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The Circle of Life Valor Collegiate holds weekly group check-ins called “Circles” at its three charter schools in Nashville, 
Tennessee, as part of its efforts to embed social-emotional learning into its curriculum. During the Circle, students share stories of 
their growth as well as their frustrations. Likewise, students are encouraged to show their support for each other’s struggles. Here, 
Gambia Flemister, a ninth-grade Spanish teacher at Valor College Prep, offers feedback to one of her students in their weekly 
Circle. PHOTO: VALOR COLLEGIATE/JOSH BENNETT
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A Manhattan, students know what to do when 
they face a mysterious math problem. Take 
a breath, recognize a “maze moment,” and 

their temporary dead end.

trap you in the puzzle at hand. But these “maze moments” 

a new way to understand and articulate their roles as 
not-yet-perfect masters in school and in life. Instead of 

they don’t yet know, and how they might persist past this 

problem.

This is the language of social-emotional learning, a holistic 
understanding of the richly human context in which 

SEL, encompasses the broad spectrum of skills, attitudes, 

team. It explicitly acknowledges the importance of mindset 
and the fundamentally interpersonal project of educa-

of trusting relationships between teachers, students, and 

Supporting such learning is an explicit priority of the 
Education program at Carnegie Corporation of New 

that ensure all students reach adulthood with the knowl-
edge, skills, and dispositions they need to participate in a 

a suite of strategies the Corporation supports to position 
young people to experience success after high school grad-

Education program, where she manages the New Designs 

A Call to Action
This type of thinking and teaching, which took a back seat 

-
ment of the past 30 years, is now on the rise. The 2015 

social-emotional learning. In addition, the growing imper-

  EDUCATION  

There’s Hope 
An emerging understanding of brain development has revealed a 
remarkable period of elasticity during adolescence. Could social-
emotional learning (SEL) foster the “soft skills” needed to direct 
students toward a thriving adulthood?

By Kathleen Carroll
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states to consider new laws to explore or fund expanded 
SEL programs since 2017.

A call to action was broadcast in 2018 in A Nation at 
Hope, the culminating report of the Aspen Institute’s 
National Commission on Social, Emotional, and Academic 

. That project, produced with the support of 
Carnegie Corporation of New York, explored the oppor-
tunities and barriers for educators and decision-makers 
looking to thread SEL throughout their work. A Council of 
Distinguished Scientists, comprised of educators, neuro-
scientists, and psychologists, concluded that teaching 
social and emotional skills is essential to students’ success. 

-
spread commitment to social, emotional, and academic 

It’s an agenda with particular promise for adolescent 

The potential for social-emotional learning to transform 
teenage growth is undeniable. An emerging understanding 

and a second chance to capitalize on rapid change to build 

it all comes at a moment when students are taking their 
initial steps toward adult independence, with all the risk 
and reward that entails.

happens during adolescence, and it’s essential that we 

apply that science of adolescent learning to the teaching 
process as well as to the culture we create in our schools,” 
says Deborah Delisle, president and CEO of the Alliance 
for Excellent Education

best practices with educators and policymakers across the 
country. “You can really help kids hardwire their brains so 

-

opportunities presented to them to do that, kids may not 
get the chance.”

But what does that look like on the ground? What’s the 
right strategy with a roomful of distracted ninth graders on 
a rainy Wednesday morning? What question, expectation, 
experience, or assignment will help hardwire their brains 
to think critically?

implementing SEL with the Corporation’s support across 
the country are following complementary, but distinct, 

elaborates. “There is not yet as rich an implementa-
tion toolkit as there is a robust research base. And if 
social-emotional learning is really going to be employed 

“ If social-emotional learning is really going to be 

employed at schools with the goal of young people 

having universal access to this sort of supported learning 

experience, we are going to have to build out a suite of 

strategies so any community member, teacher, or parent 

can see themselves inside one of those examples and 

translate it to their particular environment.”

— Saskia Levy Thompson, Program Director, Education, Carnegie Corporation of New York
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access to this sort of supported learning experience, we 

community member, teacher, or parent can see them-

The “Joyful Struggle”
Consider Valor Collegiate, a small network of three 

It was designed and built from the ground up with 
social-emotional learning as its core mission, sharing 

-

Valor’s social-emotional learning goals are established in 

and habits necessary 
 such as 

mindful, including holding their attention when required. 
Through the Compass Phase System, students assess their 
skills, study and set goals for character building, earn 

that growth during weekly group check-ins called “Circles.” 

The meetings are highly structured, but the agenda 
responds to participants’ needs that day. In a meeting 

begins by saying, “Hi, my name is Aidan. I feel a little bit 

take my ADHD medication, my brain kind of wanders.”

The faculty member leading the Circle, Coach McNeal, 
asks the group, “Can we get about two or three people 
to make commitments to just check in with Aidan in the 

and support.” In response, members of the group hold up 

Aidan stands in the center of the Circle, and a classmate 
thanks him for his candor: “When you told us about 

The schools’ shared focus on academics and social-emo-
tional learning is a powerful combination, says founder 
Todd Dickson, a former charter school teacher and princi-
pal who leads the network with his twin brother, Daren, an 
adolescent counselor.

“Our theory is that when kids learn how to really be 

recipe for building courage, the super habit for learn-
ing and growth,” he explains. “If you learn to lean into 

-

essential part of growth and learning, you are going to be 
really primed to learn. There is also a core communal piece 
where kids feel comfortable with each other and therefore 
are more willing to take academic risks.”

Valor is sharing its programs and techniques with other 
schools by publishing its materials online and through its 
Compass Camp training program for educators and school 
leaders, which so far has trained 85 school leaders from 11 
states in leading Circles at their own schools.

Building a Sense of Self
-

Institute 
, part of the Educational 

York and New Jersey expand SEL through its Integrating 

Core Project, with Corporation support.

and skills to assess progress, break tasks into manage-

-

important, too.

“We know that to succeed academically, students need to 
feel supported and safe where they are actually doing their 
studying and learning,” says Janet Price, senior director 
of programs at ISA. “The professional and interpersonal 
skills that employers demand can be learned in English, 
social studies, math, and science classrooms, and those 
skills can actually help students do better in those classes. 

One example of how these skills complement one another 
comes courtesy of a school ISA has supported: the 
Integrated Arts and Technology High School in Rochester, 

the school’s English department to train students to recog-
nize and identify assumptions and ideas, including their 

for these beliefs, organizing their writing as a means to 

It’s an exercise that demands not only close reading but 
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students with both academic comprehension and personal 

And through its relationship with ISA, the Rochester 
-

-
rooms and schools.

Such distinct applicability to academic goals may protect 

sorts of traditionally lower-performing schools that ISA 
supports, says President Stephanie Wood-Garnett.

better and already tried a lot of things,” she explains. 
“Teachers may be feeling stressed or like, ‘Here comes 

we explain it as part of the academic core, it’s seen as 

to do.”

Integrating SEL within academic instruction may also 
guard against another reform worry: the appearance of a 
stand-alone program that schools can simply add to their 
menus with the assumption that such skill-building is 

“I’m really concerned it will become one more check 
mark,” says Delisle of the Alliance for Excellent Education. 

“This is about what happens in classrooms.”

Powering Progress
Integration also describes the approach of The Urban 
Assembly, which operates 22 schools in New York City 
and supports SEL programs at a handful of other schools 
in Los Angeles, Houston, and Syracuse, New York. Rather 

is intentionally layered on top of existing resources and 
practices at the schools operated and supported by the UA 
network.

organization’s director of social-emotional learning. “How 
does this concept map into your schools? What is the 

The organization works to adapt SEL to daily life in 
Urban 

Assembly Media High School, for example, leaders 

students to make and successfully defend clear choices and 
analyses in their work. And at Urban Assembly Institute of 
Math and Science for Young Women, a focus on tracking 

-

-
lenging. Urban Assembly Unison School is unique among 
neighboring schools, as it does not screen students by 
academics or attendance. Adams described it as “dedi-

their potential,” and in 2016 leaders recognized the role 

in enhancing outcomes.

for SEL practice per day, including a weekly academic 
-

taught across three days. Lessons can include mastering 
such techniques as belly breathing (to help remain calm 
under pressure) or learning how to maintain strong eye 

like attendance as well as academic performance on 
annual tests, according to Adams.

Learning for Life

the 2017 Ready to Lead report by the 
Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL), 

fewer had implemented such plans: only 25 percent at 

percent of all principals had instituted SEL instruction that 
met CASEL’s standard for high-quality implementation, 

Urban Assembly’s Resilient Scholars work, as with similar 
-
-

mentation strategies to schools with their own goals for 



CARNEGIE REPORTER   |   59

measured twice a year, along with metrics of school perfor-
mance such as attendance, academic performance, and 
school culture indicators. That data can build understand-
ing of the relationship between SEL and other school and 

postsecondary outcomes, as well as 
how well the Urban Assembly imple-
mentation model predicts student 
outcomes.

how to organize a school in ways that 
-

ularly in terms of transferring skills 
from school to the wider community,” 
says Urban Assembly’s Adams. “In 
instructional practice, for example, if 

looks like, follow that with a quick 
debrief at the end of a ‘turn and talk’ 

topic, but about the quality of commu-
nication. And then you can use those 
same communication skills to talk to 
your parents, or to anyone else.”

SEL has major implications for 
educational equity, he points out. His 
program’s ultimate goal for students: 

-
-

tional learning,” Adams continues. 
“But when we are thinking about kids 
who come from high-risk back-
grounds, the explicitness of these 

based on their ability to communicate 

-
sure to these ideas and the opportu-
nity to see them modeled and taught 
by teachers who care about them.”

This broad range of strategies holds 
particular promise. Taken together, 

-

students to not only learn content, but 
also learn how to learn.

“Social-emotional learning is not a discrete package of 

-

course of their life.” 

Building Character A group of sixth graders work on building simple machines in science class 
at the Urban Assembly Unison School in Clinton Hill, Brooklyn. Middle school students can partici-
pate in the Career and Technical Exploration Program (CTEP) in which teens do lots of cool things, 
like grow kale in a hydroponics lab, build websites, and study coding. The school has a hydroponic 
farm that produces 200 pounds of vegetables a month as well as a makerspace with a 3D printer! 
PHOTO: COURTESY URBAN ASSEMBLY UNION SCHOOL




