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Social Emotional Learning (SEL) and School Culture and Climate 

The NJDOE understands the important role of climate and culture, more specifically, social and 
emotional learning (SEL) and how critical it is in re-engaging students, supporting adults, rebuilding 
relationships, and creating a foundation for academic learning. This section, which was developed with 
input from representatives ranging from experts in SEL, various organizations, educators and school 
leaders, includes strategies for developing positive school climates, educator well-being, and 
recommendations on how to prepare for and integrate SEL when in-person schooling resumes.  

Educator Well-Being It is important that leaders thoughtfully plan for how to best support the well-
being of educators. As educators’ social-emotional state improves, they will better be able to support 
the socialemotional well-being and learning needs of their students. Districts must account for the well-
being of their educators and staff as they develop their reopening plans. While there are no anticipated 
required minimum standards for educator well-being, districts and schools should contemplate the 
considerations outlined below as they develop plans for reopening.

Considerations 

 Provide time and space for individuals to process traumatic events, re-establish connections 
with each other, and receive support that promotes their healing. 

 Prioritize educator self-care and wellness through the summer and at the start of the 2020-2021 
school year.

 Support educators’ access to mental and behavioral resources and encourage them to utilize 
these services. 

 Create opportunities for staff to regularly practice and reflect on their social and emotional 
competencies.

Trauma-Informed Social and Emotional Learning Districts must organize and prepare for the next 
school year acknowledging the potential trauma that staff and students have faced during the COVID-19 
school closures. The full impact of the pandemic and the collateral consequences from isolation, fear, 
and economic hardship have yet to be fully realized. In addition, students and staff returning for the 
2020-2021 school year will be faced with new and intimidating routines and circumstances. We must 
address these challenges head-on to ensure that social and emotional learning are infused into everyday 
school life. 

According to Teaching Tolerance, now more than ever we must focus on:

 Establishing routines and maintaining clear communication; 
 Prioritizing relationships and well-being over assignment and behavioral compliance, 
 Supporting students and staff in feeling safe, connected, and hopeful.

The NJDOE strongly believes that the return to school will benefit from a data-informed and coordinated 
implementation of quality SEL programming described in CASEL’s Initial Guide to Leveraging the Power 
of Social and Emotional Learning as You Prepare to Reopen and Renew Your School Community. While 
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there are no anticipated minimum standards to which districts must adhere in developing reopening 
plans, the considerations below outline actions districts seek to incorporate into their plans.

Actions to consider first: 

 Make deliberate efforts to communicate the importance of SEL and how it relates to student 
success in your school or district to students and families.  

 Consider staffing needs that would be most appropriate in addressing the trauma and social and 
emotional well-being of your students as they return to school. Schools are encouraged to 
examine the flexibility of their available funds to hire qualified individuals that can support these 
needs. 

 Facilitate opportunities for connection and reflection among students, families, and staff (i.e., 
virtual town-halls, small group online meetings, surveys, etc.). It is critical that districts make 
time for these conversations and ensure that students’ voices are heard. These meetings may 
shed light on opportunities to highlight SEL strategies that were effective in supporting and 
engaging students in your school or district during the COVID-19 pandemic as well as areas 
where your school and district commits to improving. 

Actions to consider prior to school opening:  

 Provide professional development to support educators’ integration of SEL in their teaching, 
including the skills to foster positive learning environments and techniques for embedding SEL 
into instruction (in-person and remote and/or virtual instruction). Understanding and utilization 
of trauma-informed practices. Protocol for identifying and supporting students who may be 
experiencing social emotional, behavioral, and mental health challenges.  

 Establish systems that promote supportive staff-student relationships to ensure that all students 
have at least one caring staff member who checks in regularly with them and who their family 
and is able to connect with for any needed supports. In addition to in-school structures (i.e., 
mentors, advisory classes), schools may want to consider community partners who may be able 
to connect with students and families and supplement the services already being provided by 
the school. 

 Be proactive in preparing access to mental health and trauma supports for adults and students, 
which may include establishing partnerships with outside entities and agencies. Planning should 
include the methods for continually conveying information on how to access both school and 
community supports to students, staff, and families in all learning environments (in-person, 
hybrid, and virtual).  

Actions to consider once the school year begins:  

 Create opportunities for staff and students to regularly practice and reflect on their social and 
emotional competencies. Consider instructional strategies that best work for your school’s 
context (i.e. community meetings, small group mentoring, brain breaks). 

 Have careful conversations with staff and students to discuss the past, current, and future 
impacts of COVID-19 on themselves and the world around them.  Conversations should take 
part in a safe space where participants demonstrate respect to each other. While deliberate 
efforts should be made to foster a trauma-sensitive environment, be mindful that these 
conversations may trigger emotional responses and can also lead to difficult discussions 



revolving around inequity.  Topics you may consider include but are not limited to:  | Potential 
increases in bullying behavior; | Grief, loss, and trauma; | Mental health and supportive 
behaviors; | Bias, prejudice, and stigma; | Preparedness, hope, and resilience; and | Fear and 
anxiety.  

 Staff should be trained as necessary, and schools should be prepared to support both staff and 
students that may feel unnerved by these topics or conversations. 

 Schools should be prepared to support an influx of students who may need counseling support.

School Culture and Climate Creating a positive school climate and culture will address the issues raised 
by the COVID-19 pandemic and improve the conditions for learning for all students in any of the in-
person, hybrid, or virtual instructional models. To optimize the learning process, students and staff need 
to feel cared for, reengaged, and acclimated to the school community, so schools can deliver instruction 
most effectively. In order to improve school culture and climate, districts should:

 Prioritize the health and emotional well-being of staff and students above all else; 
 Assess the school climate to identify vulnerabilities and plan to implement evidence-based 

strategies to address identified needs; 
 Plan to provide and sustain instruction on social norms, relationship building, and behavioral 

expectations beginning at the start of the school year.

Utilizing the Strengths of Staff While educators are facing a “new normal” as they work to support the 
academic, social emotional, and health needs of students, many of the strategies that should be applied 
to address these challenges are not new. Schools should recognize and empower the strengths of 
educators and staff and their significant role in the context of SEL. The listed considerations provide 
suggestions for thinking about how school staff can support the action steps outlined in the section on 
trauma informed SEL. 

Actions to consider first: 

 For school leaders: Utilize newsletters, the school website, and/or social media to continually 
communicate with families and staff about the application and importance of SEL.  Evaluate staff 
capacity and student needs when determining essential personnel for next school year.  
Facilitate and/or host opportunities for students, staff, and families to connect and reflect. 

 For student support staff: Provide school leaders and teachers with resources on SEL and 
trauma. Connect with students and families to provide any needed supports. 

 For teachers:  Embed SEL skills and strategies in remote learning with students.  Provide 
students with opportunities to connect with other students (within learning and socially).  Be 
aware of any changes in student behavior and report concerns pursuant to district policy. 

Actions to consider a month before school opens: 

 For school leaders:  Evaluate school policies and protocols to ensure systems are in place to 
support students’ social-emotional needs. Establish the vision of making sure all students have 
at least 1 caring staff member checking in on them. Prioritize needed professional development 
for staff.  Collaborate with outside entities and agencies in order to establish partnerships to 
provide mental health and trauma supports to adults and students.



 For student support staff:  Provide professional development to colleagues on areas of expertise 
and attend professional development to obtain greater understanding. Support school leaders 
in establishing protocols for identifying and supporting students’ social-emotional needs and 
provide training to school staff on utilizing protocols. Take on a leadership role in supporting 
student-staff relationships and connections. Support students and families with accessing school 
and community supports and develop materials to communicate these services. 

 For teachers: Attend professional development to enhance skills and share strategies you have 
found to be successful with colleagues.  Continue to acquire resources/strategies which you may 
utilize to build strong, positive relationships in your class.  Familiarize yourself with any 
resources shared by school leaders or counselors to support students’ social-emotional needs in 
the school and community.

Action to consider once the school year begins:  

 For school leaders:  Create opportunities for staff to regularly practice and reflect on their social 
and emotional competencies. Establish the expectation that all school staff should work to 
support students to do the same.  Provide school staff with training and support on facilitating 
difficult conversations and then empower them to engage students in these dialogues.  Ensure 
that systems are set-up to identify staff or students that may be struggling and best support 
their needs. z For student support staff:  Utilize strategies to promote the continual 
development of staff and student social and emotional competencies.  Provide support to 
teachers as they work to increase the social and emotional competencies of students.  Support 
teachers in having difficult conversations with students and provide assistance to students as 
needed.  Continually evaluate the systems to identify staff and student needs and make 
adjustments to best support the school community and individuals. 

 For teachers:  Utilize instructional strategies to continually promote the development of 
students’ social and emotional competencies.  Facilitate difficult conversations with students.  
Apply the school’s protocol for identifying students who may be struggling and implement 
strategies recommended by the school counselor or other professionals.

 


