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Executive Summary
Well-researched strategies exist for implementing social and emotional learning (SEL) 
in elementary grades in ways that reach and impact every child, but there is insufficient 
clarity and far less research on how to implement SEL in high school settings. Schools 
are wrestling with how to address SEL in a way that is integral, rather than added on, and 
reaches all students.

We believe that a foundational approach to implementing SEL in high schools 
is embedding SEL instruction and support into every classroom. This approach 
provides an opportunity for high school teachers to systematically integrate SEL 
skills into their teaching practice in order to develop students’ cognitive, social, and 
emotional competencies. It also creates a more equitable, engaging, and culturally 
and developmentally responsive environment where meaningful learning and social 
experiences take place.

Because SEL competencies include skills directly linked to increased academic success and 
college and career readiness, we have defined a set of Learning and Life Competencies for 
High School, College, and Career Success. They align with the developmental and cultural 
needs of secondary students and the academic expectations held by high school teachers.

This paper presents our framework for using students’ mindsets as an entry point for 
teaching four broad student skill sets — self-awareness, self-management, social efficacy, 
and academic efficacy — in ways that are developmentally appropriate, culturally 
responsive, and academically relevant to high school students in classroom settings. The 
specific Learning and Life Competencies flow from these skill sets. Each Learning and 
Life Competency (e.g., cooperation, participation, and organizing to learn and study) 
includes explicit desired target behaviors and understandings that can be modeled, taught, 
practiced, and assessed within any classroom learning experience.

Learning and Life Competencies are taught and practiced within four classroom learning 
domains: positive personal relationships, learning protocols and unit design, academic 
support, and restorative and accountable discipline and behavior support. These domains 
incorporate evidence-based practices and strategies that attend to students’ developmental 
and cultural needs while strengthening students’ social and emotional competencies and 
promoting academic behaviors associated with improved student performance. 

Educational leaders have a critical opportunity to develop and support their own as well 
as teachers’ capacities for this work. We offer recommendations for professional learning 
that align with the complex demands placed upon teachers in secondary schools. We also 
outline measures and structures for assessment of Learning and Life Competencies.

We acknowledge that more research is needed, as is the funding to support it. In order 
to reach every student, secondary school leaders will need to develop thoughtful and 
innovative alternatives to more traditional SEL approaches. In the search for more 
effective delivery of SEL in high schools, we call on districts to strongly consider 
implementing and evaluating classroom-focused SEL initiatives based on our Learning 
and Life Competencies framework.
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Introduction

“If we have learned anything from Vygotsky, it is that ‘children grow into the 
intellectual life around them.’ That intellectual life is fundamentally social, and 
language has a special place in it. Because the intellectual life is social, it is also 

relational and emotional. To me, the most humbling part of observing accomplished 
teachers is seeing the subtle ways in which they build emotionally and relationally 
healthy learning communities – intellectual environments that produce not mere 

technical competence, but caring, secure, actively literate human beings.”1

Peter H. Johnston, Choice Words: How our Language Affects Children’s Learning

Although well-researched strategies exist for 
implementing social and emotional learning 

(SEL) in elementary grades in ways that reach and 
impact every child, 2 there is little clarity and far 
less research on how to implement SEL in high 
school settings. This paper focuses on how to embed 
SEL instruction and support into every classroom, 
reaching every student, at the high school level. 
Districts and high schools throughout the country 
are wrestling productively with the following 
questions: 

• How can we address SEL in high schools in 
a way that is integral, rather than an add-on, 
and reaches all students?

• How can we address SEL in high schools in a 
way that feels authentic to staff and students?

• What does comprehensive integration of 
social and emotional learning competencies 
in the high school classroom look like? 

• In what ways do we alter the instructional process to infuse and integrate these 
competencies into classroom structures, systems, practices, strategies, and the 
curricular content? 

• What is viable in an increasingly pressure-filled environment where meeting 
standards is urgent?

While high school implementation of SEL in the classroom is the focus of this paper, 
much of the approach we recommend applies to middle schools. 

What is SEL?
Social and emotional learning 
(SEL) is the process through 
which children and adults 
acquire and effectively apply 
the knowledge, attitudes, and 
skills necessary to understand 
and manage emotions, set 
and achieve positive goals, 
feel and show empathy for 
others, establish and maintain 
positive relationships, and make 
responsible decisions 

Collaborative for Academic, 
Social, and Emotional Learning 
(CASEL)
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This paper proposes to answer these questions for school, district, and state educational 
leaders and thought leaders in the field of social and emotional learning. In brief, the 
primary aims of this paper are to:

• make a case that integrating SEL instruction and support into the classroom 
setting should serve as the foundational approach to implementing SEL in high 
schools;

• broaden the concept of SEL competencies to include competencies directly linked 
to increased academic success and college and career readiness;

• provide a framework for thinking about students’ mindsets and the development 
of four key skill sets (self-awareness, self-management, social efficacy, and 
academic efficacy) in ways that are developmentally appropriate, culturally 
responsive, and academically relevant to high school students in classroom 
settings;

• illustrate how our list of what we call Learning and Life Competencies can be 
taught and practiced within four classroom learning domains (positive personal 
relationships, learning protocols and unit design, academic support, and 
restorative and accountable discipline and behavior support); and 

• and provide ideas for successful implementation, professional learning, 
assessment.

A broad consensus of educators, policy makers, and researchers agree that students’ 
development and mastery of social and emotional competencies increases personal well-
being, reduces problem behaviors, and supports academic achievement gains.3 Specific 
competencies such as interpersonal communication, cooperation, and social responsibility 
are highly prized by employers4 and perceived as vital for success in today’s economy.5 In 
addition, positive social skills are known to foster good citizenship in and out of school.6 

Thus, SEL is now at the center of numerous district and school conversations about how 
to improve student outcomes and healthy development. Many states have developed or 
are working on SEL standards, while some districts, notably in California, have made SEL 
a part of their accountability frameworks.7 8 The Every Student Succeeds Act provides the 
potential for funding streams that may be used to support SEL.9 

Integrating competencies associated with self-awareness, self-management, social efficacy, 
and academic efficacy into the fabric of our high school classrooms may seem like an 
unconventional or even revolutionary idea. Our work over a 20-year span of supporting 
hundreds of high schools nationwide to integrate SEL in the classroom has convinced 
us that the classroom is the place where SEL competencies can best be developed on a 
daily basis. When teachers, through their actions and classroom planning, systematically 
nurture the cognitive, social, and emotional competencies of students, they grow young 
people who are happier, healthier, and academically engaged in their day-to-day schooling 
and life. The future of our students’ success in school, work, and life depends on how 
district and school leaders and teachers think collectively about integrating SEL effectively 
in their high school classrooms. 
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A commitment to SEL also 
aligns with and supports 
a commitment to equity. 
Thousands of our high schools, 
particularly those in urban 
districts, are multilingual 
and racially, culturally, and 
economically diverse. Many 
students experience times 
during adolescence when 
they are at risk, and may not 
be leading lives that support 
healthy development and 
include saturated opportunities 
for success. Gender, maturity, 
learning readiness, and other 
developmental differences can 
profoundly impact students’ 
experience of school. In the 
context of these facts, social and 
emotional learning supports 
three critical conditions for 
learning that enable every 
student to be successful. 

• First, SEL supports each 
and every student to 
experience a safe, positive, 
and engaging learning 
environment. 

• Second, and equally 
important, SEL directly 
engages teachers in 
practices that support 
developmentally appropriate 
and culturally responsive 
teaching.

• Third, SEL supports 
students to engage in target 
behaviors that are closely 
aligned with enhancing 
their capacity to succeed in “real time” school experiences, careers, and life. 

Leaders and teachers who leverage SEL competencies engage, empower, and educate 
all students, especially those students who are underserved and left behind by the 
mainstream educational system. 

Examples of Engaging Schools’ SEL work  
in high schools
In Syracuse, NY we are working with ninth grade teams 
who have identified problem behaviors that become 
barriers to academic success in the classroom  Team 
members then identify Learning and Life Competencies 
that counter problem behaviors   At the beginning of the 
school year, desired target behaviors are modeled, taught, 
practiced, and assessed in team members’ classrooms 

As part of recalibrating discipline policies and practices, 
we worked with four high school climate and culture 
teams in Chicago, IL who aligned their schoolwide 
and classroom expectations to Learning and Life 
competencies that focused on social efficacy  Target 
behaviors included “I respect the dignity of each person 
and their rights to be heard, to be valued, and to learn 
in a safe classroom,” and “I work cooperatively with 
others and do my fair share of the work ” Teachers and 
students discussed the benefits of holding these norms 
and identified ways for students to demonstrate these 
behaviors in their classrooms 

In Austin, TX we partnered with a comprehensive 
high school and worked with all departments to design 
engaging units that embedded highly interactive 
instructional strategies in which students had real-time 
opportunities to practice effective communication, assertion, 
self-advocacy, cooperation, and participation skills 

Serving a population of over 3,000 students, the faculty 
at Lyons Township (IL) High School established a school 
improvement goal focused on “personalizing relationships 
and the learning environment ” We supported their 
work to reduce students’ feelings of anonymity in a 
large school and to integrate community-building and 
participation practices in the classroom, fostering students’ 
development of social and emotional competencies   
Faculty continue to train new teachers in these practices 
during an induction institute every summer 
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Classroom SEL instruction and 
support fit neatly into a three-
tiered system in which teachers 
hold a collective responsibility for 
implementing universal practices 
and strategies in Tier 1. As such, 
SEL promotes positive behavior and 
academic success for all students and can 
reduce the number of students who need 
Tier 2 interventions. (See Figure 1.1) SEL 
instruction and support are also embedded 
in Tier 2 interventions that teachers facilitate 
when their students experience persistent 
academic and behavioral challenges. Classroom 
teachers stand at the center of this approach. 

Learning and Life Competencies for  
High School, College, and Career Success
At the high school level, SEL competencies are found 
among many other lists variously identified as college 
and career readiness skills, life skills, 21st century soft 
skills, noncognitive competencies, replacement behaviors, and habits of learning. While 
finding significant overlaps, we also found differences in the categorization, selection, 
and wording of competencies that seem particularly relevant to students and teachers in 
high school. The challenges of making the instruction and support of SEL competencies 
a viable practice in high school classrooms rest on a bold departure: a recommendation 
to widen the net of competencies beyond those that are most closely associated with 
SEL. Our cross-walk, combined with our extensive experience working in high school 
communities, inspired us to create a set of competencies and target behaviors that align 
with the developmental and cultural needs of secondary students and the academic 
expectations held by high school teachers. We call these “Learning and Life Competencies 
for High School, College, and Career Success,” referred to hereafter as Learning and Life 
Competencies (see page 15–16 for the full list). 

Learning and Life Competencies cover four skill sets: self-awareness, self-management, 
social efficacy, and academic efficacy. Each skill set includes associated competencies 
and specific target behaviors that demonstrate students’ growing mastery of these 
competencies over time.  Students’ capacity to strengthen and refine self-awareness, self-
management, social efficacy, and academic efficacy is directly related to course grades, 
graduation rates, and college and career readiness and success.10 

We chose our set of competencies and target behaviors because of their natural fit in a 
high school classroom context. They directly support students’ capacity to learn, as well as 
their capacity to interact productively in classroom settings. Students’ engagement in their 
day-to-day activities requires them to tap into these foundational behaviors to ensure their 
capacity to be efficacious personally, interpersonally, and academically.

A Three-Tiered System of Support

Classroom 
Practices

Schoolwide
 Initiatives

TIER 2 

INTERVENTIONS assigned to students who 
meet specific criteria or thresholds

Facilitated by 
teachers

Facilitated by 
administrators, 

deans, and student 
support team

TIER 3 

INDIVIDUALIZED 
INTERVENTIONS 

Facilitated by  
student support 
team specialists 

and 
community

partners

TIER 1 

PROMOTION and PREVENTION for all students

Figure 1 1
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Learning and Life Competencies Flourish in Equitable, Developmentally Appropriate, and 
Culturally Responsive Classrooms
If we are committed to ensuring that every adolescent has access to supports and 
opportunities that foster college and career readiness and life success, we must be mindful 
about creating truly safe, equitable, and inclusive classroom environments. This means 
that developmentally appropriate practices go hand-in-hand with culturally responsive 
practices. It further means that teachers are attuned to, attend to, and embrace the range 
of developmental and cultural differences among adolescents with equal passion. Learning 
and Life Competencies flourish in these classrooms.

Developmentally appropriate and culturally responsive teaching emphasize relationships, 
relational trust, and caring communication; relevant content and student work; student 
voice and choice; diverse learning strategies; and scaffolded learning that meets students 
where they are and pushes them to excel. Thus, students’ developmental and cultural 
needs will consistently inform what we teach, how we connect and communicate with 
young people, and how we support them to become self-directed, independent learners.

When teachers’ interactions with students are respectful and caring, and consider how 
cultural background, race, religion, ethnicity, socio-economic status, gender, gender 
identification, sexual orientation, language, learning preferences, and ability/disability 
impact students’ learning, students feel affirmed, their voices are heard and honored, and 
their needs are met. In such classrooms, the teacher signals, “I believe in you and your 
ability to be successful, and I will support you to navigate the complexities of rigorous and 
meaningful learning and social experiences.” 

In a climate where growth is a goal and mistakes and missteps are normalized, students 
are much more willing to practice academic and social behaviors that may at first 
feel awkward or even irrelevant. In short, developmentally appropriate and culturally 
responsive classroom communities invite students to develop Learning and Life 
Competencies authentically every day.

Overview
In this paper, we explore the teacher’s role in fostering students’ development of Learning 
and Life Competencies in the classroom. It is divided into five sections, outlined below.

In section I, we offer a historical perspective on SEL at the secondary level.

In section II, we explore beliefs that foster a commitment to model and embed Learning 
and Life Competencies into daily academic instruction, classroom management, and 
student discipline. We also discuss beliefs about adolescent development that encourage 
teachers to hold a holistic and realistic view of young people to support their healthy social 
and emotional development in addition to ensuring their academic success in school.

In section III, we introduce the Learning and Life Competencies chart and offer a tool 
for embedding these competencies into four classroom learning domains. The learning 
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domains—Positive Personal Relationships, 
Learning Protocols and Unit Design, 
Academic Support, and Restorative and 
Accountable Discipline and Behavior 
Support—are aligned with core practices 
and strategies that attend to students’ 
developmental and cultural needs and 
will help teachers naturally integrate and 
promote Learning and Life Competencies 
in the classroom. We also provide a 
snapshot that reveals how students’ practice 
of Learning and Life Competencies can be 
integrated naturally into an academic lesson 
in the high school classroom. 

In section IV, we offer targeted ways to think about how to assess students’ practice and 
mastery of Learning and Life Competencies in the high school classroom.

In section V, we discuss the critical role of sophisticated, ongoing, and timely professional 
learning that supports teachers’ efficacy, craft, and commitment.

I: History of Social Emotional Learning Implementation at the High School Level
Interest in social conduct, good character, and the management and tempering of 
emotions can be traced back to the writings of Plato and Aristotle in ancient Greece. 
In the United States, character education was an explicit aim of schooling in the 19th 
century.11 John Dewey, however, was the first American educator to shift away from 
a religion-based focus on character education to the development of a child-centered 
and civic-minded pedagogy that called on teachers to meet the academic, social, and 
emotional needs of each individual learner in ways that prepared all students for 
adulthood and effective social membership. For Dewey, the school itself “becomes a form 
of social life, a miniature community” in which children learn and practice social skills 
and civic dispositions that foster responsible citizenship.12

Throughout the 20th century, schools continued to value the role of social development in 
a child’s education, most commonly illustrated by assigning report card grades for conduct, 
deportment, or citizenship. However, attention to teaching and strengthening specific 
SEL competencies did not become an identifiable field of study until the early 1990s.13 

During the last 30 years, the vast majority of SEL programs have focused on K–5 education, 
providing stand-alone lessons that teachers in self-contained classrooms incorporated into 
their weekly instruction.14 The history of SEL initiatives for high school adolescents reflects 
different but parallel pathways that all placed students’ development of social and emotional 
competencies at the center of their research and practice. These pathways included social 
skills training; conflict resolution education, and restorative practices; safe, supportive, and 
engaged classrooms; and developmental college and career readiness.

Classroom management involves the 
routines, procedures, protocols, and rituals 
that help create and establish safe, orderly, 
and respectful classrooms 

Student discipline focuses on the teacher’s 
responses and interventions when unskillful, 
inappropriate, and unacceptable behaviors 
occur with the aims of restoring safety and 
order and supporting students to engage in 
behaviors that help them self-correct, re-
engage and make things right 
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Social Skills Training and SEL Instruction
Albert Bandura’s research in the 1970s and 1980s on aggressive adolescents concluded that 
without providing young people with more effective skills, anti-social behaviors would not 
change.15 Bandura is considered to be the father of social skills training, which involves 
a deliberate process to directly model, teach, practice, and assess social and emotional 
competencies with the aim of increasing students’ capacity to self-regulate and function 
effectively as individuals and within a group.

From a risk and prevention perspective, Hawkins and Catalano identified the acquisition 
of pro-social skills as a primary protective factor that can buffer the negative influences 
of risk behaviors for adolescents.16  Researchers like Arnold Goldstein and John Gibbs17, 
organizations like Comprehensive Health Education Foundation, and programs associated 
with the federal Office of Safe and Drug Free Schools further developed skills training 
programs and prevention curricula primarily directed to youth at risk.

Thanks to SEL pioneers like Peter Salovey, Roger Wiessberg, and Maurice Elias, the big 
idea of teaching social and emotional competencies moved beyond the delivery of social 
skills training for some students to promoting SEL as an essential component of K–12 
education for all students. High schools have tried embedding social skills instruction into 
advisory, health education courses, orientation, student leadership programs, and social 
studies courses with limited success and/or reach.18 Scheduling restrictions, an overloaded 
set of course requirements, and questions about how to teach social skills most effectively to 
adolescents have made skills training for all high school students a challenging proposition. 
Despite these obstacles, agreement on the importance of supporting students’ development 
of SEL competencies has gained considerable traction among high school faculty in the last 
five years.19 Consequently, school districts across the country are committed to exploring 
how to make SEL instruction a part of every high school student’s experience.

Conflict Resolution Education and Restorative Practices
Morton Deutsch articulated the principles of conflict resolution in the 1960s and 1970s 
that continue to guide its practice today.20 Conflict resolution education—understanding 
of dimensions of conflict, managing emotions appropriately, communicating effectively, 
and resolving conflicts constructively in ways that solve the problem and maintain or 
restore relationships—became a widely accepted K–12 school practice in the 1980s and 
1990s through the use of classroom curricula and peer mediation programs. The social 
and emotional competencies required to negotiate, mediate, problem-solve, and manage 
conflict are remarkably similar to skills named within SEL frameworks. 

Two notable trends continue within many high schools. The first is that some social 
studies teachers continue to infuse SEL skill development into the analysis of domestic 
and international conflicts, studies of genocide and the Holocaust, exploration of 
multiple perspectives that inform controversial issues, and mock trials and negotiation 
simulations.21 Well-researched programs like Facing History and Ourselves have shown 
significant improvement in students’ critical thinking and SEL competencies. Multiple 
studies have also shown that students trained in peer mediation, a structure and process 
for addressing interpersonal conflicts between students, increased their capacities to 
listen, empathize, and problem-solve.22  
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More recently, from the field of restorative justice, practices like restorative group 
conferencing have been embedded in school disciplinary practices as alternatives for 
preventing and reducing exclusionary punishments. Teachers who have been trained in 
restorative practices are implementing restorative circles in the classroom as a vehicle 
to build community and discuss issues and concerns. For adolescents, these processes 
respect student voice and empower students to practice key skills that are critical to 
personal and social efficacy. A restorative, problem-solving orientation within schoolwide 
discipline and in the classroom offers rich opportunities to develop social and emotional 
competencies in real time.

Safe, Supportive, and Engaging Classrooms
Because students take their behavior cues from adult modeling (what adults actually 
say and do), a teacher’s pedagogy (how he/she teaches, supports, responds to, and 
connects with students) significantly influences the degree to which classrooms feel safe, 
supportive, and engaging for all students. The last two decades have witnessed a surge of 
interest and research focused on a teacher’s capacity to foster trust, respect, and belonging 
while creating conditions that increase student effort and motivation. 

Howard Adelman and Linda Taylor at the UCLA Center for Mental Health in Schools 
have spent 30 years documenting how the practices that optimize conditions for learning 
reduce learning barriers and enable teachers to “meet learners where they are in terms of 
their capabilities, interests, attitudes, and other intrinsic motivational considerations.” 23

Interestingly, four out of five effective high school SEL programs cited in CASEL’s 2015 
guide did not involve stand-alone lessons, but instead highlighted major shifts in teaching 
practice that emphasized caring relationships, high support, and meaningful dialogue 
between students and teachers.24 Even more compelling, these programs and many similar 
professional development initiatives showed linkages between the use of personalized, 
student-centered classroom practices and improved academic performance.25 In their 
book on the history of American school reform, perhaps David Tyack and Larry Cuban 
got it right: “Changing where it counts the most—in the daily interactions of teachers and 
students—is the hardest to achieve and the most important.”26

Developmental College and Career Readiness
Unpacking the complexities of college and career readiness has proven to be an interesting 
inquiry. There is common agreement that preparing students academically to meet the 
challenges of college-level study is fundamental to college success. In addition, college 
access researchers like David Conley and Mandy Savitz-Romer and organizations such as 
ACT have made a dramatic push to affirm the critical role that metacognitive skills, habits, 
mindsets, and attitudes play in a student’s capacity and commitment to enroll in college, stay 
in college, and complete a degree or certificate program in a reasonable period of years.27

These developmental readiness competencies go beyond mastery of academic and 
career knowledge and skills related to classroom course work. They grow and strengthen 
throughout the early and middle stages of adolescence between the ages of 12 and 18, and, 
for many, are not fully developed until the late stage of adolescence between the ages of 18 
and 21. Examples of developmental readiness competencies include:
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• Self-regulation – “a set of internal processes that enable one to manage one’s behavior, 
emotions, attention, and cognition.”28 This includes the tendency to persist when tasks 
are new, difficult, or ambiguous; the effective use of a range of learning and problem-
solving strategies; and the capacity to regulate, evaluate, and direct one’s own thinking 
and learning toward an achievable goal.29

• Mindsets – the “psycho-social beliefs and attitudes about oneself, the external world, 
and the interaction between the two.30 ” Mindsets such as “I belong in this academic 
community” or “I can succeed at this” support self-efficacy, openness to learning, and a 
belief that one’s effort influences performance. Optimistic mindsets help young people 
actively engage in the process of getting to and through college.31

• Social and Cultural Efficacy – the skills that enable students to collaborate with 
others in school and the work place, “marshal the support of peers and family in the 
college-going process,” participate in the public life of the community, engage with 
others across diverse cultures and navigate across new cultural settings such as the 
institutional culture of college.32

Two recent reports from the University of Chicago Consortium on School Research 
explored in depth how noncognitive skills shape academic performance and contribute 
to young adults’ success in college, career, and life.33 Helping students to learn about 
and demonstrate college and career readiness skills is a very persuasive platform for 
integrating SEL skill development into the teaching-learning process. It is an effort that 
schools, families, and policy makers can all get behind. 

Social skills training, conflict resolution, and restorative practices provide powerful entry 
points to embed SEL instruction into high schools. Presently, however, these initiatives 
reach a small percentage of high school students for a limited amount of time. 

II: Adult Beliefs and Competencies
Deeply held beliefs influence how teachers perceive their responsibilities to young people 
and ultimately drive what they do and say in the classroom. What teachers believe about 
students, teaching, and the goals of schooling impacts how they structure learning and 
provide support to their students.

When we have opportunities to engage teachers in multi-year or multi-day professional 
learning experiences, belief-building is a critical thread woven into the work. We invite 
teachers to examine, question, and rethink their core beliefs with several questions in 
mind: “In what ways do my own schooling experiences as a student and teacher shape 
my teaching practices? How do different aspects of my identity influence my interactions 
with students? How conscious am I of the diversity of the students I am serving? What are 
the core beliefs that empower me to reach and engage every student and support student’s 
personal, social, and academic development?” 

We have found that the following set of beliefs inspires teachers to integrate Learning and 
Life Competencies in the classroom.
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• Students invest in school because of the presence of trusting and caring relationships 
with adults.

• Every adolescent is capable of changing his/her behavior and growing her/his 
Learning and Life Competencies with guidance, instruction, and support. 

• All students can improve their academic performance when we provide different 
groups of students with different kinds and amounts of time, attention, tasks, and 
supports to behave responsibly and succeed academically. Teaching each student with 
considerations of cultural and developmental differences in mind has a direct impact 
on creating conditions of equity in the classroom.

• Teachers have an obligation to help students develop mindsets and Learning and Life 
competencies that enable them to be good students, good citizens, and good human beings. 

In addition, teachers’ beliefs about and deep understanding of adolescence shape the 
learning environment and influence their capacity to reach and teach every student 
who shows up at the classroom door. For example, teachers who value the process of 
adolescent maturation and identity development (including racial identity development) 
may be more aware of the potential biases they may hold, how these biases can hinder 
relationships and student success, and the ways in which they can interrupt these biases. 
This awareness enables them to confer respect and dignity to each individual student, 
accept and appreciate developmental and cultural differences, and incorporate diverse 
voices and resources in the classroom. 

High school teachers who strongly value principles of youth development are more likely 
to support every student’s personal, social, and academic development.34 Briefly, youth 
development principles promote pro-social bonding; transparent limit setting; social and 
emotional competencies; saturated opportunities to grow one’s talents, interests, and a 
wider understanding of the world; optimism that promotes a positive sense of identity and 
hope in the future; and caring and personalized support.35 

Highly effective high school teachers also hold beliefs about adolescent development that 
enable them to normalize typical adolescent behaviors. When teachers assume that most 
high school students will have moments when they express intense emotions, challenge 
adult authority, and exhibit immature or unskillful and inappropriate behaviors, they 
are ready to respond with calm, firm, and caring support. Most importantly, teachers 
who appreciate the enormous variations in maturation timetables among adolescents 
accept and even celebrate the idiosyncratic nature of teenagers and are better prepared 
to depersonalize conflictual situations. “Not taking it personally” enables adults to utilize 
their own social and emotional competencies to listen to and problem-solve with young 
people.

Integrating Learning and Life Competencies into high school classrooms requires all 
teachers and instructional leaders to be aware of their thoughts, feelings, points of view, 
and intentions, and the effects those have on their students. This awareness will ensure 
that a community of leaders and teachers holds a collective responsibility for creating 
classroom communities where students have an insatiable drive to perfect, improve, and 
reach their potential. It is no small task to rethink beliefs so they align with this vision.
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III: Integrating Learning and Life Competencies into Classroom Learning Domains
Providing universal SEL instruction to every student presents challenges and 
opportunities in high school classrooms. One challenge centers on the delivery of SEL 
instruction. Unlike elementary settings where a single teacher is the primary instructor for 
one group of students, multiple teachers within 
specific subjects and courses deliver instruction 
in the high school setting. In addition, high 
school teachers may be less likely to recognize 
the links between the development of students’ 
SEL competencies and improved achievement 
in their classrooms. Third, at the high school 
level, a set of competencies defined as SEL 
competes for time and attention with other 
compelling lists of competencies that support 
students’ developmental growth and college 
and career readiness.36 

On the other hand, Integrating Learning 
and Life Competencies into daily instruction 
presents a powerful opportunity to make 
standards-based instruction a richer 
experience for all students and a far more 
successful experience for many. At its heart, embedding Learning and Life Competencies 
into core teaching practices humanizes the learning experience and invites students to 
bring their real selves into the classroom community.

The what, where, and how of providing systemic Learning and Life Competencies 
instruction and support to every high school student stands at the center of this paper. 
Our approach is framed by three questions: 

1. What Learning and Life Competencies are essential for high school  
students to learn and practice? 

2. Where do we strategically integrate and teach these competencies? 

3. How do we authentically teach these competencies?

What Learning and Life Competencies Are Essential for High School Students to Learn 
and Practice? 
As noted in the introduction, we have constructed a set of adolescent mindsets and 
appropriate competencies for specific use in high school classrooms. Figure 2.1 
illustrates how mindsets set the stage for developing and mastering the Learning and Life 
Competencies.

We appreciate that schoolwide 
programs such as peer education, 
student mediation, and pro-social 
campaigns emphasizing tolerance, 
anti-bullying, and anti-harassment 
have a powerful impact on a number 
of students in a school community  
We also acknowledge that collective 
and intentional efforts to cultivate a 
culture that is caring, compassionate, 
and respectful has the power to 
create an environment where 
students observe and experience 
real-time adult modeling of the 
Learning and Life competencies 
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Figure 2 1 Developing Learning and Life Competencies

A mindset is a set of deeply held assumptions and 
beliefs that drive behavior and create powerful 
incentives to sustain prior habits, choices, and 
preferred ways of doing things   Mindsets set the 
stage for academic engagement and developing 
Learning and Life Competencies  Self-identification 
with the values of schooling and the roles of a 
learner will influence the attitudes and perceptions 
a student holds in relation to his/her learning and 
academic performance  When students feel that 
school and school work have value, when they feel 
a sense of belonging in the classroom, and they 
approach learning tasks with positive expectations, 
they have a capacity to sustain their effort over 
time and express their curiosity, enthusiasm, and 
personal interest in what they are learning  This 
boosts students’ confidence about their day-to-day 
experiences and fires up hope in their future   The 
examples cited provide a range of entry points for 
conversations with students 

EXAMPLES:
• School and school work have value for me 
• I belong to an academic community 
• I approach tasks with positive expectations and 

an open mind 
• I accept challenges, take academic risks,  

and push myself to excel 
• My ability and competence grow with my effort 
• I express curiosity, enthusiasm, or personal 

interest in what I am learning 
• I cultivate personal talents, values, and positive 

qualities of character 
• I have hope in a positive future I can make  

for myself 

Learning and 
strengthening four  
key SKILL SETS 

1  Self-Awareness 

2  Self-Management 

3  Social Efficacy 

4  Academic Efficacy 

That incorporate specific 
LEARNING AND LIFE 
COMPETENCIES

Aligned to specific 
DESIRED TARGET 
BEHAVIORS and 
UNDERSTANDINGS  
that strengthen  
positive MINDSETS

Students develop positive MINDSETS that set the stage for…
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Figure 2.2 presents the Learning and 
Life Competency chart. You will notice 
that the column in orange identifies 
four broad skill sets, followed by the 
“Learning and Life Competencies” 
in blue, and then a column in green 
that identifies target behaviors 
aligned to specific competencies. We 
appreciate that there are a number 
of target behaviors from which to 
choose. Schools with whom we work 
take a variety of approaches. Grade 
level teams, course-alike cohorts, 
and departments might choose a set 
of universal behaviors that they will 
model, teach, practice, and assess. 
Additionally, individual teachers might 
select additional target behaviors 
unique to their classroom context and 
the needs of their students. Some high 
schools have identified two to three 
target behaviors that they want all 
students to work on and that line up 
with their academic and behavioral 
expectations.

A few words about COMPLIANCE
When we consider how to support young 
people to engage in behaviors that help 
establish safe, orderly, and respectful schools 
and classrooms, we think it is critical to 
distinguish between the use of coercive and 
committed compliance  Coercive compliance 
uses force, fear, sanctions, rudimentary 
demands, and punitive threats to control 
the group  We believe schools should aim 
for committed or normative compliance, a 
system of control that rests on individual’s 
self-identification with the shared values and 
purpose of the community  From students’ 
perspectives, committed compliance 
emerges when students understand 
the interests behind rules, norms, and 
instructional tasks and procedures; self- 
identify as learners; value their experience at 
school; and feel a sense of belonging within 
the school and classroom communities  
Committed compliance helps students move 
from “You’re making me do this” to “I should 
do this because… ”37 38 39
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Figure 2 2

Learning and Life Competencies for High School, College, and Career Success

Skill Set Competency Desired Target Behaviors/Understandings in the Classroom

Se
lf-

Aw
ar

en
es

s

I know myself I can accurately assess my feelings, behavior, interests, values, and strengths through my 
experiences 

I am aware of my identities as a human being, a learner, and a member of the school 
community 

I am aware that my beliefs and mindsets impact my capacity to learn and be skillful 

I know when I have done the right thing and when I mess up 

I am aware of  
skills, behaviors, 

and attitudes that 
help me 

I can name and describe the benefits of skills, behaviors, and attitudes that help me be a 
good student and a good person 

I know what motivates me 

I know when it is important to follow rules and norms of acceptable behavior 

Se
lf-

M
an

ag
em

en
t

I identify,  
express, and 

manage emotions 

I name and assess my emotions accurately 

I recognize others’ emotions 

I express emotions skillfully even when I feel mad, frustrated, or disrespected  

I manage my anger and upset feelings by using strategies to cool down and regain my 
equilibrium 

I exhibit  
self-control and  
impulse control 

I follow rules, routines, and procedures  

I can delay personal gratification until I fulfill my short-term responsibilities and 
assignments 

I sustain my focus and pay attention throughout the activity or task 

I work silently without bothering others  

I accept help, feedback, correction, or consequences with good will 

I demonstrate 
perseverance and 

resiliency 

I persist in my effort until I “get it” and finish the task  

I use problem-solving strategies to work things out 

I pursue and sustain efforts to complete long-term tasks and achieve long-term goals 
related to my future 

I can right myself and bounce back even when I experience temporary setbacks, failure, or 
adversity 
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Skill Set Competency Desired Target Behaviors/Understandings in the Classroom
So

ci
al

 E
ffi

ca
cy

I communicate 
effectively

I use school-appropriate language 

I listen respectfully and paraphrase/summarize or question before speaking 

I resolve conflicts in ways that meet important needs and interests of individuals or the group 

I demonstrate 
empathy and 

respect 

I accept other viewpoints respectfully and appreciate individual and group similarities and 
differences

I respect dignity of each person and their rights to be heard, to be valued, and to learn in a 
safe classroom 

I stand up for others when their rights, identity, or dignity are violated 

I interrupt or call attention to incidents of bullying, harassment, prejudice, or teasing 

I foster healthy 
relationships 

I am friendly, helpful, courteous, and good humored with others 

I greet people in a friendly manner when they say ‘hello’ to me 

I focus my attention on people who are speaking to me 

I say ‘please’ and ‘thank you’ as a common courtesy  

I am assertive and  
I self-advocate 

I use positive, non-aggressive language to express myself and get what I need 

I take initiative to ask questions, ask for help, or probe for deeper understanding when I’m stuck 

I can verbalize and present my ideas, my values, and my needs to others 

I cooperate and 
participate 

I work cooperatively with others and do my fair share of the work 

I actively participate, share, and work for high performance in small and large groups 

I put the goals of the group ahead of my own needs and don’t let others distract me 

I work effectively with different students 

I demonstrate 
social and civic 
responsibility 

I volunteer to take on leadership roles or extended responsibilities in a group 

I take responsibility for my words and actions and can identify the impact of my behavior on others 

I do positive things to make class a good place to learn 

I make responsible choices by predicting consequences of different behaviors 

Ac
ad

em
ic

 E
ffi

ca
cy

I invest in  
quality work 

I make sure that I know the criteria for high quality work and ask questions if I don’t 

I complete quality work regularly: in-class and at home 

I attempt each part of the question, task, assignment, or test 

I organize to learn 
and study 

I attend class every day and arrive to class on time 

I manage my materials and organize myself so I’m ready to learn from the start of class to 
the end of class  

I organize, manage, and prioritize my time and tasks so I can meet my academic responsibilities 

I read directions first and reread if I don’t understand 

I use a range of study strategies to remember important information, master important 
skills, and understand critical concepts 

I set goals and  
self-assess 

I set specific academic goals 

I monitor my progress toward achieving academic goals 

I assess and discuss my academic progress through monitoring my grades, written and oral 
self-reflection, and conferencing 
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The selection of the Learning and Life Competencies and the configuration of the chart 
are designed with these considerations in mind: 

• Our intention is to include competencies that are most closely aligned with the 
needs of high school students to support their learning and academic achievement 
in classroom settings.

• The selection includes competencies that are most closely linked to students’ 
capacities to navigate school successfully and are strongly associated with good 
grades in high school, post-secondary degree completion, and career success.

• Competencies are named using I-Statements with key vocabulary to support 
student ownership and to make them relatively easy to categorize and remember.

• Student-friendly descriptors of desired target behaviors associated with each 
competency are an essential component of the chart to aid students and teachers 
in identifying, monitoring, and assessing progress in mastering specific Learning 
and Life Competencies.

• Many of the desired target behaviors cited are considered “replacement” behaviors 
for problematic behaviors that create barriers to learning and high performance 
in the classroom. Thus, directly teaching and practicing these behaviors is likely 
to prevent and reduce many behavioral concerns that can potentially disrupt 
classroom learning.

Where Do We Strategically Integrate and Teach These Competencies? 
We are proposing the classroom—on any day, with any teacher, in any subject, with any 
group of students—as the primary setting for teaching Learning and Life Competencies 
in high school. Embedding Learning and Life Competencies instruction into day-to-day 
learning tasks is a viable strategy for reaching every student during every year of their 
high school experience. This is an achievable endeavor when teachers adopt a teaching 
pedagogy that places equal value on what is taught (the content aligned to learning 
standards) and how students learn it (the strategies and learning protocols students use to 
complete performance tasks). 

Teachers need not introduce all of these competencies simultaneously. Within a school, 
grade level teams or department teams might prioritize specific competencies and target 
behaviors to emphasize. Individual teachers might choose some competencies and 
target behaviors to teach to all students while identifying other competencies and target 
behaviors to focus on with individual students.

How Do We Authentically Teach These Competencies?
We have outlined four classroom learning domains through which teachers can meet 
students’ academic, developmental, and cultural needs in ways that optimize learning and 
promote personal, social, and academic efficacy. The charts in this section identify each 
of the four classroom learning domains, the daily classroom management, discipline and 
instructional practices (the how) that support each learning domain, and Learning and 
Life Competencies that are most closely aligned with practices in each domain. (See the 
Appendix for a comprehensive chart of all five learning domains that we support when 
working with secondary teachers.)
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Figure 2.3 shows how the Learning and Life Competencies are linked to four Classroom 
Learning Domains.

Figure 2 3 
Linking Learning and Life Competencies to Classroom Learning Domains
 

Example: 
Teacher supports development of the selected competency — e.g., “I identify, express, 
and manage emotions” — within the Self-Management skill set by engaging students 
in desired target behaviors/understandings that help them expand their emotional 
vocabulary, identify their own emotions, and recognize other’s emotions. The target 
behaviors are learned and practiced through the use of classroom circles, a daily 
instructional practice contained within the Learning Domain 1, positive personal 
relationships.

Teachers support 
students’ 

development 
of specific 

LEARNING 
AND LIFE 

COMPETENCIES 
by…

Identifying, 
teaching, and 

practicing specific 
DESIRED TARGET 

BEHAVIORS/ 
UNDERSTANDINGS 
through the use of…

DAILY 
INSTRUCTIONAL 

PRACTICES 
contained in   

Four CLASSROOM 
LEARNING DOMAINS: 

1  Positive Personal 
Relationships 

2  Learning Protocols 
and Unit Design 

3  Academic Support 

4  Restorative and 
Accountable Discipline 

and Support
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Teaching Learning and Life Competencies through Four Learning Domains

Classroom Learning 
Domain Daily Instructional Practices Aligned Learning and  

Life Competencies

1 Positive Personal 
Relationships

How do teachers foster and 
sustain strong and supportive 
personal relationships in 
support of students caring for 
themselves and each other?

Knowing students and making them feel known (Learning 
Students’ Names; Meet & Greet; Collecting Student Profile 
Data; Personal Check-ins)

Creating group cohesion among students (Gatherings 
& Closings; Group Agreements; Team Building; Classroom 
Meeting/Circle)

Be self-aware

Identify, express, and manage 
emotions

Communicate effectively

Demonstrate empathy and 
respect

Foster healthy relationships

2 Learning Protocols 
and Unit Design

What instructional practices 
do teachers use to ramp up 
engagement and rigor to 
increase student achievement?

Facilitating engaging learning protocols (Text Protocols; Turn 
& Talk Protocols; Movement and Manipulatives; Whole Group 
Discussion; Cooperative Learning)

Planning challenging, meaningful learning tasks 
(Problematizing the Curriculum; Student Voice and Choice in 
Process and/or Product; Making Content Relevant)

Communicate effectively

Be assertive and self-advocate

Cooperate and participate

Demonstrate social and civic 
responsibility

Invest in quality work

3 Academic Support

How do teachers target 
their academic supports and 
interventions to meet the 
range of learners in their 
classrooms?

Academic press (Setting Academic Expectations; Academic 
Goal Setting & Progress Assessment; Academic Check-ins; 
Academic Conferencing; Anticipating and Planning for Learning 
Gaps; Study Strategies; Revise, Edit, Proof, and Correct)

Assessing for learning (Walk-around “Look-Fors”; Corrective 
Feedback; Formative Assessment Tools; Value Added Feedback; 
Student Feedback)

Intervening when students aren’t learning (Problem-
Solving and Planning Conferences; Progress monitoring; 
Academic Work-outs; Parent Calls and Conferences)

Be self-aware

Invest in quality work

Exhibit self-control / impulse 
control 

Demonstrate perseverance and 
resiliency

Set and assess goals

Be assertive and self-advocate

Invest in quality work

Organize to learn and study

4 Restorative and 
Accountable Discipline 
and Behavior Support

How do teachers plan for 
and manage safe, orderly, 
and respectful classrooms 
and respond effectively to 
disciplinary concerns and 
incidents? 

Promoting and planning for a well-disciplined classroom 
(Setting Behavior Expectations; Practicing and Assessing 
Learning and Life Competencies; Anticipating and Planning for 
Common Unwanted Behaviors)

Responding to and managing unwanted behaviors 
(Depersonalization; First Response to Behavior Concerns,  
Responding to Disrespectful Behavior; Behavior Check-ins; 
Restorative Questions)

Defusing Upset Students and De-escalating Charged Situations 
(Re-Set Protocols; De-escalating Power Struggles; Interrupting 
Physical Altercations; Responding to Oppositional Behaviors)

Implementing holistic interventions for challenging or 
chronic unwanted behaviors (Problem-Solving and Planning 
Conferences; Progress Monitoring; Coaching and Practice 
Work-outs; Family Conferencing)

Be self-aware

Identify, express, and manage 
emotions

Exhibit self-control / impulse 
control

Set and assess goals

Communicate effectively

Demonstrate empathy and 
respect

Demonstrate social and civic 
responsibility
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Classroom Learning Domain 1: Positive Personal Relationships
The aim of building positive personal relationships is to support students to increase 
their self- and social awareness and grow their efficacy to develop, manage, and maintain 
healthy relationships through personal connections. Practices that help teachers know 
each student well and build group cohesion among students place positive relationships 
at the center of effective instruction, discipline, and support for students. Furthermore, 
most students need to feel a sense of belonging, trust, attachment, caring, respect, and 
acceptance from teachers and fellow students in order to engage and learn. Relationships 
that build trust and rapport reduce feelings of fear, anxiety, and isolation. Consequently, 
relationship building is an essential pillar of developmentally appropriate and culturally 
responsive teaching.40 

Finally, positive relationships with students makes teaching more satisfying and heightens 
a teacher’s and a teaching team’s sense of efficacy, professional sustainability, and 
commitment to the craft of teaching. Researchers have concluded that students who form 
close and healthy relationships with teachers generally have stronger social skills, fewer 
externalizing behaviors, and overall higher academic performance.41 

Strategies such as meet & greet by teachers at the beginning of the class and brief 
personal check-ins with individual students, for example, enable students to practice 
target behaviors linked to identifying, expressing, and managing emotions, interpersonal 
communication, and healthy relationships.

Strategies such as group gatherings and closings and class meetings enable students to 
practice target behaviors linked to interpersonal communication, empathy and respect, 
and healthy relationships. “The future is created one room at a time, one gathering at a 
time. To build community we seek conversations where people show up by invitation 
rather than mandate, and experience an intimate and authentic relatedness.”42

 Classroom Learning Domain 1: Positive Personal Relationships

Classroom Learning 
Domain Daily Instructional Practices Aligned Learning and  

Life Competencies

1 Positive Personal 
Relationships

How do teachers foster and 
sustain strong and supportive 
personal relationships in 
support of students caring for 
themselves and each other?

Knowing students and making them feel 
known (Learning Students’ Names; Meet 
& Greet; Collecting Student Profile Data; 
Personal Check-ins)

Creating group cohesion among students 
(Gatherings & Closings; Group Agreements; 
Team Building; Classroom Meeting/Circle)

Be self-aware

Identify, express, and manage 
emotions

Communicate effectively

Demonstrate empathy and 
respect

Foster healthy relationships
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Classroom Learning Domain 2: Learning Protocols and Unit Design 
Supporting our students to think critically, question, problem-solve, and engage in rich 
academic conversations requires us to design rigorous and meaningful learning tasks. 
Rigorous and meaningful learning tasks foster a sense of agency. Key to success in school, 
work, and life is having a sense of agency, which encompasses “taking an active and 
intentional role in making choices and shaping and managing the course of one’s life 
rather than being at the mercy of external forces.”43 

When we create tasks that harness students’ ownership, optimistic mindsets are activated. 
Optimistic students are more likely to approach tasks with positive expectations and an 
open mind, express their enthusiasm, take academic risks, and cultivate their personal 
talents. Moreover, structured learning protocols and more sophisticated end-products 
often require considerable cooperation, effective interpersonal communication, and self-
advocacy to complete the task; students engage in saturated practice of target behaviors 
like doing their fair share of the work, managing different opinions within a group, 
presenting their ideas to others, and putting the goals of the group ahead of their own 
needs. 

Learning Domain 2 - Learning Protocols and Unit Design

Classroom Learning 
Domain Daily Instructional Practices Aligned Learning and  

Life Competencies

2 Learning Protocols  
and Unit Design

What instructional practices 
do teachers use to ramp 
up engagement and 
rigor to increase student 
achievement?

Facilitating engaging learning protocols 
(Text Protocols; Turn & Talk Protocols; 
Movement and Manipulatives; Whole Group 
Discussion; Cooperative Learning)

Planning challenging, meaningful learning 
tasks (Problematizing the Curriculum; 
Student Voice and Choice in Process and/or 
Product; Making Content Relevant)

Communicate effectively

Invest in quality work

Be assertive and self-advocate

Cooperate and participate

Demonstrate social and civic 
responsibility

Classroom Learning Domain 3: Academic Support 
Academic support refers to “a wide variety of instructional methods, services, or school 
resources provided to students in the effort to help them accelerate their learning progress, 
catch up with their peers, meet learning standards, or generally succeed in school.”44 The 
core practices in this domain support all students to improve their academic performance 
but are particularly helpful to students who experience major learning gaps. 

Academic press, a term coined by researchers Valerie Lee and Julia Smith, refers to the 
high-impact Tier 1 strategies that teachers use to push all students to meet universal 
classroom expectations and complete high-quality work.45 Assessment for learning 
enables teachers to engage in real-time, reciprocal student-teacher feedback in order to 
assess students’ skill acquisition and understanding; adjust and differentiate instruction 
according to learning needs; and provide feedback that supports students to close 
learning gaps and correct errors and misunderstandings.46 Interventions when students 
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are not learning involve teachers and students 
in Tier 2 strategies such as individual academic 
conferences, progress monitoring, and academic 
booster sessions that support academic course 
success and build students’ capacity to think and 
work independently.47

All of these practices help develop and 
strengthen self-management behaviors related to 
the following Learning and Life Competencies: 
perseverance and resiliency, goal setting and self-
assessment, quality work, and study strategies. 
Establishing a culture of conferencing in which 
students regularly engage in more personal dialogues with teachers cultivates the Learning 
and Life competencies that align with this domain. “Few other activities communicate 
an adult’s belief and confidence in a student as powerfully as one-to-one conversations 
in which an adult listens responsively, asks thoughtful questions, and provides helpful 
feedback.” 48 

Learning Domain 3 – Academic Support

Classroom Learning  
Domain Daily Instructional Practices Aligned Learning and  

Life Competencies

3 Academic Support

How do teachers target 
their academic supports and 
interventions to meet the range of 
learners in their classrooms?

Academic press (Setting Academic 
Expectations; Academic Goal Setting 
& Progress Assessment; Academic 
Check-ins; Academic Conferencing; 
Anticipating and Planning for Learning 
Gaps; Study Strategies; Revise, Edit, 
Proof, and Correct)

Assessing for learning (Walk-around 
Look For’s; Corrective Feedback; 
Formative Assessment Tools; Value 
Added Feedback; Student Feedback)

Intervening when students aren’t 
learning (Problem Solving and 
Planning Conference; Progress 
monitoring; Academic Work-outs; 
Parent Calls and Conferences)

Be self-aware

Exhibit self-control / impulse 
control 

Demonstrate perseverance and 
resiliency

Set and assess goals

Be assertive and self-advocate

Invest in quality work

Organize to learn and study

Progress Monitoring involves the 
assessment of a student’s regular 
use of desired target behaviors 
that support improved academic 
performance  This process usually 
spans two to four weeks in which 
the teacher and the student use a 
tool with an easily measured rating 
scale to reflect on the student’s 
progress from day-to-day and 
week-to-week 
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Classroom Learning Domain 4: Restorative and Accountable Discipline and Behavior Support 
When teachers maintain a restorative and accountable approach to discipline and 
behavior support, they are more likely to see all students as resilient and capable of 
turning around adverse situations. Teachers are also more likely to recognize their critical 
role in preventing discipline problems and are more apt to use strategies that help students 
re-engage quickly and get back on track. A restorative approach places an emphasis 
on a teacher’s commitment to help students to restore relationships in the classroom 
community.49 It places an equal commitment on the student to take responsibility for 
their actions and engage in some action that “makes things right.” When incidents involve 
conflicting parties or aggressive acts that jeopardize the safety or well-being of individuals 
or the classroom community, interventions are likely to include some form of class 
meeting, restorative group conference, or mediation in order to repair relationships and 
mend the harm. Restorative practices enable students to engage in target behaviors that 
strengthen these Learning and Life Competencies: identifying, expressing, and managing 
emotions, self-control and impulse control, interpersonal communication, empathy and 
respect, and social and civic responsibility.

When students experience behavioral and academic skill gaps, interventions focus on 
restoring self by regaining self-control, strengthening resiliency, and improving their 
capacity to manage emotions. Problem-solving and planning conferences between students 
and teachers serve as the starting point for all interventions and engage students in the direct 
practice of effective interpersonal communication. Conferences always involve goal-setting 
and self-assessment that invite students to replace problematic behaviors with desired target 
behaviors linked to improving their academic performance in the classroom.

Learning Domain 4 – Restorative and Accountable Discipline and Behavior Support

Classroom  
Learning Domain Daily Instructional Practices Aligned Learning and  

Life Competencies

4 Restorative 
and Accountable 

Discipline and 
Behavior Support

How do teachers plan 
for, respond to, and 
manage disciplinary 
concerns and incidents 
so students can 
increasingly make mid-
course corrections, 
get back on track, 
and more skillfully 
manage an array of 
complex emotions and 
experiences?

Promoting and planning for a well-disciplined 
classroom (Setting Behavior Expectations; Practicing 
and Assessing Learning and Life Competencies; 
Anticipating and Planning for Common Unwanted Behaviors)

Responding to and managing unwanted behaviors 
(Depersonalization; First Response to Behavior 
Concerns; Responding to Disrespectful Behavior; 
Behavior Check-ins; Restorative Questions)

Defusing Upset Students and De-escalating Charged 
Situations  (Re-Set Protocols, De-escalating Power 
Struggles, Interrupting Physical Altercations, Responding 
to Oppositional Behaviors)

Implementing holistic interventions for challenging 
or chronic unwanted behaviors (Problem-Solving and 
Planning Conferences; Progress Monitoring; Coaching 
and Practice Work-outs; Family Conferencing)

Be self-aware

Identify, express, and 
manage emotions

Exhibit self-control / 
impulse control

Set and assess goals

Communicate effectively

Demonstrate empathy and 
respect

Demonstrate social and 
civic responsibility
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Supporting the Seamless Integration of Learning and Life Competencies
Teachers support the seamless integration of Learning and Life Competencies into daily 
instructional practices when they take the following steps:

1. Clearly identify the Learning and Life Competencies that students practice during 
a learning task. To claim it, you need to name it.

2. Invite students to generate desired target behaviors related to the competency 
that they might see and hear during the learning task. When students have an 
opportunity to brainstorm these behaviors, they are more likely to work to own 
them.

3. Discuss the benefits of developing the specific Learning and Life Competency. “In 
what ways will it help me grow as a learner, be successful in school and in my life?” 

4. Make sure students understand what specific target behaviors sound like and look 
like. Model or have students demonstrate some of the desired target behaviors 
related to the competency.

5. Before students engage in the learning task, share the Learning and Life 
Competency “look-fors” that teachers will observe and students will monitor for 
themselves.

6. After students complete the learning task, invite them to reflect on how they 
experienced the use of the Learning and Life Competency or how the competency 
helped them engage and find success in the learning experience.

7. Provide feedback with examples of what the teacher saw and heard to leverage the 
group’s strength and effort to support future commitment.

8. Have students assess their individual or group use of the Learning and Life 
Competency through written or oral reflection.

9. Analyze the data from the class’s reflections, the teacher’s feedback, and the 
students’ self-assessments and calibrate the next lesson.

A Few Words about Teachers’ SEL Competencies
As highlighted in II: Adult Beliefs and Competencies, teachers are more likely to embed 
Learning and Life Competencies into daily classroom practice if they place high value 
on self-awareness, self-management, social efficacy, and academic efficacy skill sets, and 
can say to themselves and others why and how the regular use of these competencies can 
improve student behavior and academic performance in their classrooms. In addition, 
teachers who model these competencies in the classroom are more likely to generate 
students’ good will to try out and practice target behaviors. Adolescents do take their lead 
from what they see and hear. Teachers who see developing and mastering Learning and 
Life Competencies as a life-long endeavor are open to assessing their own strengths and 
“growing edges” as they seek to become fully competent. A teacher’s willingness to grow 
alongside their students is a powerful invitation to students. When teachers are committed 
to modeling, teaching, practicing and assessing the Learning and Life Competencies, they 
are strengthening their own capacities to make these competencies live in their everyday 
experiences and a vital aspect of their teacher persona. 
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A Snapshot of Learning and Life Competencies Integrated into a High School Classroom
So what does embedding Learning and Life Competencies into classroom practices really 
look and sound like? The snapshot that follows highlights how a teacher can naturally 
integrate Learning and Life competencies into an academic lesson in real time in a high 
school classroom. 

The chart in Figure 2.4 identifies the skill set, competency, and target behavior in the 
right column. The left column reveals what the teacher is doing and what students are 
doing to learn and strengthen Learning and Life Competencies.

Figure 2 4  Embedding Learning and Life Competencies in Real Time

Actions/Activities
Skill Set Competency

Target Behavior

During the passing period Ms. Green 
is standing in her classroom doorway to 
meet and greet students as they arrive. She 
welcomes students by name and smiles 
warmly as students enter the classroom. 
“Jake. Marcus. Janelle. Good morning. Hi, 
Ladonna.” Students respond with friendly 
hellos and smiles. Ms. Green also does a 
quick personalized check-in with several 
students. “Marisol, welcome back! Are you 
feeling better?” and “Gilberto! Tell me how 
the baseball team did last night.” 

Social Efficacy Healthy Relationships

I greet people in a friendly manner when they say 
‘hello’ to me.

I am friendly, helpful, courteous, and good 
humored with others.

Students walk into the classroom 
and see that the “Reflect & Connect” 
instructions are posted on the board with 
a reminder to get started the moment the 
bell rings. Students immediately find their 
seats and start pulling out their notebooks 
and reading the directions.

Self-Management Self-Control

I follow directions, rules, routines, and 
procedures.

When the bell rings, Ms. Green closes 
the door and says, “Thank you for all 
arriving to class on time and getting started 
on the Reflect & Connect. I’m going to 
take attendance quickly and stamp your 
homework. We will start in three minutes.” 
She projects a visual timer that counts 
down from three minutes on the overhead. 

Academic Efficacy Organizing to Learn

I attend class every day and I arrive to class on 
time

I manage my materials and organize myself so 
I’m ready to learn from the start of class to the 
end of class.  
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One student quietly asks her neighbor 
to borrow a pencil. Another student 
realizes he forgot his notebook and asks 
to go to his locker. The teacher responds 
non-verbally by pointing to a sign on the 
wall that says, “Forgot your note book? Use 
a piece of lined paper today and tape it into 
your notebook tonight.” There is a stack of 
lined paper sitting in a basket below the 
sign.

Academic Efficacy Organizing to Learn

I manage my materials and organize myself so 
I’m ready to learn from the start of class to the 
end of class. 

Self-Management Perseverance and 
Resiliency

I use problem-solving strategies to work things 
out.

While students work on the Reflect 
& Connect, the teacher walks around 
and quickly stamps the homework that 
students automatically placed on the 
corner of their desk. Ms. Green also takes 
attendance on her laptop, jotting down 
the names of two students who did not do 
their homework assignment so she can 
check-in with them later. 

Academic Efficacy Organizing to Learn

I read directions first and reread if I don’t 
understand.

I attempt each part of the question, task, 
assignment, or test.

Self-Management Self-Control and 
Impulse Control

I sustain my focus and pay attention throughout 
the activity or task.

I work silently when it is required. 

I work independently without bothering others.

The timer goes off at 3 minutes, and 
the teacher announces to the group, 
“Ok, time’s up, thank you for getting 
right to work today. The next step in our 
Reflect & Connect is to do a Turn and 
Talk with your Color Partners to share 
your thinking. If you need any help 
remembering the expectations for a Turn 
& Talk, where can you look?” Several 
students gesture to the TURN & TALK 
TIPS sign on the wall. “Great, I’ll be 
looking to see those in action. I’m going to 
set my timer for 90 seconds, please turn to 
your Color Partner and begin sharing how 
you responded to the Reflect & Connect 
question.” Students turn to face their partner 
and quickly decide who will begin sharing.

Social Efficacy Cooperation and 
Participation

I actively participate, share, and work for high 
performance in small and large groups.

I work effectively with different students.

Social Efficacy Healthy  
Relationships

I focus my attention on people who are speaking 
to me.
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When the timer goes off, Ms. Green 
moves to stand by the space on the 
whiteboard that features the Check-off 
Agenda and uses a hand signal to get the 
groups’ attention and silence.  She checks 
off the Reflect & Connect box and 
provides a quick verbal overview of the 
day’s lesson, the learning outcomes, and 
what students will need to do to “show 
what they know and are able to do” by 
the end of class. 

Self-Management Self-Control

I follow directions, rules, routines, and procedures.

Academic Efficacy Goal-setting and  
Self-assessment 

I set specific academic goals.

Before starting the mini-lesson, 
Ms. Green projects a sample page of 
student notes from the previous day.  
The model is well organized and includes 
a coding system that makes key words 
stand out and highlights key points and 
summarizing statements. The teacher 
invites students to spend a minute 
silently comparing it to their own notes 
and reflecting on what they could do to 
make sure their notes are useful tools for 
learning and studying. The teacher then 
asks students to turn to their Number 
Partner and share one way they might 
improve the way they take notes so they 
have a good resource when it comes time 
to study for the unit test.

Academic Efficacy Goal-setting and 
Self-assessment

I assess and discuss my academic progress through 
monitoring my grades, written and oral self-
reflection, and conferencing. 

Academic Efficacy Organizing to  
Learn and Study

I use a range of study strategies to remember 
important information, master important skills, 
and understand critical concepts.

Social Efficacy Cooperation and  
Participation

I actively participate, share, and work for high 
performance in small and large groups.

I work effectively with different students.
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During the brief mini-lesson, one 
student moves up to a desk at the front 
of the room. This is a pre-arranged plan 
the student and the teacher designed 
together to support him to self-correct 
chronic blurting-out and engaging in 
side conversations that disrupted the 
class. There is a fidget object at the table 
and a Post-it note on the corner of the 
desk that the student marks every time 
he has the urge to blurt out but controls 
the impulse. The teacher also has a Post-
it note discreetly placed on her clipboard 
that she is using to track every time the 
student blurts out. They will compare 
Post-it notes at the end of class so the 
student can reflect and monitor his 
progress with reducing behaviors that 
distract the group.

Self-Management Self-Control and  
Impulse Control

I sustain my focus and pay attention throughout 
the activity or task.

I work silently when it is required.

I work independently without bothering others.

Social Efficacy Social and Civic  
Responsibility

I do positive things to make class a good place to 
learn.

After the ten-minute mini-lesson, 
students work in trios on a card sort to 
help them practice applying the concepts 
introduced in the mini-lesson. Students 
are taking turns reading the cards, 
analyzing the information, and sorting it 
into the appropriate category. 

Social Efficacy Cooperation and  
Participation

I work cooperatively with others and do my fair 
share of the work

I actively participate, share, and work for high 
performance in small and large groups.
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The teacher walks around the room 
and notices one group is using aggressive 
speech and even a little name-calling 
as they disagree about the placement 
of a card. She stops by, gives the group 
some feedback, and asks an open-ended 
question to prompt the group to self-
correct, “The high energy at this table is 
really giving you a chance to engage with 
this task. Some of these are tricky and 
intended to spark a debate. How can you 
rephrase your differences of opinion in a 
way that keeps the dialogue professional?” 
One student says, “My bad” and then 
attempts to restate his claim using one of 
the accountable talk stems from a poster 
on the wall titled “Student Resources.” 
“I hear you saying… and I’d like to offer 
another perspective…” Ms. Green listens 
in for a moment as the students continue 
their debate and then moves on to listen 
in on other groups. 

Self-Management 
Efficacy Self-Control

I accept help, feedback, correction, or consequences 
with goodwill.

Social Efficacy Effective 
Communication

I resolve interpersonal or intergroup conflicts in 
ways that meet important goals and interests of 
individuals or the group.

Social Efficacy Cooperation and  
Participation

I work effectively with different students.

Social Efficacy Assertion

I use positive, non-aggressive language to express 
myself and get what I need.

Social Efficacy Social and Civic  
Responsibility

I do positive things to make class a good place to 
learn.

To wrap up the lesson, Ms. Green 
brings the group back together and 
uses follow-up questions to clarify any 
misconceptions. Then she posts a “Show 
me what you know” question on the 
board and gives students five minutes 
to explain how they would respond 
based on what they learned that day. 
While students are writing, she is walking 
around the room looking for key words 
and phrases in the students’ responses. 
She makes a note if she notices a student’s 
response is off-point so she can check in 
with the student the next day and provide 
additional instruction and support. 

Learning  
Efficacy

Organizing to  
Learn and Study

I use a range of study strategies to remember 
important information, master important skills, 
and understand critical concepts.
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A few minutes before the bell rings, 
Ms. Green reminds students that the 
end-of-unit test is scheduled for next 
week. She asks students to flip to the 
Unit Learning Outcomes Student Self-
Assessment page in their notebooks. 
As an exit ticket, students are asked to 
reflect and jot down on a Post-it note 
which learning outcome(s) they are still 
challenged by and to articulate one thing 
they don’t understand or are struggling 
with. As students exit, they post their 
notes on the TICKET OUT space by the 
door where the teacher is standing and 
saying goodbye to students as they exit.  

Academic Efficacy Goal Setting and 
Self-Assessment

I monitor my progress toward achieving academic 
goals.

I assess and discuss my academic progress through 
monitoring my grades, written and oral self-
reflection, and conferencing. 

IV: Assessing Learning and Life Competencies
When it comes to assessing Learning and Life Competencies, we urge policy-makers 
and district and school leaders to continue to think big and start small. We base this 
recommendation on lessons from the field of educational assessment. Educators in the 
United States have been on a quest for the past 150 years to develop accurate measures 
of educational achievement,50 yet there is growing 
evidence that current standardized tests vary in rigor 
and do not give us direct and complete measures of 
what students actually know and can do.51 Arguably, 
measurement of a student’s self-awareness, self-
management, social, and learning behaviors will be 
even harder to assess than academic outcomes. In the 
nascent field of social and emotional assessment, the 
research and development of valid, reliable, and fair 
measures of SEL are in their infancy.52 

We recognize there is a national dialogue about 
whether we are ready to measure SEL as a part of 
accountability systems. There is a broad consensus 
that the most effective set of tools, systems, and 
protocols is not yet in place. At the same time, there 
is a growing body of research that shows a strong 
relationship between academic performance, career 
success, and interpersonal/intrapersonal competencies, so assessing Learning and Life 
Competencies in schools will likely be integrated into most school improvement plans 
in the future. Although purposes for assessing Learning and Life Competencies include 
accountability to SEL standards and communication about forward progress in the field 
of SEL, we recommend that schools begin with information-gathering about promising 
practices in the classroom.53 

A Likert scale is used to gauge 
attitudes, values, and opinions 
by having a person complete 
a questionnaire that requires 
them to indicate the extent to 
which they agree or disagree 
with a series of statements  

A rubric is an evaluation tool 
that communicates to a student, 
in writing, what is expected of 
them and delineates consistent 
criteria for grading  Rubrics help 
students make connections 
between what they will learn 
and what will be assessed 
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Information-gathering at the classroom level supports teachers’ exploration of practices 
that support Learning and Life Competencies, increases capacity-building through the 
sharing of information, provides instructional guidance related to implementation, and 
engages both students and teachers in formative assessment around the demonstration of 
Learning and Life Competencies. Students benefit from the opportunity to reflect on the 
growth of their Learning and Life Competencies through student self-report measures 
and teacher feedback via Likert or rubric rating approaches. Teachers benefit as they 
collectively grow their practices in support of students’ self-awareness, self-management, 
and social and learning behaviors. Schools benefit in their ability to observe what really 
works for high school students in classrooms and what it really takes to establish a 
universal set of practices that promote Learning and Life Competencies. 

Recognizing the complexity of measuring Learning and Life Competencies at scale (even 
if this scale is a single school), we recommend schools enter into an appreciative inquiry 
cycle for the purpose of answering the question, “What are the most viable and inclusive 
ways we can assess Learning and Life Competencies?” By inviting schools to assess 
Learning and Life Competencies flexibly, pathways toward systemic measurement are 
broadened and significant learning will occur along the way. We offer four initial measures 
to support schools in wrestling with this question. 

1. Data from climate surveys: Review the school climate survey and select key 
questions that focus on the use of these competencies in schools and lift up 
key items that focus on the degree to which students’ developmental needs feel 
supported by staff. If a school or district does not yet have a school climate survey, 
or the questions are lacking around SEL, The National Center on Safe Supportive 
Learning Environments developed a compendium on school climate surveys54 and 
the United States Department of Education offers a free school climate survey.55

2. Student outcome data: Regularly collect and analyze student outcome data such 
as behavior (e.g., office disciplinary referrals, in- and out-of-school suspension), 
attendance (e.g., attendance and tardy rates), and grades (e.g., course completion, 
graduation rates, on-track-to-graduate indicators) to determine the impact of 
embedding Learning and Life Competencies practices in the classroom. While 
there will likely be many factors that impact these data points, they can support 
formative assessment and course correction with Learning and Life Competencies 
supports and a deepened understanding of the connection between Learning and 
Life Competencies and student outcomes.

3. Student self-reportage and teacher outcomes: In a classroom where Learning 
and Life Competencies are at the core of classroom culture, teachers can work 
together to develop reliable and valid student self-report measures of key 
competencies and discrete target behaviors. Through rituals, routines, processes, 
and structures, the teacher(s) designs outcomes that align with the developmental 
and contextual needs of her students and models, teaches, practices, and assesses 
these competencies and target behaviors. Teachers, with students, identify 
goals, measure progress, and make modifications along the way by having 
students engage in systematic self-assessment processes and embedding timely 
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and structured teacher observations. For example, Likert scales often include 
statements to which students respond, “Strongly agree.” Rubric ratings often use a 
0–3 rating sale: “I use it regularly,” “I use it regularly without prompting,” etc.

4. Progress-monitoring: We recommend that teachers work together to identify 
students who need additional support and interventions with specific Learning 
and Life Competencies. This is an opportunity for teachers to partner with 
students to identify specific target behaviors for which the student is developing 
skills and awareness, and design direct behavior ratings, so the teacher and student 
have a plan for monitoring progress over time. 

The development of Learning and Life Competencies in students depends greatly on the 
structures and assessment practices that are intentionally put in place to support students. 
Three critical classroom structures support teachers in both formative assessment and 
progress monitoring: class meetings/group conferencing, group self-assessment, and 
individual conferencing. In classrooms where students are included in unpacking SEL 
competencies and where a culture of conferencing and listening is developed, both formative 
assessment and progress monitoring become a part of the rhythm of the week. Schools or 
districts might partner and collaborate with a small subset of teachers in developing their 
capacity to facilitate the three classroom structures in order to support learning about what 
it might take to scale these structures across a grade(s), the school, or district.

1. Class meetings/group conferencing: By bringing the group together regularly 
to consider the target behaviors that will lead to success in the course, teachers 
are able to make transparent the small, discrete, everyday behaviors that students 
can employ toward their own academic success. High school adolescents will be 
much more inclined to examine their competencies if they are included in the 
process of determining these discrete behaviors. For example, in a course with 
extensive group discussions, the teacher determines that the target behavior, “I 
recognize and appreciate individual and group similarities and differences,” is 
critical to student success. When the teacher asks students to identify the skills 
they would need to employ to demonstrate this target behavior, students might list 
“deep listening, managing emotions, considering other perspectives, acceptance.” 
A collective consciousness begins to develop from this student-created list. By 
regularly checking-in with the group through the class meeting/group conference 
structure, teachers and students are able to reflect on their progress and offer 
value-added feedback supporting everyone’s deepened understanding of the 
qualities and actions that lead to this target behavior.

2. Group/classroom assessment: In this structure, teachers and students work 
together as a group to identify a few competencies and target behaviors on 
which the entire class will focus. Students collaboratively engage in a dialogue 
with teachers and brainstorm the discrete sub-skills that will enable them to 
systematically demonstrate these target behaviors. Once there is an established 
student-created list of the necessary target behaviors and discrete sub-skills for 
student success in the course, teacher observation and student self-assessment will 
support the ongoing reflection necessary for student growth. The teacher might 
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offer several self-assessments in the form of exit tickets so students can develop 
awareness and measure their own and their group’s progress over the course of a 
unit and semester. Students may also fill out a Likert or rubric rating instrument 
to measure progress and identify collectively what the group needs to focus on to 
support classroom cohesion and a strong sense of community.

3. Individual conferencing: The structure of an individual conference gives 
students the personal attention and care they need to engage in metacognitive 
reflection and problem-solving. This is an opportunity for teachers to listen in 
active, empathic, and nonjudgmental ways, enabling students to grapple with the 
Learning and Life Competencies and target behaviors that have become a barrier 
to learning. Creating a culture of conferencing in the classroom helps teachers 
determine which students need ongoing support and results in those students 
setting realistic and specific goals, and an agreed upon plan to monitor their 
effort and progress. This structure requires scaffolded support for teachers to both 
acquire the nuanced skill set to facilitate highly effective conferences, along with 
their ability to first develop the capacity of the group to sustain focus individually 
or in small groups before meeting one-to-one with individual students. 

These three structures allow for dialogue to transpire and deeper meaning of Learning 
and Life Competencies to be made by both teachers and students. Through the process of 
self-assessment, teacher feedback, and dialogue, high school teachers raise the expectation 
of students to value metacognitive practices to support the growth and development 
of Learning and Life Competencies. Empowering adolescents to be self-assessors of 
their Learning and Life Competencies requires them to set learning targets and take 
the necessary steps/work to meet the target, to actively assess their work to see if in fact 
they have met the target, and then, finally, to set new targets or revise ones that were 
not achieved. Self-assessment requires teachers to elevate the importance of this skill, 
providing students with multiple opportunities to practice the skill, and meaningful 
opportunities to engage with their peers and the teacher in mediated conversations 
about their work/performance. The goal is for students to make accurate judgments on 
their own, over time, rather than to agree with their teacher. Ownership occurs when 
the student is thinking, “I am working on this Learning and Life Competency and I am 
engaged in self-assessment and feedback of the target behavior because it will help me 
socially, emotionally, and academically.” By engaging in the steps of self-reflection and 
self-assessment, students begin to shift their mindsets about their own capacity as they 
become incrementally more successful in school.

We recognize that for many students and teachers, the absence of a grade may reduce 
their inclination to emphasize and integrate these competencies into a course, unit, and 
lesson plan. The fact that in many schools, teachers already grade academic behaviors 
related to participation provides an opportunity for teachers and leaders to collectively 
identify and include key competencies and target behaviors that will strengthen students’ 
self-awareness, self-management, social, and learning behaviors in service of student 
achievement and success. For many students, grades can be a compelling motivator, as 
long as the teacher is clear about the ways in which the Learning and Life Competencies 
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will support their holistic growth and development. Offering teachers the opportunity to 
cultivate students’ competencies and assess them in meaningful and constructive ways 
increases teachers’ commitment to supporting Learning and Life Competencies through 
instruction, and in the long run supports schools and districts in better understanding 
what they are trying to measure.

V: Professional Learning and Leadership
Leaders at the Helm
If we expect teachers to be knowledgeable, skillful, and fluid in their classroom integration 
of social, behavioral, and academic competencies, it is essential for school leaders to 
reflect on their own social and emotional competencies. It is important to note, “Self-
awareness is foundational to our ability to manage our own behaviors and to develop 
productive relationships.56” School leaders’ capacity to cultivate their own self-awareness 
is at the core of their ability to model inclusive learning communities and productive 
social and emotional competencies every day, in every interaction, with students, staff, 
parents, and adolescent advocates. School leaders, including principals, deans, assistant 
principals, teacher leaders, department heads, and student support team leaders, all have 
an opportunity to hone their social emotional competencies. This is a critical first step in 
shaping a safe and supportive high school culture and climate, which is at the heart of any 
school change effort. 

A second critical step for leaders is to examine their leadership beliefs and practices 
through a lens of equity. Effective leaders hold a vision that supports teachers to critically 
examine their own cultural competencies and beliefs regarding cultural background, 
race, religion, ethnicity, socio-economic status, gender, gender identification, sexual 
orientation, language, learning preferences, and ability/disability, and how they inform 
their teaching. Leaders must ask themselves, “How do my leadership beliefs shape the 
culture of my professional learning community? What critical norms do we adopt to 
ensure teacher teams grow their group identity, efficacy, and trust? What are the ways 
that I embed ongoing professional learning opportunities for teachers with a culturally 
responsive orientation to teaching and the link with Learning and Life Competencies? 
How do I help teachers move equity to the center of their instructional practice?” It is 
through this self-examination that leaders can begin to create a systemic infrastructure 
to support staff in navigating the complexities of the varied needs of students, thereby 
ensuring that every student has access and opportunities to grow these Life and Learning 
Competencies to achieve academic excellence.

School leaders and their teams must learn in a safe ecology—one that encourages 
transparency, experiential learning, collegial inquiry, and self-directed learning.57 We 
ask high school leaders, “In what ways might you build in structures and processes to 
informally and formally model Life and Learning Competencies?” Some ways that have 
been successful in schools with which we work are: principals systematically engaging 
in early morning and late afternoon walk-throughs to meet and greet teachers in their 
rooms; assistant principals and deans meeting and greeting students as they enter and 
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exit the school and transition between classrooms; and 
faculty and small group meetings embedding rituals and 
routines that support a culture that is safe, challenging, 
and inspiring intellectually, emotionally, and socially, 
such as beginning staff meetings with home-based 
circles. 

Learning is affected by the contexts in which it takes 
place.58 Professional learning occurs best when 
leadership creates an environment where staff respond 
positively when asking themselves, “Do I feel a sense 
of belonging in this learning context? Do I feel cared 
for and supported? Am I inspired and engaged? In 
what ways will school leaders partner with us to 
build learning communities that are continuous and 
sustainable?” 

Communities of Professional Learning
At the center of professional learning is community, and it is well known that building 
professional communities of learning in high schools is by no means easy. In secondary 
schools, some have viewed school culture as more of an agglomeration of several 
subcultures.59 Subcultures are likely to include course-alike cohorts, and departmental, 
academy, and grade-level communities. Often these subcultures work in isolation from 
each other, which makes it difficult to share a holistic vision of embedding universal 
Learning and Life Competencies into the classroom. “Additionally, the high school 
landscape is marked by organizational challenges: school size, class size, peer context, 
teacher-student relationships,”60 and greater academic demands to meet a complex array of 
performance standards.

Given this reality, systemically integrating self-management, social, and academic 
behaviors becomes an exercise in humility, creativity, and imagination. Leaders may ask, 
“In my school context, in my district, what are the possibilities for this essential work? 
How does supporting integration of Learning and Life Competencies align with our 
School Improvement Plan? What critical work needs to be done around creating fair and 
impartial classrooms that are culturally relevant and inclusive? What are some initial first 
steps we must take that are viable? How do we hold a meaningful vision for this work, 
and start small and strategically? What are the ways we garner teacher voice and expertise 
to support a planning process for integration of practices and strategies that support 
Learning and Life Competencies?” These questions are a starting place to begin a critical 
conversation in high schools. 

The demands on high school leaders and teachers from various constituencies are ever-
present. We offer strategic options for school leaders to consider and/or deepen to create 
communities of professional learning like those that have been successful in schools across 
the country: professional learning configurations that support teachers to lean in, listen, 
experience, question, and embrace this critical work. 

Home-based Circles are 
made up of a diverse cohort 
of five to eight staff members 
who meet in their circle 
groups throughout the year 
and engage in professional 
learning experiences that 
are relevant to every staff 
member in the community  
A primary purpose of home-
based circles is forming a 
more intimate community of 
learners who engage in deep 
reflection about themselves 
and their work at school 



36

Time to Engage in this Work Using Viable Cohort Configurations
It is evident throughout the country that leaders and teachers are asked to do more 
with less time. How do we capitalize on the time allocated to shape teacher beliefs and 
grow their knowledge and fluid implementation of the integration of Learning and Life 
Competencies into daily practice? There are myriad ways to gather full staff in order to 
share a collective and universal vision about the interests in supporting students’ self-
management, social, and academic behaviors. Some districts have early release or late 
start professional learning sessions. Some high schools are fortunate to have all-call days 
throughout the year and dedicate a percentage of this time to this effort. Still other schools 
have a dedicated number of faculty meetings throughout the year. These venues vary 
widely as do the number of hours for faculty to gather.

To further the dialogue and begin to deepen the knowledge and skill implementation of 
teachers, other grouping structures can support continuous understanding of Learning 
and Life Competencies and implementation efforts. There are ninth grade teams, course-
alike cohorts, departmental or cross-departmental humanities teams, and math-science 
teams to collaborate on this effort. Also, in some school contexts, professional learning 
dialogue can be as powerful with a pair as with a group of ten, and it is a starting place. 
Other schools are using a common planning period shared by a subset of the staff that 
form a cohort for that semester. Schools that have found their “sweet spot” to maximize 
the capacity in their staff hold a realistic vision of what is possible given the competing 
needs within their strategic planning process. It is through this collective effort and shared 
vision that teachers begin to grow and deepen their own social emotional competencies, 
which can have a deep and sustaining impact on their efficacy and craftsmanship as 
teachers. It is nice to think big, but in reality, small wins and baby steps provide the 
essential foundation on which later, larger, and enduring successes can rest.61 

In addition to identifying and forming the right cohorts to engage and commit to the 
work at hand, leaders have an opportunity to use these venues to grow their group 
emotional intelligence to support true collaboration and cooperation to ensure that the 
group is performing optimally. “Three conditions are essential to a group’s effectiveness: 
trust among members, a sense of group identity, and a sense of group efficacy.” 62 It 
has been our experience that highly effective teams create together and implement 
emotionally intelligent norms (attitudes and behaviors) that become ways that the team 
behaves and interacts with each other. Sophisticated norms enable these teams to have 
a “can-do attitude,” proactively solve problems, acknowledge and affirm the emotions 
and moods of individuals and the group, confront difficult behaviors and constructively 
manage conflict, and actively work to understand the varied perspectives that live in 
the work of teams. Now, more than ever, schools are dependent on teachers working 
together collectively to support the social, emotional, and academic needs of students. We 
understand that creating an organizational culture where teams are running optimally 
requires leaders at the helm to recognize, nurture, and care for the emotions and efforts of 
their teachers and their collaborations. 
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The Role of Coaches in Sustaining the Work
In many high schools across the country, there are dedicated instructional leaders who 
carry the torch for this work. In collaboration with school administrators and with 
intentional planning, these instructional leaders collaborate with teachers to carry out 
the expectations of a well-designed professional learning plan, where Learning and Life 
Competencies are seamlessly embedded into meaningful trainings and professional 
learning cohorts. In these coaching contexts teachers have the opportunity to broaden 
their perspectives about their students, deepen their expertise, and develop increased 
consciousness about their beliefs and practices. This enables them to identify strategic 
ways to influence the learning environment for all of their students. With coaching 
support, teachers work together to identify key competencies and target behaviors, 
create a plan for implementation, and participate in a cycle of observation where data are 
collected, synthesized, reviewed, and discussed. This collaborative structure, which differs 
depending on the school context, is where beliefs are explored, practices are refined and 
the cycle of learning continues. Effective coaches have an in-depth knowledge of students’ 
cultural, ethnic, racial, and socioeconomic contexts, and sensitivity to their teachers’ 
experiences.

Ongoing coaching and strategic support raise the accountability bar and expectations 
for all teachers involved. In districts where instructional coaches are not part of the 
high school culture, principals and their administrative teams have re-imagined their 
staffing structures and leadership models to take on this critical work. It has been our 
experience that when teachers contribute to the plan, when leadership is clear about the 
vision, and when time is allocated to collaboratively work towards a goal that supports the 
developmental needs of students and the academic expectations of teachers, beliefs begin 
to shift and commitment becomes visible through actions.
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Conclusion
Creating secondary classrooms that offer rigorous and meaningful learning and social 
experiences and empower students to be agents of change will ensure that they engage in 
day-to-day complexities with increasing sophistication and success. It takes more than the 
good talent and habits of teachers to enable students to absorb and acquire these Learning 
and Life Competencies. It takes the collective effort of school leaders to champion an 
approach aligned with the LLC framework and support teachers to be in tune with 
their students’ contexts, to create classroom conditions, experiences, universal practices 
and strategies, and systematic rituals and routines where students feel known and safe, 
challenged and creative, cared for and encouraged. 

Limited research on SEL in high school settings compels educational leaders to seek out 
innovative and sophisticated initiatives that support all students to develop and strengthen 
personal, social and academic efficacy and prepare for college and career success. The 
work of the next decade will require school leaders, teachers, school counselors, support 
staff, researchers, and SEL practitioners to take part in systematic efforts to develop and 
evaluate programs that ensure every student within a high school classroom is supported 
to develop and strengthen SEL competencies. Districts and states that are already 
developing SEL standards and guidelines have an opportunity to recognize how high 
schools (and even middle schools) are different from elementary schools and to develop 
approaches for these levels that embrace the ideas embedded in our Life and Learning 
Competencies framework.

 Since it is too early in the work to make hard and fast policy recommendations for 
embedding SEL in high school classrooms, it is our hope that district and school leaders 
are inspired to convey two critical messages to policy makers at the state and national 
level: 1) that attributes and conditions in high school classrooms provide a platform for 
implementing SEL that is distinctively different from elementary school classrooms and 
thus, require innovative alternatives to traditional SEL approaches; 2) there is a need for 
funding to implement and evaluate classroom-based SEL initiatives in high schools where 
leaders are ready to tackle this important work.

Finally, we invite state, district, and local school leaders and other thought leaders to 
engage in dialogue about this paper and, together, forge opportunities to integrate 
Learning and Life Competencies into high school classrooms. As more high schools take 
on this work through comprehensive SEL classroom initiatives, we will be able to gather a 
rich collection of data that will advance the field of SEL and inform future advocacy.
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Authors’ Note 
In creating the Learning and Life Competencies, we studied, reviewed, analyzed, and 
considered mindsets, skill sets, and competencies developed by our colleagues across the 
country who hold students, teachers, and families at the heart of their work. We thank 
them for informing our thinking daily and for their relentless efforts to create high-
performing, high-achieving learning cultures for every student. 

1.  The University of Chicago Consortium on School Research list of noncognitive 
factors that shape student performance and the developmental framework for 
young adult success

2.  Developmental readiness skills linked to college and career access and success 
identified by David Conley63 and Mandy Savitz-Romer64

3.  The Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL)’s five 
core SEL competencies 

4.  Competency lists designed specifically for use with adolescents from American 
Institutes of Research’s College and Career Readiness and Success Organizer, and 
Arnold Goldstein’s Skillstreaming the Adolescent
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Appendix: Five Classroom Learning Domains
When working with secondary teachers, we support five learning domains shown below. 
We feel that all five domains provide an inclusive learning environment for young 
people. In this paper, we highlight the four that are directly linked to Learning and Life 
Competencies. 

Each classroom learning domain presents research-based practices and accompanying 
strategies that support its implementation. While this list of strategies is in no way 
exhaustive, it provides an essential platform from which to integrate high impact practices 
(green column) that support academic engagement. These practices also support students’ 
self-awareness, self-management, social efficacy, and academic efficacy through the 
development of Learning and Life Competencies (orange column). We define a domain 
to be an area of pedagogical knowledge with ample evidence about its importance in 
classrooms. We consider a practice to be the actual application of this area of pedagogical 
knowledge in a classroom setting. 

Five Classroom Learning Domains 

Classroom Learning 
Domain Daily Instructional Practices Aligned Learning and  

Life Competencies

1 Positive Personal  
Relationships

How do teachers foster and 
sustain strong and supportive 
personal relationships in 
support of students caring for 
themselves and each other?  

Knowing Students and Making Them Feel 
Known

• Learning Students’ Names 
• Meet & Greet 
• Collecting Student Profile Data 
• Personal Check-ins

Creating Group Cohesion Among  
Students 

• Gatherings & Closings;
• Group Agreements
• Team Building 
• Classroom Meeting/Circle

Be self-aware

Identify, express, and manage 
emotions

Communicate effectively

Demonstrate empathy and 
respect

Foster healthy relationships
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Classroom Learning 
Domain Daily Instructional Practices Aligned Learning and  

Life Competencies

2 Learning Protocols 
and Unit Design

What instructional practices 
do teachers use to ramp up 
engagement and rigor to 
increase student achievement?

Facilitating Engaging Learning Protocols 
• Text Protocols
• Turn & Talk Protocols 
• Movement and Manipulatives 
• Whole Group Discussion
• Cooperative Learning

Planning Challenging, Meaningful  
Learning Tasks 

• Problematizing the Curriculum 
• Student Voice and Choice in Process 

and/or Product
• Making Content Relevant

Communicate effectively

Invest in quality work

Be assertive and self-advocate

Cooperate and participate

Demonstrate social and civic 
responsibility

3 Academic Support

How do teachers target 
their academic supports and 
interventions to meet the 
range of learners in their 
classrooms?

Academic Press
• Setting Academic Expectations 
• Academic Goal Setting & Progress 

Assessment
• Academic Check-ins 
• Academic Conferencing 
• Anticipating and Planning for 

Learning Gaps 
• Study Strategies 
• Revise, Edit, Proof, and Correct

Assessing for Learning
• Walk-around “Look-Fors” 
• Corrective Feedback 
• Formative Assessment Tools 
• Value Added Feedback; Student 

Feedback

Intervening when Students Aren’t 
Learning 

• Problem-Solving and Planning 
Conferences 

• Progress Monitoring 
• Academic Work-outs 
• Parent Calls and Conferences

Be self-aware

Exhibit self-control / impulse 
control 

Demonstrate perseverance and 
resiliency

Set and assess goals

Be assertive and self-advocate

Invest in quality work

Organize to learn and study
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Classroom Learning 
Domain Daily Instructional Practices Aligned Learning and  

Life Competencies

4 Restorative and  
Accountable Discipline 
and Behavior Support

How do teachers plan for 
and manage safe, orderly, 
and respectful classrooms 
and respond effectively to 
disciplinary concerns and 
incidents?

Promoting and Planning for a  
Well-Disciplined Classroom

• Setting Behavior Expectations 
• Practicing and Assessing Learning 

and Life Competencies 
• Anticipating and Planning for Typical 

Unwanted Behaviors

Responding to and Managing Unwanted 
Behaviors 

• Depersonalization
• First Response to Behavior Concerns 
• Responding to Disrespectful Behavior 
• Behavior Check-ins 
• Restorative Questions

Defusing Students Who Are Upset and 
De-escalating Charged Situations

• Defusing Students Who Are Upset
• Re-Set Protocols
• De-escalating Power Struggles
• Interrupting Physical Altercations
• Responding to Oppositional Behaviors

Implementing Holistic Interventions 
for Challenging or Chronic Unwanted 
Behaviors 

• Problem-Solving and Planning 
Conferences 

• Progress Monitoring
• Coaching and Practice Work-outs
• Family Conferencing

Be self-aware

Identify, express, and manage 
emotions

Exhibit self-control / impulse 
control

Set and assess goals

Communicate effectively

Demonstrate empathy and 
respect

Demonstrate social and civic 
responsibility
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Classroom Learning 
Domain Daily Instructional Practices Aligned Learning and  

Life Competencies

5 Physical Environment 
and Instructional  

Organization

How do teachers purposefully 
organize the instructional 
learning environment?

Arranging the Learning  
Environment Purposefully

• Visual Postings 
• Strategic Furniture Placement 
• Organizing Tools and Resources

Modeling, Teaching, Practicing, and  
Assessing Classroom Procedures 

• Grouping Formats and Procedures 
• Starting Class 
• Ending Class
• Getting and Keeping Attention 
• Maintaining Silence
• Providing Clear Instructions 
• Transition Procedures

Exhibit self-control / impulse 
control

Cooperate and participate

Organize to learn and study

(Note: Although there are indirect 
links to the LLC and establishing 
positive conditions in the learning 
environment, we chose to leave 
this domain out in the body of 
the paper, as the connections 
between the LLC and practices 
are less direct )
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