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About America's Promise

America’s Promise Alliance is the driving force behind a nationwide
movement to improve the lives and futures of America’s children and
youth. Bringing together national nonprofits, businesses, community
and civic leaders, educators, citizens, and young people with a shared
vision, America's Promise sparks collective action to overcome the
barriers that stand in the way of young people’s success. Through these
collective leadership efforts, the Alliance does what no single
organization alone can do: catalyze change on a scale that reaches
millions of young people.

About How Learning Happens

Science confirms what educators, parents, and caregivers have long
known: learning is social, emotional, and cognitive. The most powerful
learning happens when we pay attention to all of these aspects—not
separately, but woven together, just like how our brains work. Through
How Learning Happens, America's Promise Alliance is advancing this
understanding about how learning happens and helping to fuel the
growing movement to educate children as whole people—combining
their social and emotional well-being with academic growth and
success. Our effort builds on the work of many organizations and
coalitions to advance a whole child approach to learning and
development. We do so by developing a shared and inclusive message
about how learning happens, sharing this message with a broader
audience of stakeholders, infusing the lessons from how learning
happens into our signature campaign work, and exploring the
perspectives of young people about how learning happens.




GCOMMUNITIES REPORT ON HOW LEARNING HAPPENS

About this report

The strategies and lessons shared in this brief are the result of learning-based collaboration
between leaders in the five featured communities and at America's Promise Alliance.
Rachel Murphy and Mark Toner conducted extensive interviews and documented the
experiences of each community over the course of the partnership. Rachel and Monika
Kincheloe created a set of learning questions, creating the foundation for what we sought to
learn from these five communities. What we created here is a result of qualitative analysis
from hundreds of hours of planning, learning, and convening, in addition to narrative
submissions and interviews. Rachel and Liz Glaser conducted significant analysis to identify
themes and lessons from across the five communities. Monika distilled that analysis into the
strategies and lessons highlighted in this report.
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country that wanted to extend and deepen their efforts to support young people's social,

emotional, and cognitive (SEC) development. Each community planned cross-sector
convenings to inspire action in pursuing more comprehensive and collaborative approaches to
learning. Their efforts were unexpectedly and indelibly shaped by the challenges of the past year—

including the global pandemic and national reckoning with racism. What follows are the stories
and lessons learned from these communities.

THROUGHOUT 2020, AMERICA'S PROMISE ALLIANCE worked with five communities across the

Young people are going through drastic changes in what school looks like,
drastic changes in their whole lives and family lives, drastic changes in
their community. There is an opportunity for young people to reflect and
act fully on all the things that are happening to them. It's an opportunity
for adults to recognize the tremendous opportunities for growth and give

young people credit for growing and transforming.

It would be a shame for us to come out of this time, and come back to in-
person life, give young people academic assessments and say, 'Hey, you
didn't learn very much this last year.' | know every young person, whether
they were in exceptional circumstances or adverse circumstances, have
learned a tremendous amount across a broader set of skills and
competencies hecause they've heen challenged and tested.

-Rachel Ford, Nashville After Zone Alliance
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INTRODUGTION

How do young people learn?
It's a beguilingly simple question with profound implications.

A growing practice and research base confirms what educators, parents and caregivers, and
young people have intuitively understood: children learn best when they are treated as whole
people and when all aspects of their growth and development are prioritized.

Learning, from this perspective, is not simply the result of taking core academic content classes,
engaging with a particular pedagogy, or acquiring specific knowledge and skills. Rather, learning
is a social endeavor requiring human connection; an emotional enterprise in which feeling safe
and respected enhances the ability to learn; and a contextual pursuit whereby racial, cultural, and
individual identities play a central role in development. In short, learning is a social, emotional,
and cognitive process that happens in different places and spaces and is influenced by young
people's full lived experiences.

Despite this knowledge, various youth-supporting systems—including the nation's education
system—are too often not organized and resourced in ways that reflect and promote integrated
and comprehensive approaches to learning. The reasons for this are myriad, from an overreliance
on test-based accountability in determining school and district performance to siloed approaches
to funding the many systems that support young people and their families. The result is that
holistic, coordinated, community-driven approaches to learning and development are the
exception rather than the norm. In fact, a national survey of high school students revealed that
more than half do not experience the supportive conditions (relationships, belonging, agency, and
meaningful learning) that are necessary components of multi-dimensional approaches to learning.

Against this backdrop, the National Commission on Social, Emotional, and Academic Development
worked to coalesce the evidence base around how learning happens, the applied knowledge and
expertise of educators, and the insights and experiences of young people and their families into a
growing movement for a whole child approach to learning and development. Its 2019 Natjon at
Hope report put forth recommendations in research, practice, and policy to help catalyze these
approaches in communities across the country.

In the following months, America's Promise Alliance worked with five diverse communities to apply
the Commission's recommendations to their unigue settings and contexts (see Figure 1).

These five communities were already prioritizing comprehensive approaches to young people's
learning and development and were ready to expand their efforts through intentional cross-sector
collaboration. With the support of $30,000 mini-grants and an ongoing professional learning
community coordinated by America's Promise, the communities planned catalytic convenings that
were designed to: 1) share knowledge about how learning happens, 2) inspire action and
connection across the community, and 3) identify specific opportunities on which the community
was poised to act.



https://www.americaspromise.org/resource/what-drives-learning-young-peoples-perspectives-importance-relationships-belonging-agency
https://nationathope.org/
https://nationathope.org/
https://nationathope.org/

The onset of the COVID-19 pandemic and its inequitable impact on student learning and wellbeing, combined
with highly publicized incidents of police shootings of unarmed Black people across the country and the
subsequent public reckoning with racial injustice, deeply influenced the community organizations' efforts.
The community conveners' initial visions and timelines were upended, and their emphasis shifted from
advocating for whole child approaches to filling real-time needs and gaps related to whole-child learning
that these crises were revealing in their communities.

Each community's convening shifted to a virtual format that was often smaller in scale and narrower in
focus than originally conceptualized. Even so, as a group, the community organizations' efforts were fueled
by a reawakened appreciation for holistic and coordinated approaches to learning and development.
Participants and stakeholders were more squarely focused on the themes of anti-racism and belonging and
more intentionally centered on the perspectives of young people. (More detail about the purpose and
outcomes of each community convening and their background information can be found in the Appendix
starting on p. 26).

This brief explores how these community organizations fulfilled their roles as connectors and conveners in
the face of daunting physical, social, economic, and equity challenges during a tumultuous year. The first
section shares key strategies the organizations used and the roles they played in advancing a community-
wide vision of whole child learning and development. The brief then shares crucial lessons learned on what
it took to turn those visions into reality for—and with—young people. Our hope is that communities across
the country, and the philanthropic, collective impact, and other networks and organizations that support
them, can draw from these experiences, stories, and lessons to advance their own efforts to holistically
support young people going forward.

FIGURE 1. THE 5 COMMUNITIES
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APPLIGATION OVERVIEW

How prepared are communities to address social, emotional, and cognitive (SEC) development?

In summer 2019, America's Promise released a request for proposals for community conveners. The
ideal host convener was described as an organization that was already working to address young
people's comprehensive development and was poised to extend those efforts. Importantly, the
organization had to be trusted in the community to represent and honor its young people and have
the capacity to effectively gather a cross-sector planning team and convening participants.

America's Promise received more than 150 applications from communities in 37 states. However,
the readiness levels differed, with only 35 applications considered having a high readiness level.

While many communities were able to articulate the importance of social, emotional, and cognitive
development for young people, some were unable to draw explicit connections between the needs of
their young people and SEC development. This signals strong interest but reflects a need for greater
education about SEC development and implementation.




STRATEGIES FOR ADVANGING A
WHOLE GHILD VISION

Young people thrive when a variety of adults across their lives have a shared understanding of youth
development. The five communities focused on fostering a common vision across a wide range of
stakeholders—educators and other youth-serving adults as well as parents and members of community
organizations. In Nashville, for example, the Nashville After Zone Alliance (NAZA) worked with 20-plus
youth-serving organizations, Metro Nashville Public Schools, the mayor's office, and more than 200
individual stakeholders to create a common vision for youth development and collective action. Doing so
helped "create a level playing field for us to move forward," said the Education Program Officer at the Dan
and Margaret Maddox Fund and NAZA program evaluator Joseph Gutierrez. To build and sustain shared
visions, participating communities pursued a range of strategies.




BUILDING ALIGNMENT

Community leaders identified areas that needed to be aligned to advance a shared vision of integrated
social, emotional, and cognitive development, including terminology and language, strategies for
implementation, equity concepts which extended to commitments to anti-racist practices and program
quality processes.

From early on, community leaders fostered alignment within learning environments (e.g., among staff
providing out-of-school-time programming) and across learning environments (e.g., among teachers and
parents). And although senior leaders in each community had made public commitments to whole child
approaches, particularly as the pandemic wore on, achieving alignment within the ranks of youth-
supporting adults required careful planning and regular listening and responding. To move beyond the
approval of the superintendent to the applied space of classrooms, community organizations provided
trainings, common standards, and expert dialogue to reinforce aligned strategies and supports. For
example, to operationalize shared principles of youth development, Spartanburg out-of-school-time (OST)
groups and district educators received common professional development through joint convenings held
throughout the year, and the Spartanburg Academic Movement (SAM) developed common standards and
assessments to help districts identify aligned OST providers.

Even so, it was challenging to adopt aligned practices in a year with many competing priorities. "The
district has done deep work to think through a vision for transformative social emotional learning," leaders
of the Rennie Center and Transforming Education reflected on their work with Boston Public Schools.
"We've gotten some really good traction with district staff, but the challenge is really having it trickle down
to particularly the school level. Obviously, they're attentive to issues around the whole child and whole
child supports, but how do we make sure more specific messages are really getting through when there
are so many other things on their minds?"

Aligning stakeholders on definitions of race, racism, and equity were crucial foundations to acting on
inequities within each community. For many conveners, the first step was having community leaders
recognize that a required aspect of social and emotional learning practice is to understand the differences
and inequities across young people's lives. In Boston, the Rennie Center and Transforming Education
emphasized that "we recognize that students learn everywhere—including after school programs, libraries,
community centers, and health centers—and it is critical that the entire community approaches social
emotional learning (SEL) through a racial equity lens."

An explicit racial equity lens opens up discussion about teaching strategies and instructional materials. In
San Francisco, for example, Parents for Public Schools — San Francisco (PPS-SF) worked closely with the
district to define equity, which was then incorporated into professional development for the district's
educators. The district created "launch units" that were developed for every grade level, providing teachers
with detailed lesson plans for the start of the year. These units prioritized rebuilding community and
honoring student identity and experience. They also integrated aspects of restorative practices and
"radical healing," which was well received by families. Those launch units served as a foundation for racial
equity conversations with young people.

GAINING GLARITY ON LANGUAGE AND TRANSLATION INTO PRACTICE

Misconceptions can flourish when adults across the youth-supporting field lack a common knowledge base
to support the transition to learning environments that integrate social, emotional, and cognitive skills.
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Community convenings provided an opportunity for groups of adults to receive the same messages and
descriptions of how the community wanted to be able to serve youth. This approach increased clarity
among adults on what various terms meant for their job roles and how to appropriately translate concepts
into practice.

Some of the messages that adults had heard prior to these convenings became widespread
misconceptions that conveners needed to address. For example, the words schools and districts used to
communicate about social, emotional, and cognitive development to parents and families were at times
inaccessible and too broad to have meaning, which prevented broader audiences from connecting with the
concepts. This led to misperceptions about SEL that were reinforced by the continued use of language by
community leaders and practitioners that did not have widely agreed upon meaning. If adults could not
understand what terms they needed to use, they were not confident they could implement the right
practices. "We are concerned that the conversation around SEL gets filled with jargon and only those in
the education sector can meaningfully participate," staff at the Rennie Center noted. "We would love to....
[focus] on removing jargon from the conversation so that community members can actively contribute to
this discussion."

In other communities, skills like empathy, problem-solving, and perseverance were specifically identified
as characteristics of a graduate from that community, but youth-supporting adults were unclear whether
these skills were supposed to be taught in school or afterschool programs or if they were the responsibility
of parents and families. Many of the convenings took the opportunity to remind communities that
everybody has a role to play in developing social, emotional, and cognitive skills—and that these skills are
fundamental parts of learning, and thus have a place in classroom instruction. In conversations with
employers about the importance of these skills, NAZA Strategic Initiatives Director Marielle Cummings
said, "We have to move away from people thinking it's soft skills. These are essential functioning skills that
people need for life—and employment, of course."

A misunderstanding that every convener identified and addressed was the conflation of social and
emotional learning, mental health, and trauma-informed practice. While related, these concepts are
distinct and serve different needs among youth and require different interventions from adults working
towards different ends. When practitioners viewed these concepts as the same or interchangeable, their
understanding of social and emotional learning as a condition for learning was at risk of being incorrectly
applied. In Rochester, a participant noted, "There's a lot of focus on of mental health, and they're taking
SEL and equating it with mental health supports, which can sometimes distract from the message we're
trying to bring. | certainly don't want to come across as saying that mental health needs aren't important.
It's more, how we create the right foundation?" Put another way, what an educator does to foster social and
emotional development in the classroom or in an after-school program is not the same as referring a
young person for behavioral health services. Convenings offered an opportunity to clarify that all young
people benefit from learning in socially and emotionally supportive environments and that those with
specific mental health needs will need more specific supports like counseling.

REDUGING HARM TO YOUTH ACROSS YOUNG PEOPLE’S LIVES

Against the backdrop of highly publicized police shootings of unarmed Black people, convening
organizations were compelled to articulate explicitly how race, racism, identity, and belonging show up in
whole child approaches. Elizabeth Devaney from the Children's Institute and Savannah Ray from the
Spartanburg Academic Movement both identified changes in their community priorities throughout a
summer of protest. "What we saw was an opportunity to start focusing on equity and inclusion and
transforming our practices because it was the center of the conversation," Ray said. "[W]e noticed there
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was some resistance to some of these concepts in what we'll call before the George Floyd-era protests.
That was a big turning point... after that summer [of 2020], it became a lot more obvious that [equity]
needed to be a primary focus, which could lead to some transformation across the communities."

Adults and youth in every community shared examples of ways in which current systems harm youth of
color, a prerequisite discussion to repair harm and develop more equitable approaches. Conveners
understood that intentional efforts at the individual and systems levels were needed to build capacity and
improve conditions for marginalized populations and adult staff of color.

Conveners identified culturally competent social and emotional practices as one way to address racism.
This included taking the time to understand historical examples of white supremacy in schools and
communities and their implications in modern learning environments in order to help youth-serving adults
develop more equitable approaches and work to repair harm. As one youth said in Spartanburg, "l think
that promoting equity and inclusion really starts with knowing that we don't all know the truth, and that we
must learn the truth."

Conveners also provided opportunities for youth to speak about their shared experiences. Young people in
Rochester, for example, raised questions about their teachers' identities and how lived experiences can
impact the ability to form cross-racial relationships. Leaders at Rochester's Children's Institute

shared that they would take what they learned from young people to ensure that their services and
resources center equity as to not perpetuate harm: "We are now revising all our trainings to bring an
equity and anti-racist perspective and are looking for opportunities to use what we learned from young
people during our convening in our trainings and consultation work," one said.

In San Francisco, PPS-SF pointed to greater numbers of parents and caregivers attending school board
meetings to support proposals addressing racial injustice, including resolutions to reduce police
presence in schools and adopt a K-12 Black studies curriculum. The San Francisco Unified School District
(SFUSD) also required professional development on anti-racism for all educators and provided lesson
plans on rebuilding community, honoring student identity and experience, and integrating aspects of
restorative practices and "radical healing."

In Boston, focusing on the social and emotional skills of classroom teachers through an equity lens
allowed community leaders to explicitly connect wellbeing to adults' ability to foster young people's
holistic development. Working with national partner the Collaborative for Academic, Social, and
Emotional Learning (CASEL), Bloodine Barthelus provided participants with an overview of transformative
SEL, calling it "a different way to approach social and emotional learning [that] requires that we look at
ourselves as adults. What is the identity that we bring into the space, and how has that impacted the
environment we are in? What is the power that we need to let go of so that students and families have
power that they have always been entitled to, but have never been given?" (See Figure 2.)

In supporting the transition to transformative SEL, The Rennie Center acknowledged the harmful impact of
practices historically associated with SEL, including disciplinary practices that exclude youth of color
from the classroom, causing adverse emotional and social associations with school; curricula that do not
include the stories of communities of color, leaving youth to wonder if they belong and what their people
have contributed; and adult-to-youth microaggressions that have gone unchallenged. "If SEL skills do not
begin with educator self-awareness, it can result in putting a Eurocentric norm on students of color...We
are grappling with the things that have historically been harmful that have been tied to SEL," staff said.
Another area of change involves shifting from deficit-based to asset-based perspectives of youth and
communities. Barthelus discussed why a shift in mindset to an asset frame helps practitioners implement
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FIGURE 2. IN BOSTON, SHIFTING
THE LENS ON SEL

Social and emotional learning (SEL) is nothing
new for Boston Public Schools (BPS). Persistent
disparities among students, however, made it
essential to create a shared—and more
expansive—vision of SEL, says Annelise Eaton,
research director for the Rennie Center for
Education Research and Policy.

e An explicit focus on addressing inequities.

Along with helping youth and adults develop
essential life skills and competencies, the
transformative SEL practices embraced by the
district ensure that “young people and adults are
now becoming co-learners and co-designers of the
types of learning experiences they should have to
thrive,” says Bloodine Barthelus, director of
practice innovations at the Collaborative for
Academic, Social and Emotional Learning
(CASEL), who served as BPS senior district
advisor. Among the strategies for doing so:

Boston’s vision of transformative SEL

includes addressing the inequitable contexts in which learning happens and
identifying ways to shift them to ensure better outcomes for all youth. "We are
interrogating the systems that have perpetuated inequities,” Barthelus says. That

work began by focusing “on the student experience and the changes we wanted to
see for students in the classroom,” Eaton says.

e Differentiating training and support across grade levels. BPS and its How
Learning Happens partners are taking what Eaton calls a “big tent approach”
to support, including online webinars, a transformative SEL toolkit, and
planned training to prepare district SEL coaches to help educators put the

model into practice in schools.

e Recognizing the importance of changing adult mindsets to improve equity-

centered practices. While all SEL training requires educators to draw from their
own social and emotional competencies, BPS’ explicit focus on identifying the
root causes of inequitable learning contexts also forces the difficult, often
painful examination of internal biases. “As we progressed, we realized shifting
towards transformative SEL required some really deep personal work on the part
of educators,” Eaton says. To address this challenge, a partnership with BPS and
CASEL will create a network of 15 to 20 Boston schools that will do a “deep
dive” on transformative SEL and develop practices, including those that support
adult SEL, that other schools in the district can learn from. “If you focus too

much on the specific moves for the classroom, you can miss the deep adult work
that needs to happen,” Eaton says.
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transformative SEL: "When we talk about transformative SEL... we're seeking to create a new
context that no longer predefines how our students should act, how our students should regulate
themselves, or how our students should show up so that we are able to teach in the way that's
comfortable to us. Through transformative SEL, we are creating a space where we recognize that
students are individuals in and of themselves, and they come with aspects, attributes, assets, and
identities that can only make our context richer."

14



LESSONS FROM GOMMUNITY
EFFORTS TO ADVANGE A WHOLE
GHILD VISION

Against the backdrop of the challenges of the pandemic and the nationwide calls for racial justice,
participating communities worked to confront longstanding issues of equity, the need for authentic
youth voice and leadership, and the social and emotional challenges faced by youth-serving adults as
well as the young people they serve. Creating the venues and conversations needed to do so was often
challenging and uncomfortable but resulted in a shared sense of urgency and momentum that helped
push communities forward. Participating communities highlighted three lessons learned over the
course of these efforts during the past year.
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LESSON 1. EQUITY MUST BE AN EXPLIGIT DESIRED OUTGOME OF ALL
EFFORTS TO FOSTER SOGIAL, EMOTIONAL, AND GOGNITIVE DEVELOPMENT

Across the five communities, young people consistently raised up issues of racism and challenged the
adults in their lives to increase opportunities to interrogate the country's history of racism and how it
affects their lives today.

In his call to action at the end of one convening, Simeon Banister from the Rochester Area Community
Foundation reflected how the "stress exacerbated by the current moment—taking into account the gross
racial injustice laid bare through the brutal murders of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, Ahmaud Arbery, so
many more unnamed and unfilmed, and of course our own Daniel Prude right here in Rochester, along with
the worst pandemic in our lifetime, depletes students and teachers and disrupts the process of learning."
The confluence of heightened national awareness about the pernicious impact of racism, the opportunity to
convene on young people's social and emotional wellbeing, and community-wide discussion of school
reopening during the pandemic resulted in adults being generally more open to listening to and learning
from young people.

Boston Public Schools Assistant Superintendent Jill Carter framed the challenge of an "equitable
instructional recovery" in sobering and honest terms. "The return to school [in Fall 2020] will be unlike any
other in our educational history and emotionally charged, as evidenced by our socio-political climate," she
said during a convening held by the Rennie Center and Transforming Education. "This moment calls on the
adult members of our community to deepen their social emotional competencies to intentionally listen and
respond to colleagues, leaders, and students to create equitable learning environments that will foster the
opportunity for the school community to be vulnerable, heal together, and trust one another. Students and
staff must feel safe and healthy before they feel cared for and engaged and have a sense of belonging
before they will be ready to learn or teach."

Communities identified the following strategies:

Reducing inequities by inviting and acting upon a diversity of perspectives. Examining and shifting the
practices within youth-supporting systems that perpetuate inequities is a key element in how communities
are reframing social and emotional learning. Throughout the pandemic, youth, caregivers, and other youth-
supporting adults experienced collective trauma. But they also recognized that while everyone was
experiencing disruption to their normal routine, many youth and families were experiencing economic
insecurity and reduced access to typical supports. This widespread understanding caused nearly every
community to emphasize trauma-informed practices as community organizations worked in tandem with
local school districts to prioritize supports.

Early in the pandemic, "PPS-SF worked hard to help the district with messaging and support to the
community. We jumped quickly to building and sharing resources. [We] work with a lot of disconnected
families, so we're trying to be more like case managers and fill in the gap that the government can't yet fill,"
said Miranda Martin, PPS-SF's director of policy. This all-hands-on-deck approach that included an expanded
array of services may be difficult to end as communities shift into post-pandemic learning recovery,
particularly for youth and adults for whom COVID brought death and grieving, shifts in family finances, and
loss of emotional supports.

Partnerships in Boston and San Francisco reaffirmed the role of social and emotional learning in equitable
school reopening plans. San Francisco Unified School District Superintendent Vincent Matthews stressed
the importance of ongoing partnerships in the district's efforts to support students. "We know students are
struggling right now, but we also know that integrating SEL into the life of a school and fostering those
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supportive caring relationships within the school community can help to counter the impact of the
pandemic on lifelong success and learning," he said.

When training OST staff, Kiylise Lowe from The Forum for Youth Investment highlighted this point, stating
that "an explicit transparent equity lens is necessary to ensure that an SEL program serves to rectify and
not recreate social inequities. It's about not just overcoming the odds but changing the conditions that set
the odds. We need to be explicit about the impact of structural oppression, such as racism, sexism, and
other -isms. We also need to take action to change how those structures and systems operate in our
spheres of influence."

7o sustain progress on equity, center youth and their families. When districts or community organizations
try to implement approaches with equity as the desired outcome, they must recognize that authentically
engaging with youth and families is an essential—and challenging—component of these efforts. Convening
organizations responded with "adults passing the mic to youth and really wanting to listen to them," says
Meghan Smith, SAM's director of college and career readiness. Rachel Ford, NAZA project coordinator,
agreed. "We throw around equity as a buzzword without always defining it," she says. "Having our young
people draw those connections is really helpful."

A recurring part of the disconnect is that many communities of color do not have positive perceptions of
the agencies or organizations that say they support their youth. While many youth-supporting organizations
have long recognized the importance of the racial, cultural, and individual identities of each young person,
there is also a growing awareness that social and emotional learning programming must be considered
through a lens of empowering youth, particularly given SEL's history as part of behavioral management
programs that regulate youth behavior. Practitioners integrating social and emotional skills into the
learning experience must actively avoid reflecting historic power dynamics between adults and young
people that result in young people disengaging from learning.

In Rochester, the Whole Child Connection at Children's Institute reframed its fall virtual convening to
center youth voice and the importance of relationships. The convening spoke to the necessity of self-care;
the unacknowledged burdens Black and brown educators carry; the importance of humility, openness, and
curiosity when building relationships, especially across cultures; and the mutual benefits of authentic
relationships. But as Zipporah, a student leader from a local suburban district participating in a Cl
convening, explained, it also means more than metrics. "The environment of a classroom is so different
when you have a teacher who culturally [recognizes] what makes you, you" she said.

Improving relationships will be challenging and worth the investment. As Jayven, a Rochester city school
student, put it, "l want teachers to understand that it's okay for a student to call you out on something as
long as it is in a respectful way. Because if a student doesn't call you out, you're never going to know what
mistake you made and how to fix that."

Equitable implementation requires time and relationship building. While convening leaders and
participants appreciated that community-driven responses to racial inequities may lead to better outcomes
for youth, they took different approaches to drawing connections between social and emotional learning
and racial equity. Though district leaders and practitioners in school and out-of-school settings at times
look for "quick fixes" and straightforward strategies amidst competing priorities, community members and
leaders reinforced the idea that this kind of work takes time and relationship building — and that the
environment must support a culture of taking time to form impactful relationships.

"SEC skills integration is not quick and does not have a clear set of instructions," leaders at Rochester's
Children's Institute reflected. "This can be frustrating and make it difficult to push past conversation to
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action. The opportunity that comes of that challenge is to push educators past their discomfort, to engage
in authentic conversations with young people about what they need, and to think about ways to infuse, in
our case relationship building, across everything they do. The opportunity is also in understanding it will be
a process and the more they engage with their own discomfort and the more they listen to and work to
respond to their students, the more they will see the benefits and the more comfortable they will become
with trying new strategies and practices and sharing power in their classrooms." As these communities
learned, modeling social and emotional skills like understanding others' perspectives, empathy, and
navigating social situations—the building blocks of adult-youth relationships—was also key to increasing
adult capacity to address issues of race and racism in their classrooms and program settings.

LESSON 2. SHIFTING ADULT PRACGTICE REQUIRES TIME AND SPAGE
FOR ADULT SELF-GARE

To develop their own capacity to model and teach social and emotional skills in an integrated way, adults
need supports, like time, protocols, and a safe workplace culture. However, focusing on the mindsets and
behaviors of adults was not a natural starting place in most communities; rather, emphasis had historically
been placed on what adults should be doing with young people. The pandemic forced a different approach,
as many adults expressed feelings of being overwhelmed and requested more emphasis be placed on their
own social and emotional needs and development.

During the early months of the pandemic, community leaders explicitly stated that youth-serving adults are
"humans first," which necessarily means that adult caregivers and practitioners should have opportunities
to cultivate their own social and emotional needs. Community leaders worked quickly to create safe spaces
where stakeholders were encouraged to be vulnerable, personal, and ask for help. NAZA describes this
thinking in its strategic plan, stating "youth development professionals create space for youth to share
their experiences, reflect on their identities, and process social events, and it is critical that youth
development professionals have that same opportunity."

Communities identified the following strategies:

Provide opportunities for youth-serving adults to attend to their own social and emotional needs. At times,
creating a safe space where adults could share what is challenging them at home and work was the sole
purpose of convenings in participating communities. "There seemed to be a real desire just to have spaces
for people to have kind of therapy sessions with each other on what they were experiencing," says PPS-SF's
Martin. "So, | think not just focusing on what we need to do this work or the policies, but to also have
spaces to process is really important." These supports appeared in the form of formalized check-in calls
and restructured meeting norms, and PPS-SF staff provided opportunities for feedback with partners,
families, and caregivers centered on authentic listening, social connection, and support.

At the start of most meetings, convenors took the time to ask participants to rate how they were feeling,
name areas in which they felt overwhelmed, or provide specific examples of how they were practicing self-
care. Calling this shift "Maslow before Bloom," Rennie Center and Transforming Education staff stressed
the importance of focusing "on the needs of adults, which directly impact student experiences.
Recognizing the trauma that adults had experienced...we kept educator self-care at the forefront of our
convening approach," as did community organizations in other communities (See Figure 3).
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FIGURE 3. IN ROGHESTER, SUPPORTING THOSE WHO
SUPPORT YOUTH

In response to the coronavirus pandemic, the Rochester-based Children’s Institute found new ways to
support those supporting young people.

"People needed a way to process, and the most useful thing we could offer is to support their own well-
being,” says Elizabeth Devaney, director of the Whole Child Connection at Children’s Institute.

Initially offered three times a week over Zoom, the Connection’s free Community Check-in Conversation
Series featured small-group conversations that initially focused on the impact of the pandemic and the toll it
has taken on those who work with children. Even at the onset of the pandemic, however, participants were
exploring ways to repair relationships with their students, re-establish norms, and support students in new
settings, says project coordinator Sierra Fisher.

The conversations represented a rapidly evolving model of support for providers during the pandemic that
could scale to provide ongoing supports to reach more youth-serving adults across entire communities.
Among their key components:

¢ Creating space for adults. Participants said they appreciate the ability to check in with one another to see
how the pandemic is impacting others who serve young people. They’ve also appreciated the ability to focus
on themselves. One participant, says Fisher, said that before the conversation she felt as though she
"needed permission to self-reflect.”

* Modeling SEL practices. To support SEL, activities are intentionally designed in ways that adults who work
with children and youth could potentially use them in their own settings. For example, one closing reflection
asked participants to reflect on the last physical object they touched that gave them joy, an activity which
could be modified for multiple settings for youth or adults.

¢ Balancing flexibility and structure. Facilitators were “willing to really let what the community was dealing
with in the moment lead the conversations,” says Andrea Bertucci, training manager. While the
conversations were deliberately open-ended, Connection facilitators followed a consistent format, including
opening and closing activities such as videos or guided questions that reinforce social and emotional
learning practices.

¢ Recognition of the demands on youth-serving adults. The word “overwhelmed” comes up frequently in
conversations with partners, and the Connection’s staff sought to strike the right balance of support and
connection without the sessions becoming an imposition. “We're still trying to tease out how to make this a
ritual or routine without tying people to another commitment,” says Fisher.
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In Spartanburg, SAM leveraged feedback from a Young Women of Color listening tour to identify cultural
competence and implicit bias training as needs among out-of-school time providers. "We realized we
needed to go deeper into supporting providers," says Smith. While SAM provided training on adverse
childhood experiences (ACEs) and how to address them, its convenings uncovered a need for concrete
strategies for adults to use to build resiliency. "One change that we determined was necessary in order to
create an integrated learning environment was the importance of adult SEL," SAM leaders reflected. "We
believe that there was a shift in our community's thinking from seeing the adult and student as separate
people in one environment to seeing the two as intricately connected. The adults, through their own SEL
development, both model and teach SEL skills to the youth."

Challenge adults to reflect more deeply on their own competencies and biases. Providing a safe space to
process and amplify the role of self-care were important steps in the early days of the pandemic, but
community leaders soon pushed for deeper engagement on adults' social and emotional competencies.
They called attention to the harm their burnout has on young people and sought to create structures for
support to improve capacity. Against the backdrop of the pandemic and increased accountability around
racial justice, adults also needed to tackle the complicated challenge of re-examining biases and building
up their knowledge base both individually and in community with colleagues.

Across convenings, both young people and adults highlighted that even when it is not explicitly stated, the
emotions and biases of youth-serving adults have a direct effect on the young people that they serve.
Leaders in Boston shared how educators need time and space to begin to understand their biases as well
as tools to persist when the work becomes difficult. "We recognize that this work requires each of us to
face unpleasant realizations about our thoughts, beliefs, and actions. In order to persist in the work to de-
bias, we must not turn away when the work becomes difficult. As a result, we believe that it is critical that
schools couple a focus on 'starting with the self' with educator self-care," Boston leaders reflected.

Foster an ongoing culture of self-care as an essential component of addressing youth needs. Many
stakeholders initially expressed guilt or discomfort about asking youth-supporting professionals to focus on
their own needs instead of youth. However, communities ultimately reinforced the importance of making
space for adult care, particularly given the continuing challenges sparked by the pandemic. Speaking with
educators in Boston, CASEL's Barthelus stressed that “caring for yourself is not a selfish act. It's actually a
way of caring for others and also normalizes asking for help."

Once adults' social and emotional growth is considered central to implementation, a culture of self-care
becomes the gateway to self-inquiry and self-actualization. Speaking to Boston teachers, Barthelus
described the distinction that "[S]elf-care isn't just the massage and the teachers' lounge once we're back
in school... It's not giving yourself an opportunity to sit back and sip tea. Self-care is radical, and
sometimes it's just the act of becoming aware of what your emotions are in the moment and recognizing
what you need to actually meet the need of what those emotions are telling you that's also an act of self-
care."

Parents and caregivers are equally in need of professional and personal supports. A related learning from
this group of communities is that if learning happens everywhere, then adults in every setting need
supports, including parents and caregivers at home. The pandemic brought into stark relief how parents
and caregivers fill gaps during times of crisis, as they did by supporting at-home learning on top of all the
other vital roles they continued playing in the lives of their children. Though pandemic-era learning was
difficult, many parents saw in a new light the importance of supporting their children's social and
emotional growth and sought out opportunities to find ways to do so. PPS-SF, for example, addressed the
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