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Last December, Governor Inslee released new guidance regarding school reopening’s. With this announcement, districts across Washington have accelerated planning for youth to return to schools. There are a lot of questions educators are considering: “What will that transition look like from online learning to small group, masked, physically-distanced learning in the classrooms?” “How can we handle the impact of school closures, isolation, stress and trauma on students and staff alike?” “What supports can be put into place to ensure that students and staff feel safe, build trusting relationships and feel a sense of belonging?”
It is encouraging to see the heightened recognition of the importance of Social Emotional Learning (SEL) in the last ten months. SEL is the process through which people build awareness and skills in managing emotions, setting goals, establishing relationships, and making responsible decisions that support success in school, work, and life. There are many benefits of incorporating SEL into the educational environment. For students, learning social and emotional skills improves emotional regulation behaviors, creates a sense of belonging, promotes responsible decision-making, improves positive feelings about oneself, peers, and school, and boosts academic performance.
Providing SEL in the framework of a Multi-Tiered System of Supports (MTSS) is a best practice. Educators should plan how they will intentionally teach and embed SEL lessons into the classroom as a tier 1 universal support for all students. Through the MTSS teaming process, data-driven decision making, family and community engagement, and use of evidence-based practices, students can receive intensified supports for SEL at all tiers. By doing this, educators help build the protective factors that benefit students as they face current and future challenges. The Collaborative for Academic and Social Emotional Learning (CASEL) states that “SEL offers a critical foundation for supporting students and adults in the midst of great uncertainty and stress, and a long-term path for sustaining thriving communities.” 
CASEL’s Reunite, Renew, and Thrive: Social and Emotional Learning Roadmap for Reopening School identifies, explains, and offers these strategies to keep social and emotional attributes at the heart of reopening schools:
1. Take time to cultivate and deepen relationships, build partnerships, and plan for SEL.
2. Design opportunities where adults can connect, heal, and build their capacity to support students.
3. Create safe, supportive, and equitable learning environments that promote all students’ social and emotional development.
4. Use data as an opportunity to share power, deepen relationships, and continuously improve support for students, families, and staff.
Another important concern that should be considered is how to ensure educational staff are provided support. Much of the challenge of supporting students falls on the shoulders of educators, but, as The Robert Wood Johnson Foundation reports, research has shown that teachers who do not have support or coping strategies for stress have students who also report higher stress levels, are less engaged, and have poorer academic outcomes. In other words, educators who are stressed, anxious, or otherwise emotionally compromised will be challenged to effectively support their students.
CASEL recommends that schools develop and administer family, educator, and student surveys, interviews, and focus groups to capture the full scope of the school community’s experiences with school closures, distance learning, and previous SEL efforts. Asking questions about individual needs that will impact the ability to engage in school (e.g., loss of a loved one, housing or employment instability), are critical. For our educational staff to provide student support, CASEL says they must feel “connected, supported, valued and capable of taking on the challenges ahead.”
CASEL provides steps and strategies in the reopening roadmap to combat this challenge. The no-cost Washington SEL Module also offers an entire segment dedicated to trauma-informed SEL. This resource also delves into aspects of compassion fatigue and the importance of ensuring educational staff have a structure of support, now and as schools reopen.
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