high schools are adding an SEL component to the advisory 
period, which has traditionally provided students with academic and future-planning 
support. Students might answer an SEL question of the day in a journal, watch a video 
or participate in a discussion. Importantly, advisory gives students the chance to build a 
strong relationship with a trusted advisor.

• Planning for the Future. Choosing a college or career involves self-awareness, goal 
setting and decision making. High school staff help students identify strengths, interests 
and goals and connect them with resources.

Sources: “Fundamentals of SEL,” CASEL.org; “Preparing for Effective SEL Implementation,” Harvard Graduate 
School of Education, 3/26/1; ResponsiveClassroom.org; GreatSchools.org 

What Is Social and Emotional Learning? (continued)
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Social & Emotional Learning: Preparing Today’s Students for Success

Research shows that SEL has a positive impact on academic achievement, relationships 
and mental health. And it benefits all members of a school community, including students, 
teachers and staff. Effective SEL in school can:

•  

• Boost Academic Achievement. Studies have shown a strong connection between SEL 
and academic achievement, particularly in reading, math and science. When students 
learn skills like persistence, self-motivation and goal setting, they are more likely to stick 
with challenging reading material, math problems and science experiments.

• Encourage Positive Behavior. The Society for Research in Child Development’s meta-
analysis of 213 SEL programs concluded that students participating in such programs had 
significantly improved behavior. Reducing disruptions caused by negative behavior frees up 
teachers and students to focus on learning. It also creates a more pleasant school climate for 
students and staff. And studies show SEL may prevent behavioral issues in the long-term.

• Build Strong Relationships. When students get along, they’re better able to communicate 
and collaborate with their peers, CASEL reports. Experts agree that learning is a social 
activity, and students learn more when they construct knowledge together. Furthermore, 
when students build strong, trusting relationships with each other and with teachers and 
other staff members, they may feel safer taking risks and making mistakes while learning.

• Promote Acceptance of Diversity. “Students who experience a sense of belonging in 
school are also more likely to exhibit positive behaviors,” said U.S. Secretary of Education 
Miguel Cardona. “This includes learning environments that provide culturally and linguistically 
responsive practices where students are surrounded by adults they can trust and who are 
committed to building strong relationships.” Research published in Prevention Science found 
that students who received training in relationship building chose more diverse friends.

• Reduce Bullying. Developing students’ social and emotional skills can lower the risk 
of children bullying others and help protect students from becoming targets of bullying, 
according to stopbullying.gov. Through SEL, children learn empathy, conflict resolution, 
self-control and responsible decision-making, all of which can prevent bullying. 

• Improve School Safety. School safety is a top priority for parents, a September 2022 
Gallup poll revealed. And SEL can help to reduce violent behavior in school through 
training in emotional management, problem-solving and relationship building, according 
to the meta-analysis by The Society for Research in Child Development.

• Prepare Students for the Future. A 2019 LinkedIn survey on global talent trends shows 
employers want “soft skills”—including those that are part of SEL programs in schools 
such as persistence and collaboration. In fact, a majority of employers report that soft 
skills are as important as or more important than “hard skills” when it comes to hiring. In 
addition, a 2017 Princeton University study reports that students with strong social and 
emotional skills are more likely to become engaged community members.

Sources: “The Impact of Enhancing Students’ Social and Emotional Learning: A Meta-Analysis of School-Based 
Universal Interventions,” Child Development, January/February 2011; “Parent, Student School Safety Concerns 
Elevated,” Gallup, 9/1/22; LinkedIn Talent Solutions 2019 Global Talent Trends; “Social and Emotional Learning as a 
Public Health Approach to Education,” Princeton University, 2017; “Peer Influence on Academic Performance: A Social 
Network Analysis of Social-Emotional Intervention Effects,” Prevention Science, November 2016

What Are the Benefits of Social and  
Emotional Learning? 

• Increase Attendance. Students who participate in SEL programs feel more socially connected, 
emotionally safe and academically engaged—all of which can promote better attendance. 
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Social & Emotional Learning: Preparing Today’s Students for Success

SEL isn’t just for students. Supervisors should also promote the social and emotional well-
being of school staff. An adult’s SEL skills play an important role in their ability to model those 
skills, according to a 2020 study by The Rand Corporation. For example, a bus driver who 
remains calm while stuck in traffic is modeling the emotional skill of managing frustration.

When adults learn strategies for coping with emotions and building relationships, they are 
better equipped to develop those competencies in children, form strong relationships with 
students and foster a positive school climate. 

Establishing SEL initiatives for staff can also boost employee satisfaction, decrease burnout, 
reduce anxiety and improve the overall workplace climate. Here are ways department leaders 
can promote SEL for staff:

• Provide Ongoing Professional Development (PD). Staff members can participate in 
SEL trainings for teachers and attend sessions specifically targeted to staff. In particular, 
PD in the areas of mindfulness, stress reduction and well-being can have positive 
effects. It’s also important to train staff to provide emotional support for students and to 
handle student conflicts appropriately. 

• Hold Regular Check-Ins. Asking students how they’re feeling is an established best-
practice in SEL. Staff members benefit from check-ins, too. Simply stopping by the 
cafeteria, school health office or bus lane to ask, “How are you doing today?” (and 
taking the time to really listen) can make staff members feel valued and experience a 
sense of belonging.

• Solicit Feedback from Staff. Improve staff investment in SEL programs by getting 
their input. Create interactive bulletin boards in staff rooms. Also, consider developing a 
system for employees to share positive on-the-job stories, express concerns and make 
suggestions for improvement. 

• Recognize Excellence. Highlighting employees’ success stories can contribute to staff 
well-being. One idea is to feature an employee-of-the-week on a bulletin board or school 
website, during the school’s morning news program or in a newsletter. Supervisors 
can leave a short thank-you note in staff mailboxes—or partner with teachers to have 
students write letters to staff members.

• Start an SEL Book Club. Members can read and meet to discuss books on topics 
such as stress management, growth mindset, self-care and mindfulness. Staff will 
build SEL competencies while strengthening relationships with each other during book 
club meetings.

Sources: “Early Lessons from Schools and Out-of-School Time Programs Implementing Social and Emotional 
Learning,” The Partnerships for Social and Emotional Learning Initiative, 2020; “Don’t Forget the Staff,” National 
Association of Elementary School Principals, 1/13/22; “The Secret to Improving Students’ Social-Emotional Skills? 
Start With the Adults,” Education Week, 10/23/20; Celebrating Our School Nutrition Professionals,” California 
Department of Education, 4/14/22

Social and Emotional Learning for School Staff



Part of How to Help Students Gain Effective Coping Skills. Copyright 2021 PaperClip Communications. 
All rights reserved. Reproductions and distribution allowed under license as described on page i of this resource. 

www.Paper-Clip.com 6Part of the Social and Emotional Learning Special Report. Copyright 2022 PaperClip Communications. 
All rights reserved. Reproductions and distribution allowed under license as described on page i of this resource. 

www.Paper-Clip.com 6

Social & Emotional Learning: Preparing Today’s Students for Success

Social and Emotional Learning for School Staff (continued)

Best Practices in SEL for All Staff
• Build Relationships with Students. Encourage staff members and students to learn 

each other’s names and to greet one another by name.
• Use Positive Behavior Management. Provide staff with professional development in 

behavior management practices that promote student well-being. 
• Create Welcoming Spaces for Students. Display decorations with positive, 

inclusive messages in offices and workspaces. Ensure that books, magazines, 
posters and other materials feature images of people from diverse backgrounds.

• Partner With Families. Include school staff in back-to-school nights and other 
evening events to help them build positive relationships with families and students.

• Foster Culturally Competent and Responsive Practices. Take children’s 
out-of-school environments into consideration. For example, empower nutrition 
professionals to incorporate foods from students’ home cultures into school meals 
and to provide inviting, food-free spaces for students who are fasting for cultural or 
religious reasons.

Source: “Preparing for Effective SEL Implementation,” Harvard Graduate School of Education, 3/26/18
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Social & Emotional Learning: Preparing Today’s Students for Success

All staff members help to set the tone in a school. Every adult in a school building has the 
power to promote SEL—not just classroom teachers and school counselors. Other school staff 
members see students in a variety of settings throughout the day, including on the school bus, 
in the cafeteria, in the school health office and in the hallways. Each interaction presents an 
opportunity to build children’s social and emotional skills. And when children hear the same 
positive messages from many different adults, they are more likely to get the message.

On the Bus
The bus driver is usually the first and 

last school staff member students see each 
day. This puts drivers in the unique position 
of welcoming children and setting an upbeat 
tone for the school day. In addition, the bus is 
a place for students to greet each other and 
enjoy conversations. 

Safety on the bus is always the first 
priority and must be the driver’s primary 
focus. But building positive relationships 
with and among students creates a positive 
bus environment, which can cut down on 
discipline issues and improve bus safety. 

To build strong relationships and help 
students regulate their emotions and 
behavior on the bus, encourage school 
transportation professionals to: 

• Greet each child warmly in the 
morning. A bus driver’s smiling face 
makes children feel welcome and 
fosters a sense of belonging. At the 
end of the day, wish each student a 
nice evening or weekend as they exit 
the school bus to return home.

• Notice positive as well as negative 
behavior. A bus driver can simply 
say, “Thank you for helping the 
kindergartners with their backpacks.” 
Focusing on students who make 
positive choices may discourage 
children from acting out to seek attention.

• Take bullying seriously. Bullying often occurs in places with less adult supervision, such 
as the back of the school bus. An anonymous reporting tool, like a tip box on the bus, 
may encourage students to report bullying. Drivers should immediately report all bullying 
incidents to administrators.

Everyday Ways School Staff Can Improve SEL

Bullying:  
What Staff Members Can Do

Adults at school play a role in bullying 
prevention by modeling how to treat others 
with kindness and respect and establishing 
a culture of inclusion, according to the U.S. 
Department of Health and Human Services’ 
stopbullying.gov. 

Staff also reduce bullying when they 
supervise children in and out of the classroom. 
Students report feeling less safe in areas 
with less direct adult supervision. These 
include school buses, cafeterias, hallways 
and playgrounds, which are more likely to be 
bullying “hot spots.” 

All staff members can keep an eye out 
for bullying and be a positive influence on 
children. To be successful, staff must be 
trained to prevent, identify and respond to 
bullying. Administrators should develop a 
system for enabling staff to report bullying in a 
timely manner.

Sources: “Build a Safe Environment,” U.S. Department of 
Health and Human Services, 9/8/17, stopbullying.gov; “Facts 
About Bullying,” U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services, 9/9/21, stopbullying.gov 
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Social & Emotional Learning: Preparing Today’s Students for Success

• Reach out to students who often sit alone on the bus and consider pairing older 
students with younger ones. In addition to not having to sit alone, the older child will 
likely feel a sense of purpose by being a mentor, and the younger one can benefit from 
a role model. Pairs might read aloud to each other or discuss concerns like doing well 
on a test or feeling left out.

Source: “Building Students’ Resilience on the Bus,” George Lucas Educational Foundation, 10/6/17

In the Cafeteria
The cafeteria is not simply a place to eat. It’s also a place for students to take a break from 

schoolwork and socialize with classmates. And when the cafeteria environment is pleasant, 
students eat more and demonstrate more positive behavior, according to Every Moment Counts. 
One way staff can create this environment is by supporting SEL in the cafeteria. School nutrition 
professionals can:

• Use school breakfast as an opportunity to 
connect with children early in the day. Simply 
asking, “How was your morning?” makes a 
student feel noticed and gives the student a 
chance to express feelings.

• Notice which children often eat alone, and 
inform teachers and counselors. Adopt a 
“no one eats alone” philosophy, paying 
particular attention to students with special 
needs and others who may be marginalized. 
Collaborate with the school counselor for 
ideas, like hanging up colorful signs that 
encourage students to include others.

• Put jars of “conversation starters” on tables 
to encourage communication among 
students and build social skills. Prompts 
can be as simple as “What is your favorite 
food?” Or they can specifically target SEL 
objectives: “Share a kind deed you noticed 
today.”

• Evaluate the cafeteria seating layout. Does 
it maximize opportunities for students to 
interact and strengthen relationships? 
Experiment with different configurations to 
see which work best.

• Connect with students during lunch by asking, “How’s your day going?” Interactions can 
take place as students go through the lunch line, or staff can stroll through the cafeteria 
to check in with students.

Source: “Creating a Comfortable Cafeteria Program,” Every Moment Counts, 2020

Everyday Ways School Staff Can Improve SEL (continued)

Recess Before Lunch?
The proposed Healthy Meals, 

Healthy Kids Act calls for the 
U.S. Secretary of Agriculture 
to conduct a study and issue 
guidance on the timing of school 
meals and recess as well as the 
duration of lunch periods. 

Research shows that when 
recess takes place before 
lunch, students are more 
relaxed, exhibit more positive 
behavior and eat more of their 
food. Studies also indicate 
that children need at least 20 
minutes to eat school meals. 

Source: “Relationships of Meal and Recess 
Schedules to Plate Waste in Elementary 
Schools,” The Journal of Child Nutrition & 
Management, School Nutrition Association, 
Fall 2004
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In the School Health Office
School nurses are frontline healthcare 

professionals. They are often the first school 
staff to identify students with symptoms 
of mental health problems like anxiety 
and depression. They’re also positioned 
to recognize signs of bullying and abuse. 
Nurses can link students and families with 
school and community resources. 

To promote SEL, school health 
professionals can:

• Create a safe space at school where 
students can share concerns about 
social and emotional issues, including 
bullying, peer pressure, stress, 
anxiety and challenges at home. 

• Provide access to in-services and 
other trainings on bullying. School 
nurses play a key role in identifying, 
preventing and responding to 
bullying. 

Building Relationships
Here are more ways school nutrition professionals can build relationships with 

students and families while supporting SEL:
• Invite family members to join students for meals and special food-related events. 

Make events as inclusive as possible. “Breakfast and Books” or “International Food 
Night” welcomes everyone, while “Muffins With Mom” or “Doughnuts With Dad” 
doesn’t work for all students.

• Take advantage of annual observances such as National School Lunch Week and 
School Lunch Hero Day to interact with students. Cafeteria managers might visit 
classrooms to talk about their jobs or introduce new foods, or recruit students to 
make posters.

• Solicit feedback from students on school meals.
• Start a school garden. Gardening supports SEL as students set goals, see results 

of their hard work and experience the satisfaction that comes with caring for living 
things. Involve students and families in planting, tending and harvesting vegetables 
and herbs. Look for grant opportunities online through organizations like The 
National Education Foundation and Action for Healthy Kids.

Everyday Ways School Staff Can Improve SEL (continued)

Be a “Go-To” Person! 
Research on resilience shows 

that just one caring adult within the 
education system can have a big 
impact on a student. And any staff 
member can be a child’s “go-to” person. 

Children may not feel comfortable 
asking for help. They may not know 
how to ask or who to turn to. School 
staff can make a difference by asking 
students if they are okay and by letting 
them know they’re welcome to come to 
them. They can also put signs outside 
their offices or in their workspaces: 
“You can talk to me!” 

Source: “The Science of Resilience,” Harvard 
Graduate School of Education, 3/13/15.
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• Develop systematic ways to share information with administrators that can identify at-risk 
students. These include students who frequently arrive in the school health office with 
physical complaints that may stem from social or emotional concerns such as stress, 
loneliness, anger or frustration. At-risk students also include those who are frequently 
hungry, tired or stressed, as well as marginalized populations such as LGBTQIA+, low-
income and others.

• Have a list of school and community resources so they can connect students and 
families with the appropriate resources:

 ○ Department of social services, crisis centers, food pantries, shelters and clothing 
closets. 

 ○ County health department information and a list of websites for finding doctors, 
dentists, health clinics, therapists, counselors and dietitians. 

 ○ Contact information for support groups for parents of children with chronic medical 
conditions and special needs (i.e. autism, Down syndrome, cerebral palsy, epilepsy, 
diabetes, mental health disorders).

Sources: “Bullying and Cyberbullying—Prevention in Schools Position Statement,” National Association of School 
Nurses, June 2018; “Parent Engagement: Strategies for Involving Parents in School Health,” Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention, 2012

SEL Programs: Promoting Family Engagement at Home
Children spend the majority of their time outside of school, so SEL at home makes 

school SEL programs more effective. Just as families can support children’s academic 
achievement, by reading aloud and encouraging good study habits, they can play a role 
in SEL. 

Encourage all staff members to contribute SEL content for the school website, 
newsletters and parent emails. For example, school nutrition professionals might share 
news about cafeteria initiatives that support SEL and even share ideas for SEL at 
the family dinner table. School health professionals might give recommendations for 
promoting emotional well-being at home like encouraging children to be physically active 
or practicing mindfulness.

Finally, help staff members think of families as collaborators. Families and staff can 
create shared goals and work together to solve problems.

Source: “Families Play an Important Role in Social-Emotional Learning at School,” Education Week, 5/21/19

Everyday Ways School Staff Can Improve SEL (continued)
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Schools across the nation are embracing social and emotional learning in a variety of ways. 
Here are their success stories.

Breakfast in the Classroom Promotes SEL
Partners for Breakfast in the Classroom (PBIC) is a nonprofit organization that provides 

funding for schools to serve breakfast in classrooms. PBIC’s mission is to increase the number 
of children who eat breakfast, which leads to academic and nutritional gains. Yet schools across 
the country have found additional benefits.

Key findings from surveys, site visits and discussions in schools receiving PBIC funding 
include:

• Improved Social Engagement among students and between students and teachers. 
Teachers were able to learn more about their students in a casual setting. Several 
teachers reported to Child Trends that students were saving some of their breakfast for 
students who might not get enough to eat at home.

• Better Integration of Food Service Staff into the school community among schools 
that used mobile food carts. “I think the kids look at us as more of like… Not just the 
lunch ladies anymore. They’ll tell me if they had a bad night or whatever, there’s more 
one-on-one. We have a better relationship with [the students], which when they come 
in the cafeteria I feel like they’re more respectful now than they were before,” one food 
service staff member told Child Trends. 

• Increased Community Building. Teachers observed students eating breakfast with peers 
outside of their social circles. Students reported experiencing less anxiety eating in their 
classrooms than in the cafeteria, where finding someone to eat with could be a struggle.

Sources: “Successes and Challenges Among Schools Receiving Support from Partners for Breakfast in the 
Classroom,” Child Trends; “School nutrition programs can be an important part of social and emotional learning,” 
Child Trends, 8/13/19

School Nurse-Counselor Collaboration Reduces Health Room Visits
In Pennsylvania’s Owen J. Roberts School District, school nurse Rebecca Kilfoy knew that 

students often visit the health room with physical complaints stemming from emotional issues, 
The Relentless Nurse reports. 

Kilfoy was concerned that students were missing valuable learning time. So she teamed up 
with school counselor Sarah Weber to create an SEL program that helps students identify and 
cope with emotions in effective ways.

The program included a nurse’s pass that allowed students to visit the health room for 
emotional as well as physical concerns. It also featured classroom lessons on self-care 
strategies like deep breathing, art and journaling. As a result of the program, more students 
were able to stay in class and manage their own emotions.

Kilfoy shared her initiative with school nurses nationwide through a National Association of 
School Nurses webinar.

Source: “Becky Kilfoy’s Webinar Includes Her School Nurse’s Pass With Emotions,” The Relentless School Nurse, 
2/29/20

Innovative Examples of SEL Implementation



Part of How to Help Students Gain Effective Coping Skills. Copyright 2021 PaperClip Communications. 
All rights reserved. Reproductions and distribution allowed under license as described on page i of this resource. 

www.Paper-Clip.com 12Part of the Social and Emotional Learning Special Report. Copyright 2022 PaperClip Communications. 
All rights reserved. Reproductions and distribution allowed under license as described on page i of this resource. 

www.Paper-Clip.com 12

Social & Emotional Learning: Preparing Today’s Students for Success

After-School Clubs Build Connections
Being connected with their communities by being a part of organizations or clubs can boost 

social and emotional well-being for students. And staff members can play an important role in 
these activities. Here are three success stories reported to Tray Talk: Communities for Healthy 
School Meals.

• Gardening Club. When the pandemic prevented students from attending an indoor 
culinary club, Cecilia Araiza, Nutrition Manager at Madison Middle School in Arizona, 
added a gardening component. “It creates a good bond with the parents in the 
community and gives me a chance to communicate with them,” Araiza said. She also 
reported students learning responsibility by caring for their garden. 

• Cooking Class. Students in two Ohio school districts are learning to make simple meals 
and snacks in an after-school cooking program. Food Service Director Stacey Bettis, 
who oversees Minerva Local School District and Tuscarawas Valley Local Schools, leads 
the classes. 

• Pickle-Making. Food service director Kate Murphy supports nutrition education in her 
district, Naugatuck Public Schools in Connecticut, by teaching pickle-making classes. “I 
had a mom call saying her son wanted to make pickles at home,” Murphy said. Murphy 
took things a step further and started a farmer’s market at school where students could 
buy local fruits and vegetables at reduced prices. Students volunteered at the market as 
greeters and cashiers.

Sources: “Culinary Club Adds Gardening to Keep Students Engaged,” 4/21/22; “After School Cooking Classes 
Expand Learning,” 3/1/22; Connecting Classroom to Cafeteria in CT,” 2/14/22, all from Tray Talk: Communities for 
Healthy School Meals

School Wellness Fairs Take SEL Beyond the Classroom
An increasing number of schools are holding wellness fairs that focus on social and 

emotional well-being in addition to physical health.
Allegany High School in Cumberland, Md., hosted a student wellness fair in the main 

hallway to share ways students can take care of their emotional, social and physical well-being. 
The school invited local health agency representatives and other community partners to set 
up booths promoting available services. Students could receive prizes for stopping by to get 
information and resources on health.

In the fall of 2022, George Washington High School in Chicago celebrated its first annual 
student wellness fair. A student supports manager offered activities and games to demonstrate 
ways students could improve their well-being. The fair featured a booth with board games and 
information on the connection between games and mental health.

In North Attleborough, Mass., the school district recently hosted a wellness provider fair 
for school- and community-based health professionals. It was an opportunity for school staff 
members to learn more about mental health resources.

Sources: “County school system hosts student mental health, wellness fair,” Cumberland Times-News, 5/12/22, “North 
Attleborough Public Schools Co-Hosts Successful Wellness Provider Fair,” John Guilfoil Public Relations, 10/20/22

Innovative Examples of SEL Implementation (continued)
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Bipartisan Bill Provides $1 Billion in Funding for Mental Health
Signed into law on June 25, 2022, the Bipartisan Safer Communities Act allocates $1 billion 

in funding for school districts to support the mental health of children. Funds are available under 
Title IV of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) through March 1, 2023. Money 
can be spent on mental health initiatives including:

• Recruiting, hiring and training qualified mental health service providers to provide school-
based care

• Training school personnel to detect mental health issues
• Raising awareness of mental health issues among school-aged children
• Drug and violence prevention
• Mentoring
• Crisis intervention
• High quality training for school personnel on suicide prevention and human trafficking
“Research consistently shows that safe, inclusive, and supportive learning environments 

are associated with improved academic achievement and emotional well-being of students,” 
Education Secretary Miguel Cardona wrote in a letter to school officials. “Beyond the benefit to 
the individual student, safe, inclusive, and supportive learning environments benefit their fellow 
students, educators, and the community at large.”

The legislation comes at a time when medical experts agree there is a mental health crisis 
among American schoolchildren. According to the Department of Education, more than 40 
percent of teenagers report struggling with persistent feelings of sadness or hopelessness, and 
more than half of parents and caregivers are concerned about their children’s mental well-being. 

Additionally, the Centers for Disease Control reports the suicide rate increased 7 percent 
among young people ages 15 to 24 in 2021. That’s up from a 4 percent increase in 2020. The 
Jed Foundation cites pandemic stressors, financial challenges, racial and social injustice and 
barriers to care as factors that may have contributed to the increase. Suicide is the second 
leading cause of death in people ages 10 to 34.

Sources: U.S. Department of Education, 9/15/22; “Bipartisan Safer Communities Act,” Politico; U.S. Department of 
Education, “Fact Sheet: Biden-Harris Administration Announces Two New Actions to Address Youth Mental Health 
Crisis,” 7/29/22; “Provisional Numbers and Rates of Suicide by Month and Demographic Characteristics: United 
States, 2021,” Centers for Disease Control, September 2022; “New CDC Findings Show Suicide Is on the Rise—But 
It Doesn’t Need to Be,” The Jed Foundation, 10/12/22

SEL in the News
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Many Preschoolers’ Special Needs Overlooked During Pandemic
The number of children ages 3 to 5 receiving special education services under the 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act fell by about 320,000 between 2018 and 2021, 
from 818,575 to 494,888. Experts attribute the decline to the pandemic, when fewer children 
attended in-person preschool. Now schools are seeing more primary school students who may 
have special needs but have not been diagnosed.

“Parents often don’t know what’s typical or atypical [child] development,” Beth Bye, 
Connecticut early childhood education commissioner, told Education Week. “Because fewer 
children were in preschool, fewer children were with teachers who were trained to recognize 
issues.”

Children with special needs require not only additional academic support, but also more 
social and emotional guidance. For example, students diagnosed with ADHD learn strategies to 
focus their attention, and children with autism may need extra support to identify social cues and 
emotions.

SEL initiatives in school should be inclusive of all students, including those with special 
needs, experts say.

Source: “Young Children Were Massively Overlooked for Special Education. How Will Schools Respond?” Education 
Week, 10/17/22 

Schools Prioritize SEL in Pandemic Recovery Spending
States have already directed about $1 billion in pandemic recovery funds to promote social 

and emotional learning in schools, recognizing that overall student well-being is crucial for 
academic achievement. 

An analysis of 100 large U.S. school districts by the Center on Reinventing Education shows 
educators are prioritizing SEL second only to facilities upgrades when allocating Elementary and 
Secondary Schools Emergency Relief (ESSER) funds.

Districts are allowed to use ESSER funds for a wide variety of purposes related to pandemic 
recovery. Among them are evidence-based SEL interventions. These include curriculum 
materials that teach social and emotional skills to students as well as training for staff to 
recognize signs that students may need additional support. 

SEL has broad bipartisan support among schools and parents. In Democratic-leaning states, 
31 percent of districts include SEL programs and training in their ESSER spending plans. That 
number is 28 percent in Republican-leaning states. According to the National PTA, 88 percent 
of parents are comfortable with children learning about empathy, respect, cooperation and 
perseverance. And 76 percent of parents support schools teaching SEL, the PTA reports. 

Sources: “Building upgrades, SEL: 100 large & urban districts plan their pandemic recovery,” Center on Reinventing 
Education, September 2022; “Parent Mindsets Related to COVID-19, the Return to School, and Mental Health: 
Findings from a Tracking Survey of Public School Parents of K–12 Students,” National PTA, June 2022; “Covid 
School Aid Spending Trends in Red, Blue States,” FutureEd, 6/30/22

SEL in the News (continued)
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Proposed Child Nutrition Legislation Includes Mental Health 
Component

The proposed Healthy Meals, Healthy Kids Act would expand children’s access to school 
meals and promote mental health. 

Every five years, Congress has the opportunity to expand and strengthen school meal 
programs. This year, the proposed legislation allocates funding for mental health promotion and 
education, including eating disorder awareness. It also supports experiential nutrition education 
and other activities to reduce school food waste. In addition, schools would be able to hire 
qualified nutrition education professionals. 

The legislation aims to eliminate child hunger by increasing access to school meals. If 
passed, more districts could provide free meals to all students, regardless of income. It would 
lower eligibility thresholds, enabling schools to serve more low- to middle-income children. And 
it would become easier for families to qualify for free meals. Families could apply electronically, 
and children on Medicaid would qualify automatically, without an application. The bill would also 
expand mobile delivery of summer meals.

Passed by the U.S. House Committee on Education and Labor in July 2022, the legislation 
is set to go before the full House of Representatives.

Sources: “The Healthy Meals, Healthy Kids Act: FRAC’s Complete Summary,” Food Research and Action Center, 
July 2022; House Committee on Education and Labor Fact Sheet, https://edlabor.house.gov/imo/media/doc/healthy_
meals_healthy_kids_act_fact_sheet2.pdf; “What Is the Healthy Meals, Healthy Kids Act?” FoodCorps, 8/12/22

SEL in the News (continued)
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Support for social and emotional learning is strong among educators and families. A 
majority of states now have SEL standards, and the overwhelming majority of school districts 
support SEL.

SEL includes traits and skills that have long been taught in schools, such as responsibility, 
respect, empathy, cooperation, communication, conflict resolution, decision making and goal 
setting. In addition, SEL empowers students to recognize and manage emotions, thoughts 
and behavior. 

A large body of research shows that SEL can boost attendance and academic achievement, 
promote positive behavior, build strong relationships, increase acceptance of others, support 
mental health, reduce bullying, improve school safety and prepare students for the future.

SEL is important not just for students, but also for school staff. Staff members who are 
equipped with SEL competencies can model them for students and enjoy a more positive 
work environment. 

All adults in the school building share responsibility for promoting SEL in students. 
Department leaders can empower staff members by providing ongoing professional 
development opportunities, soliciting regular feedback and recognizing employee success. 
Leaders can also share everyday strategies staff can use to support SEL for students and share 
innovative examples of ways staff across the country are implementing SEL.

Best practices in SEL include creating a positive school climate, engaging families, and 
ensuring culturally competent and responsive initiatives. Overall, effective SEL programs benefit 
students, staff, families and society as a whole in the short term—and in the long run.

Recap: An Action Plan for Schools
• Develop initiatives to support SEL in staff members to promote employee well-being 

and to enable staff to model SEL competencies for students.
• Provide staff with ongoing professional development in SEL.
• Empower all staff members to build relationships with and engage families.
• Foster culturally competent, responsive and developmentally appropriate practices 

so SEL is effective for all students and staff, including children with special needs.
• Train staff to prevent, identify and respond to bullying.
• Make resources available so staff can create safe spaces for students and share 

information with parents.
• Research grant opportunities to fund initiatives like special in-school events and 

after-school clubs.
• Look for creative ways to implement SEL throughout schools, including on the bus, in 

the cafeteria and in the school health office.

Conclusion


