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Tips and 
Resources
for Talking about 
Social Emotional 
Learning (SEL)

To have honest 
conversations around 
what Social Emotional 
Learning (SEL) is and 
is not, school leaders, 
students, caregivers, and 
teachers will need to work 
together to value SEL. 

MDE defines SEL as the five skills that help 
students build relationships, know themselves, 
understand others, manage their feelings, and 
make good decisions. For students to achieve 
these benefits, they need both clear instruction 
and daily opportunities for practice. 

While some may challenge the terms “Social 
Emotional Learning” or “SEL,” or find them 
confusing, according to a Fordham Institute 
survey, most caregivers support teaching 
these skills in schools. Surveys show families 

and schools value efforts that help children 
recognize emotions, believe in themselves, set 
goals, and empathize with others. 

Consider the messenger as much as the 
message. When you share perspectives and 
listen to learn, you are more likely to find 
common ground. Caring, openness, and 
attention strengthen commitments to the 
benefit of social emotional learning.

Remember, it is not about our differences, it is 
about children and their ability to be successful 
in life.

Here are some tips to consider when having 
conversations related to SEL. Approach these 
conversations with a sense of curiosity and 
respect. 

Children 
thrive 
when the 
adults work 
together.
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1.	Build a School-Family-Community 
Partnership

Language to use

•	 Use language that can be understood by 
everyone.

•	 Do not use jargon or acronyms 
(Educational acronyms such as ESSA, 
the Elementary and Secondary Schools 
Act, and WSCC, Whole School, Whole 
Community, Whole Child, may be 
unfamiliar abbreviations outside of 
educational circles. While important, 
phrases such as ‘time on task’ or ’least 
restrictive environment’ need plain 
language.)

•	 Talk about how SEL:

1.	 builds skills that have students ready to 
start their careers

2.	strengthens life skills and personal 
growth

3.	 leads to improved empathy, stress 
management, self-confidence, problem 
solving, teamwork, and goal setting

Questions to ask

Ask questions that open the door for 
discussion and learning around SEL such as: 

•	 What are the skills or traits that help 
children be successful in school, at home, 
and adulthood?

•	 What skills and traits does your family 
value? 

•	 What is your greatest hope for your child?

•	 What is your understanding of social 
emotional learning?

•	 What do you know about SEL programs in 
your school?

Find common ground

Involve families and community partners in 
the SEL planning or offer a preview of the 
SEL curriculum you use.

•	 Ask thoughtful questions to find where you 
can connect on a shared vision.

•	 Go back to the question, “What is your 
greatest hope for your child?”

•	 Find alignment in what families and 
schools want for youth development

•	 Open dialogue to explore fears, worries, 
and hopes for learners.

•	 Survey/ask caregivers about the skills 
they would like strengthened in school 
and at home so their child can: 

1.	 Manage strong feelings

2.	Work through a tough problem

3.	Reach out to caring/trusting adults 
when they need help
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2.	Focus on the “Moveable Middle”

•	 Identify caregivers and those who want 
to learn more about what is being done in 
schools around SEL.

•	 Offer opportunities to share how SEL 
is being supported in schools. Help the 
community see these skills in action 
through videos, student work, and service 
projects. 

•	 Discuss how SEL enhances, rather than 
distracts from, academic learning. 

•	 When SEL is challenged, determine to 
what degree the concerns represent the 
larger community.  

•	 Survey families, teachers, and school 
community partners.

3.	Mobilize Student’s Voices

•	 Provide youth opportunities to share their 
thoughts on the importance of SEL.

•	 Build SEL into student leadership 
opportunities.

•	 Give students safe and supportive 
opportunities to lead conversations 
around SEL.

4.	Use Data

National Data indicate addressing the five 
core SEL competencies:

•	 Increased students’ academic 
performance by 11%

•	 Improved classroom behavior

•	 Increased a child’s ability to manage stress 
and overall mental health 

•	 Enhanced academic instruction, not 
hindered it

District Data Sources could be:

•	 Parent/student surveys

•	 Behavior Data

•	 SEL impact on the success of all academic 
efforts such as literacy, Career and 
Technical Education (CTE), and science 

5.	Show How SEL is Used in Current 
Initiatives 

•	 The Michigan Model for Health Curriculum

•	 TRAILS (Transforming Research into 
Action to Improve the Lives of Students)

•	 SEL aligned programs: InPACT at School, 
Capturing Kids Hearts, Second Step, 
Leader in Me, etc.
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6.	Expand Your Relationships with Community Partners to Support 

•	 Seek out businesses that see the need for SEL skills for their employees.

•	 Foster relationships with family- and youth-centered community organizations. Groups providing 
extended learning, mentoring, or leadership skills may call it something different, but they also 
help children know themselves, make friends, and learn citizenship. 

•	 Connect with faith-based organizations.

7.	Earn Trust with Families

•	 Meet caregivers where they are.

•	 Provide opportunities for parent to have a voice.

•	 Provide regular, transparent communication.

•	 Offer caregivers ways they can support SEL development in their children.

8.	Support Psychological Safety and Plan for De-Escalation When the Conversation 
Becomes Intense

•	 Set group/meeting norms.

•	 Have a plan of when to stop the meeting, take a break, or move to a virtual meeting.

•	 Remember that you have a choice to continue public conversations. Keep talking with respect; 
change course if this is not happening. 

•	 Model your own SEL skills. In How to Sell SEL, Fordham Institute noted the positive impact of 
adults who use their SEL skills in and out of class.

Additional Resources
How Can You Speak Up for SEL? https://casel.org/fundamentals-of-sel/how-can-you-make-the-case-for-sel/ 

Fordham Institute’s How to Sell SEL Report https://sel.fordhaminstitute.org 

What Does “Social Emotional Learning” Really Mean? https://medium.com/social-emotional-learning/in-school-systems-around-the-world-theres-grow-
ing-appreciation-of-the-importance-of-social-and-fc797d8aa84

Panorama’s Caregiver + Educator Conversation Guide https://go.panoramaed.com/hubfs/Caregiver%20+%20Educator%20Conversation%20Guide.pdf

The Impact of Enhancing Students’ Social and Emotional Learning: A Meta-analysis of School-Based Universal Interventions https://casel.s3.us-
east-2.amazonaws.com/impact-enhancing-students-social-emotional-learning-meta-analysis-school-based-universal-interventions.pdf 

5 Key Messages to Communicate About SEL https://casel.s3.us-east-2.amazonaws.com/KeyMessages_SEL.pdf 
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