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IDEAS EDUCATOR WELL-BEING

Emotional intelligence is 
good for business. That’s the 
growing consensus across 
sectors in recent years. 

Anyone who has been 
on the receiving end of a physician’s 
detached delivery of upsetting news 
would be glad to know that empathy 
training is gaining increasing traction 
in medicine. CEOs in a range of other 
fields increasingly consult emotional 
intelligence coaches to develop upper 
managers’ so-called soft skills because 
they know that happy employees are 

more productive than unhappy ones. In 
schools, we call this focus on people’s 
well-being and interpersonal skills social 
and emotional learning (SEL). 

The Collaborative for Academic, 
Social, and Emotional Learning 
(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 (CASEL, 
2020). 

Vast and mounting evidence 
demonstrates the positive impact 
of SEL programming for students’ 
educational experiences and outcomes 
(see Durlak et al., 2011, and Weissberg 
et al., 2015), as well as the impact 
of teachers’ social and emotional 
competencies on student mental 
health, behavioral outcomes, and 
academic performance (Jones et al., 
2013; Schonert-Reichl, 2017). Indeed, 
dozens of recent empirical studies and 
government reports signal growing calls 
for policy adaptations that embrace 
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SEL’s short- and long-term benefits for 
teachers, students, families, schools, and 
society. 

For many years, an intense focus 
on high-stakes accountability eclipsed 
SEL in schools, but that has begun to 
change. SEL has achieved increasing 
national attention and growth within 
the past year at the national and state 
policy levels. Congress approved and 
the president signed a bill with $123 
million in landmark federal funding for 
SEL (Stringer, 2019). 

The U.S. Department of Education 
launched the Center to Improve SEL 
and School Safety, and 40 states now 
have some form of SEL standards 
or competencies, with hundreds of 
school districts following suit. For 
instance, in our home state of Florida, 
43 of the 67 school districts currently 
implement SEL initiatives and 
programs, as demonstrated through 
SEL Florida, a statewide clearinghouse 
for collaboration and advocacy.

Since the onset of the COVID-19 
pandemic, SEL has been more visible 
than ever: The topics of well-being and 
mental health now seem to permeate 
everything. They’re in our daily 
conversations and the news headlines, 
trending on social media, and popping 
up in virtual trainings for educators. 

But SEL research and practice 
have largely neglected a key player: 
the school leader. Most leaders have 
few, if any, professional learning 
opportunities to either improve their 
own SEL competencies or learn how to 
implement and facilitate SEL efforts for 
staff and students. 

Yet we know about the ripple 

effect of school leaders and the scalable 
impact of school leadership. Through 
their direct influence on teachers, 
school culture, and the community 
(Clifford et al., 2012; Hallinger & 
Heck, 1996; Leithwood et al., 2004), 
school leaders have significant effects 
on student outcomes (Hallinger, 
2010; Leithwood et al., 2006; Louis 
et al., 2010). Therefore, to continue 
to improve the SEL of students and 
teachers, we must turn our attention to 
school leader SEL.

Research (e.g. Hargreaves, 1998) 
has shown, and educators know 
intuitively, that teaching, learning, and 
emotions are inseparably intertwined. 
Although the instructional leadership 
paradigm that has predominated in 
leader preparation and professional 
development since the 1980s tends 
to view the integration of SEL as 
beyond the basics of academics and 
curriculum, SEL is actually a return to 
the basics and supports instructional 
goals and academic progress. A 2017 
meta-analysis of school-based SEL 
intervention categorized direct skills 
and effective outcomes in campus-based 
climate and culture as being inherently 

linked to the foundational knowledge 
of the instructional leader (Taylor et al., 
2017). 

With a view of SEL as foundational 
and essential for positive school 
outcomes, the Office of Educational 
Leadership and Learning at Florida 
Atlantic University, in collaboration 
with Dana Zorovich-Godek, adjunct 
instructor and policy leader at 
CASEL, recently launched a course 
of professional learning designed 
for school-based and district-level 
administrators to enhance their social 
and emotional competence and build 
their capacity for facilitating teacher 
and student SEL. The following 
account of the professional learning 
program describes the general purpose 
and format, course content and the 
underlying research, and a description 
of the powerful impact of the program 
on participants.

ABOUT THE PROGRAM 
The course was originally built on 

the CASEL 5 competencies for SEL: 
self-awareness, self-management, social 
awareness, relationship skills, and 
responsible decision-making, as well as 
an analysis of workplace expectations 
for adult SEL (Dusenbury et al., 2020). 
In light of the pandemic, the course 
was revised to include the theories 
and practices of trauma-informed and 
healing-centered school leadership as 
well. 

The 16 participants involved 
in summer 2020 are students in an 
executive-level partnership program for 
aspiring school principals. They are all 
seated assistant principals in one of the 
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nation’s largest urban school districts 
primarily serving in Title I schools and 
schools with high proportions of racial 
and ethnic minority students. 

Participants received school district 
professional development credit as well 
as university credit toward their doctoral 
degrees by participating in the program. 
The course was held virtually over six 
Saturdays in early summer and will be 
offered to a new cohort of executive level 
students in summer 2021.

The course and its participants 
are part of a study sponsored by The 
Wallace Foundation, with the intent 
of building on the body of research 
on school leaders and those who 
supervise them. For this reason, course 
participants also include principal 
supervisors who worked to refine 
coaching strategies and instructional 
approaches that seek to infuse SEL into 
academics.

COURSE CONTENT 
A thread uniting all six learning 

modules is transformative SEL 
leadership for equitable schooling 
(Jagers et al., 2019). Throughout the 
course, exercises and assignments 
develop skills in applying a 
transformative SEL lens in analyses 
of policies, procedures, programs, 
curriculum, and data. 

Transformative leadership is 
defined as leadership that challenges 
inequitable social frameworks to create 
change in society, and it is distinct from 
transformational school leadership, 
which focuses primarily on change 
within the school. Transformative 
leadership theory positions the school 
leader as a social change agent with 
the responsibility and capability to 
elevate the voices of children, families, 
and communities to advance equity in 
society (Shields, 2010). 

To that end, participants engaged 
in weekly reflections in response to 
prompts centered on the connections 
between SEL theory in course readings 
and their lived experiences as school 
leaders in historically underserved 
schools. They also learned ways to 

explicitly address educational equity 
through authentic school-family-
community partnerships and to 
establish learning environments and 
experiences that feature trusting and 
collaborative relationships.

Understanding that SEL can help 
address various forms of inequity and 
empower young people and adults 
to co-create thriving schools and 
contribute to safe, healthy, and just 
communities, course participants 
worked to produce specific and 
authentic parent engagement strategies 
that moved campuses from compliance 
to commitment. 

The summative assessment, a 
culmination of work throughout the 
course, also challenged participants to 
apply SEL leadership competencies by 
investigating and addressing school 
leadership policy and practice within a 
specific geographic region.

Five major competency goals 
guided the learning activities. The 
first two goals were to understand the 
foundational theory of SEL relative to 
the whole-child needs of learners and 
apply an integrated approach to student 
development. The next two goals were 
to use tools to diagnose adult and 
student SEL needs and gain the skills 
in developing others in SEL. The fifth 
competency goal was to understand 
the processes necessary to sustain SEL-
related efforts. 

Supplemental readings to develop 
these competencies included research 
and publications from such authors as 
Elena Aguilar, Joseph Durlak, Roger 
Weissberg, Jason Cascarino, and 
Brené Brown, and from organizations 
including CASEL and PDK 
International. 

In addition to video lectures and 
assigned course readings, participants 
identified their own resources to build 
on course learnings and synthesize 
various theories and approaches. 
To take theory to practice, learning 
activities involved acquiring and 
applying SEL knowledge and skills, 
including application of the three 
SEL signature practices — welcoming 

rituals, engaging activities, and 
optimistic closures — and the tenets 
of youth empowerment theory, 
which holds that empowering 
children in meaningful, prosocial 
activities promotes the development 
of cognitive and behavioral skills 
they need to understand their social 
environments and become independent 
problem solvers and decision-makers 
(Zimmerman, 2000). Finally, 
participants engaged in rotating peer 
coaching, where protocol check-ins 
called for reviews of fostering youth 
voice, agency, and engagement that 
are grounded in authentic family and 
community partnerships.

In the first of six learning 
modules, participants are exposed to 
the physiological basis of social and 
emotional competence. For example, 
neurological and physiological research 
findings were related to the specific 
competency of focus, deepening the 
knowledge of brain-based learning and 
the effects of emotions on cognitive 
processing. 

In a particular session, participants 
explored the limbic system of the brain 
and physically constructed models of this 
system, particularly the amygdala — the 
area of the brain that signals flight-fright-
or-freeze signals to the body. Next, 
the group was asked to add a series of 
weights and other elements to illustrate 
how trauma can physically inhibit other 
systems of the brain responsible for 
content acquisition and memory. 

A strong foundational knowledge of 
the connection between leadership and 
neuroscience also guided the leaders as 
the course progressed, and they came to 
understand their own social-emotional 
states as central to the social-emotional 
health of their schools. 

For example, the summer 2020 
cohort discussed the crushing forces 
of constant accountability and 
compliance, and participants discovered 
how the toxic stress produced by this 
environment influences their daily 
decision-making and relationships. 
They explored how their most 
effective leadership practices — shared 
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leadership, relationship building, 
capacity building, and conflict 
resolution — become difficult, if not 
impossible, when the limbic system 
of the brain is in a constant state of 
emergency. 

We worked with these leaders 
to help them develop strategies and 
techniques in de-escalation to reset the 
amygdala and stimulate the vagus nerve 
to promote regeneration. Sometimes 
thought of as meditation, simple 
breathing exercises and oxygenating 
the nerve system dramatically 
decrease stress hormones and open up 
neuropathways to a balanced state. 

Groups used a deck of cards that 
directed them to either add or subtract 
the weights based on adverse childhood 
experiences. The results demonstrated 
the physiological challenges to the 
fundamental architecture of the brain 
when constant stressors are present. In 
the adolescent brain, these adaptations 
to tissue and functions can be 
permanent and dramatically impact the 
trajectory of the individual’s life.

Participants experienced a tangible 
model of these effects, which led them to 
examine the logic of stringent discipline 
practices or even academic rigor unless 
the brain is in a state of readiness and its 
executive functions engaged. 

THE IMPACT
Based on participants’ self-

reflections and their course evaluation 
forms, participants reported leadership 
growth and personal development. 
When asked if they would apply 
these practices, 90% of them reported 
yes and gave specifics on how they 
might incorporate them into their 
practice, including discipline, parent 
engagement, and instructional 
coaching. 

Participants reported a heightened 
sense of self-awareness and a 
commitment to carrying their new 
focus on social and emotional well-
being into their relationships with 
teachers and staff. Further, they made 
a commitment to critically analyze 
practices intended to address students 

in trauma but that neglect to focus on 
the renewal or reengagement of the 
brain. 

These analyses resulted in the 
redevelopment of policies and 
practices on their campuses, such as 
the intentional inclusion of student 
voice and leadership in the formation 
of new policies — particularly ones 
that addressed equity and climate on 
campus. In their roles as leaders of 
adults, they viewed their new learning 
as immediately applicable for coaching 
sessions, collaborative decision-making, 
and difficult conversations.

An imbalanced leadership 
approach focusing on achievement 
alone diminishes the power of the 
school leader’s influence to inspire 
and support staff and students. An 
academics-only approach is insufficient 
for leading effective schools because 
SEL skills and competencies are 
essential to good teaching and to 
effective learning. 

A new model of instructional 
leadership inclusive of social and 
emotional competencies is possible. In 
fact, successful leaders combine often-
dichotomized leadership practices to 
promote school improvement and 
student outcomes (Day et al., 2016). 
It is time to engage school leaders in 
professional learning in SEL that will 
improve social-emotional well-being for 
adults and students. 
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