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Executive Summary

The Alexandria City Public Schools (ACPS) has partnered with the American Institutes for
Research® (AIR®) to conduct an evaluation of its social emotional learning (SEL) Tier 1
programming. The evaluation was designed in response to these questions ACPS wanted to
address:

1. How do the ACPS staff build supportive relationships with students? To what extent does
that vary across and within school sites? What structures and practices work well? What
conditions are needed?

2. To what extent do adults in the division have the knowledge, skills, and behaviors to be able
to deliver and model SEL programs?

3. To what extent is there evidence of organizational alignment and integration to support
student and adult SEL?

Data Sources

AIR’s data collection activities included (a) a desktop review of division policies, plans, practices,
communications, and data collected; (b) virtual interviews with division and school
administrators; and (c) on-site school visits to six sampled schools to conduct focus groups with
sampled key stakeholders along with school walkthroughs to observe school climate and
interactions. AIR used a collaborative approach and engaged key stakeholders in the evaluation
process so that the design was informed by the experiences and input of ACPS members in
schools and the community. Student initiative and voice were integral to the evaluation, and
the AIR team demonstrated commitment to working with students throughout the evaluation
process.

Summary of Findings

The study showed many accomplishments on SEL Tier 1 programming. The division has
committed to SEL programming and developed capacity and knowledge in SEL. It also
committed to prioritizing SEL as a key Tier 1 strategy to address student equity to learning, and
it implemented systemic shifts to build the awareness among leaders, staff, teachers, students,
and families that SEL is a division priority. It created structures to build staff capacity to
promote SEL in its Multi-Tiered System of Support (MTSS) framework. Many teachers and
students described SEL as “good teaching” and shared examples of effective practices in the
classroom that benefit students when incorporated into instruction and interactions between
adults and students. In general, adults and students in focus groups described relationships
between students and adults positively across grade levels. Division and school leaders and
staff recognize the progress made in the use of data over the last couple of years to assess
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student competencies and monitor implementation of SEL programming. AIR identified
opportunities for growth, primarily at the secondary grade level. These include schoolwide
initiatives to support student connections with adults and peer relationships to prevent bullying
and conflict in middle and high schools and promote sense of safety and belonging for students,
promote leadership capacity to support SEL implementation, adult learning and supports to
promote the use of Tier 1 practices of SEL, and engagement of community partners, families,
and students.

Recommendation Highlights

AIR’s recommendations intend to guide ACPS in its efforts to transform its SEL in Tier 1
programming from one that feels more like an add-on component to ACPS’s educational
practices to one that is comprehensive, assets-oriented, and cohesive across ACPS departments
and divisions:

1. Develop an SEL vision that aligns with division strategic plans
Develop a coordinated, ongoing, and system-level professional learning program that
leverages existing human capital and community resources.

3. Coordinate existing data systems for ongoing system-level improvements focused on
achieving outcomes identified in ACPS’s logic model for SEL.

More specifically, these recommendations focus on developing a vision and strategic planning
in Year 1, prioritizing capacity building and use of data for continuous improvement in Year 2
and continuing to improve processes while also assessing outcomes in Year 3. The menu of
strategies proposed emphasizes engaging student voice and leadership and community
resources for building on the existing capacity.

Strategies and Resources

The report concludes with a menu of strategies and resources for ACPS to consider as it
engages stakeholders in action planning and implementation. These strategies are prioritized
with a suggested sequence of adoption over a three-year period.

Conclusion

This evaluation highlights ACPS’s commitment to fostering SEL across the division. While
notable achievements have been made, particularly in prioritizing SEL and building capacity,
there’s also room for growth, particularly in secondary schools. The journey ahead is promising
and AIR’s strategic recommendations offer a path forward, with a roadmap that ensures SEL is a
fundamental part of the ACPS experience. By harnessing the power of community resources
and student voices, ACPS can continue to innovate and enhance its SEL programming in Tier 1,
creating a supportive and equitable environment so every student can thrive.
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Overview of the Evaluation

The strategic plan for ACPS Equity for All: 2025 states: “ACPS will ensure students have
equitable access to and engagement with programs and supports that reduce barriers to

learning.” ACPS’s adoption of social and emotional learning (SEL) programming in Tier 1 is
responsive to creating an equity-focused learning environment so all students can thrive. ACPS
has partnered with AIR to conduct an evaluation of its SEL Tier 1 programming. The evaluation
was designed in response to these questions ACPS wanted to address:

1. How do the ACPS staff build supportive relationships with students? To what extent does
that vary across and within school sites? What structures and practices work well? What
conditions are needed?

2. To what extent do adults in the division have the knowledge, skills, and behaviors to be able
to deliver and model SEL programs?

3. To what extent is there evidence of organizational alighment and integration to support
student and adult SEL?

Data Collection

AIR’s data collection activities included (a) a desktop review of division policies, plans, practices,
communications, and data collected; (b) virtual interviews with division and school
administrators; and (c) on-site school visits to six sampled schools to conduct focus groups with
sampled key stakeholders along with school walkthroughs? to observe school climate and
interactions.

Prior to site visits, AIR scheduled virtual interviews with division leadership and the principals of
the schools identified for site visits. Using the organizational chart for division leadership, AIR
and ACPS worked collaboratively to identify a purposive sample of six division leaders and a
group of staff from the Office of Equity and Alternative Programs whose insights and
experiences were important to understanding ACPS’s vision for SEL Tier 1 programming and
alignment with ACPS’s curriculum and instruction. In total, we conducted 13 virtual interviews
and one focus group at the division level.

ACPS identified six schools (three elementary, one Grade K-8, one middle school, and one high
school) for data collection. These schools were selected to ensure diversity of schools by
geographic location, student demographics, and level of SEL implementation. The schedule of
AIR'’s site visit at each school was adapted according to the school bell schedule and to staff,

1 We used the indicators of supportive school climate in CASEL’s walkthrough tool (page 8 of the tool).
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teacher, and student availability. Student focus groups were generally conducted during an
advisory period. Two to three members of AIR’s evaluation team visited the schools during April
2024. In total, AIR conducted eight focus groups with teachers (52 teachers), nine focus groups
with students (47 students), six focus groups with representatives of the student support teams
(33 staff) and other staff such as parent liaisons (eight representatives).

During the data collection period, AIR met weekly or biweekly with a team of ACPS leadership
to plan and coordinate data collection at the division and school levels, discuss site-based
needs, and support evaluation readiness and capacities. For example, AIR developed
information sheets that ACPS used for communicating with the schools, stakeholders, and the
ACPS community.

Analyses

For data collected from interviews, focus groups, and program documents, we used multiple
methods to ensure a trustworthy analysis process. Documents received from the division were
sorted and reviewed according to core elements of district-level SEL implementation: (1)
capacity assessment; (2) vision, knowledge, and expertise; (3) professional development; (4)
resource alignment; (5) communications; (6) teaching and learning standards; (7) evidence-
based programs;(8) integration into academics, (9) continuous improvement processes.
Qualitative data were coded using a coding structure that examined the research questions
aligned with the 10 core elements of district-level SEL implementation. A team of AIR
researchers analyzed and triangulated the data to identify emerging themes across the division
and summarize strengths and opportunities for growth. AIR senior advisors and quality
reviewers reviewed the synthesized data for accuracy.

AIR completed data collection in early May (see AIR’s Report on Data Collection Processes,
Deliverable 2), analyzed data in May and June (see AIR’s Data Summary, Deliverable 3), and
facilitated a collaborative session with key stakeholders (i.e., a meaning-making session) in early
June to review data and gather participant insights.
|

Limitations

The evaluation of ACPS’ Tier 1 SEL programming employed a multimethod approach. It
included gathering data from select division leaders and staff; a representative sample
of students, teachers, and staff from various schools; and existing data sources. While
AIR’s analysis is inherently limited to the individuals and documents involved in our data
collection, the use of diverse information sources strengthened the findings presented in
this report. Furthermore, the AIR team enhanced the relevance and accuracy of our
findings by incorporating feedback and insights from a diverse group of students and
adults across the division who served as key stakeholders. This collaborative effort
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'
ensured that the evaluation was both thorough and reflective of the broader

community’s perspectives.

Stakeholder Engagement

AIR used a utilization-focused evaluation approach to ensure that the evaluation design and
findings are relevant and responsive to the needs of the ACPS community. In addition to
ongoing communications with a team of ACPS leadership, AIR’s collaborative approach included
engaging key stakeholders in the evaluation process so that the design was informed by the
experiences and input of ACPS members in schools and the community.

e In February 2024, AIR facilitated a codesign session with ACPS’s key stakeholders including
division and school leaders, teachers, school support staff members, city partners, family
liaisons, and students representing the division and schools. The meeting was designed to
help the AIR team develop a more detailed understanding of the ACPS community, build a
shared understanding of the proposed evaluation study, and gather input on AIR’s
evaluation design. During the 3.5-hour-session, 20 participants—with ACPS’s core planning
team guiding the evaluation—engaged with the AIR team in a reflective dialogue and
participated in small- and large-group conversations.

e The meaning-making session was held in June across two days for a total of 3 hours. There
were 27 participants on Day 1 and 19 participants on Day 2. These participants included
ACPS students, teachers, staff from school support teams, school leaders, division leaders,
central office staff, parents, community partners, and city partners. Six members of the AIR
team facilitated the session and were supported by the ACPS core planning team.

e Between these two sessions, AIR and ACPS collaborated and shared monthly updates with
the stakeholder group to inform progress on the evaluation and upcoming events. In
addition, AIR and ACPS worked with students to include them as key partners in the
evaluation.

Student Engagement

Student initiative and voice were integral to the evaluation, and the AIR team demonstrated
commitment to working with students throughout the evaluation process. Students’ insights
improved our study methods and approach while participating in evaluation activities provided
them with opportunities to enhance their knowledge and skills. AIR’s evaluation involved
students in different phases of the study:

e Five high school students attended the codesign session with key stakeholders in the
division.
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e The AIR team met in person or remotely with the students to learn from their experiences
with SEL programs and practices. The team also used student input to inform site visit
scheduling. In addition, student input was used to revise the protocol of questions
developed for student focus groups.

e The AIR team trained and supported a student to lead the student focus groups during the
high school site visit. Over a few in-person meetings, the team and the student reviewed
the focus group questions, talked about interviewing techniques, and practiced interviewing
using role playing.

e A group of students participated in walkthroughs with the AIR team during the site visit to
King Street and Minnie Howard campuses and facilitated informal conversations with
teachers, security personnel, and students in the halls.

e Five students participated in the meaning-making session.

ACPS leadership supported student recruitment. The AIR team initiated the student
engagement with a division staff member who had strong relationships with students in high
school. This person helped establish rapport with the students and guided initial
communications among AIR, ACPS staff, and students to ensure communications were
developmentally appropriate and equity focused (e.g., review a Google form that ACPS sent out
to students to capture their level of interest). Meetings with students included reflective
activities to gather student interest and insights on SEL. They included conversations to prepare
them for upcoming meetings and research activities (e.g., go over the meeting agenda, set up
expectations for student engagement), and debriefing after the meetings.

Findings

How Do the ACPS Staff Build Supportive Relationships With Students?

School Climate
Strengths and Assets

Having caring and supportive adults is a key protective factor for young people to develop
positive attitudes, learn and practice SEL skills, and access resources to help them cope
effectively with stressors they may experience (Tanyu et al., 2020). In general, adults and
students in focus groups described relationships between students and adults positively across
different grade levels. Students in elementary, middle, and high schools shared that they had at
least one adult they could go to when they needed to talk or share a concern. In particular,
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International Academy (IA) students in the high school highlighted their close relationships with
their teachers in general.

It depends on which type of teacher it is, but most of the teachers, | have a very good
relationship with and I'm comfortable sharing stuff with.
—Student in elementary school

All my teachers, and there have been some standout ones that make me feel comfortable
and welcome in the class, they make me feel like I’'m happy to be here.
—Student in high school

Opportunities for Further Attention

Schoolwide initiatives to support student connections with adults in middle and high schools.
Focus groups and interviewees suggested that in elementary schools, schoolwide approaches
(e.g., schoolwide initiatives, social events with families) supported school climate and
relationship building. Similar schoolwide initiatives to support relationship building and a sense
of community were not evident in the middle and high schools. Students and teachers at the
middle and high school levels noted limited time, structures, and opportunities in the school
day for adults and students to build relationships. Elective and specialized program classes
seemed to provide the structured space to build relationships and promote a sense of
connection among students and teachers.

Emphasis on students’ connections with caring adults. Considering that students spend most
of their day hours at school and on the school grounds, adults during and after school hours
provide the social capital that students need to thrive socially, emotionally, and academically
(Keller, 2022; Shier et al., 2018) and help students achieve their potential (Lau et al., 2017).

The Equity Climate Survey (Exhibit 1) suggests that the majority of students experienced a
caring and supportive school environment; however, a considerable portion of the students in
middle and high schools did not.

e About one third of the students in middle school (34%) and in high school (31%) did not
agree that they felt welcome at school.

e One fourth of the students in high school (25%) and more than one third of the students in
middle school (36%) did not agree that adults in ACPS support students socially,
emotionally, and academically.

e From 2021 to 2023, perceptions regarding the social environment and support increased
slightly at the elementary level but decreased at the middle and high school levels.

~
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Exhibit 1. Student Perceptions of School Environment and Adult Supports

Students at ACPS Feel Welcome at School Adults at ACPS Support Students Socially,
Emotionally, and Academically

100% 100%

50% 50%

0% 0%
Pre-K & Middle  High School Pre-K & Middle  High School
Elementary Elementary
02020-21 m@2021-22 m2022-23 02020-21 ®@2021-22 W2022-23

Note: Percentages reflect the percentage of respondents who agreed with the statement.
Respondents include all survey responses unless otherwise noted.
Source: “Climate Survey Dashboard.”

Note. Data image from Alexandria City Public Schools, Give Me Five for 2025, School Year 2023-24 Data Digest
(2024), https://alexandriapublic.ic-board.com/attachments/c4e2d71a-2a43-4b6e-8a23-5fb400743142.pdf

AIR’s focus groups with students across grade levels provided insight into this gap. Students
described inconsistent practices among teachers and staff in how they interacted with
students. For example, despite overall positive interactions with adults, some students in the
elementary schools shared observations of adult interactions with some students that did not
demonstrate respect and care. In focus groups with high school students, a primary concern
was how safety is handled on the campus. Students shared that safety personnel favored
students they had relationships with and treated students of color unfairly. ACPS Equity
Dashboard also showed disparities in student discipline: Black students and students with
disabilities are overrepresented.

Staff as well as students identified mental health staff (e.g., counselors) as adults that students
could go to for their SEL needs. However, students and adults across grade levels suggested
that mental health staff (e.g., counselors) have multiple tasks (e.g., testing) and do not have
enough time to address relational needs (e.g., addressing peer problems) and/or emotional
needs (e.g., sense of connection with others) of all students in Tier 1. Therefore, staff as well as
students desired additional mental health staff to address students’ SEL needs.

ACPS’s Developmental Assets survey also indicates that the division would benefit from
attending to students’ one-on-one relationships with adults. The survey—administered to
samples of ACPS students in Grades 8, 10, and 12 in 2015-16, 2018-19, and 2021-22—showed
that a little more than one third of the students (39%) reported having role models, with a
slightly upward trend from 2015-16 to 2021-22 (Exhibit 2).
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| feel like counselors should connect with their students more. | mean, we have four
counselors, but | feel like they all do academic things. So maybe having more counselors
about emotions.

—Student at secondary grade level

There is some conflict management stuff we’ve done in SEAL [Social Emotional Academic
Learning] lessons. And I’ll be honest with you, | just think we don’t have enough people to
deal with those problems, to make sure that they don’t hit a point where it gets explosive.
Our counselors are completely overwhelmed. We have a psychologist three days a week who
really only has time to do testing.

—Teacher at secondary grade level

Peer relationships. Data from division
Exhibit 2. Percentage of Students Who

Report Having an Adult Role Model (2015-22)

surveys on school climate and student
behavior (i.e., Equity Climate Survey, Youth
Risk Behavior Survey [YRBS]) show that a

80%
considerable proportion of students across ’
0,
grade levels reported student bullying and o0% 33% 37% 39%
fighting happening on the school premises 40% Pra— s ®
and concerns with safety. More specifically, 20%

the Equity Climate Survey data shows that a 201516 201819 2021-22

large number of students do not feel safe or  Note. Data image from Alexandria City Public Schools,

report that they are bul“ed As Exh|b|t 3 School Year 2023-24 Data Digest, https://alexandria
public.ic-board.com/public_itemview.aspx

shows, most staff and family respondents
agree that students feel safe at school. In contrast, less than half of the student respondents in
2023 (47%) agreed that students feel safe during school and more than a third of the student
respondents (36%) said students are frequently bullied at school.

The 2023 YRBS that ACPS administered to a sample of students in 8th, 10th, and 12th grades
also suggests high levels of bullying among students, with bullying behaviors decreasing in
higher grades (Alexandria Health Department et al., 2023). A higher percentage of eighth
graders (23%) reported being in a physical fight in the past year, being bullied on school
property (22%), and being cyberbullied in the past year (14%) compared with 10th graders
(14%, 13%, 11%, respectively) and 12th graders (6%, 6%, 8%, respectively). Relative to 12th
graders, a statistically significantly higher percentage of 10th graders reported being in a
physical fight and being bullied on school property in the past year. These findings contrast with
national statistics that report higher rates in middle schools (28%) followed by high schools
(16%), and primary schools (9%; National Center for Education Statistics, 2024).
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The staff in multiple elementary schools suggested implementing a division-level bullying
prevention curriculum that would create a common language and understanding for addressing
the student behavioral problems they observed, particularly among older elementary-age

students. Exhibit 3. Student Perceptions of Safety and
Bullying
I don’t think the students here grasp
what bullying means. They consider I/My Child...
bullying, just like how we use it in (% Agree + Strongly Agree)

society very flippantly. And where
we say someone’s being mean to 76%
71%

73%
70%

58%

me, they’re bullying me, where that
...feel(s) safe during

might not be. That’s actually more of
school.

a mean moment versus bullying. So,
I think | would say this seems to be a
district thing that there isn’t the

push for it: | cannot remember the
..feel(s) students are

name of the curriculum at this h
frequently bullied at

moment in time and the time | did

school.
my practicum [in another district].
But | do know that even if students
missed a certain amount of the 2022 Staff ® 2023 Staff
lessons that were done on bullying, 2022 Family/Guardian ® 2023 Family/Guardian
they were pulled aside to redo them 2022 Student ® 2023 Student

individually with the student support  Note. Data image from Alexandria City Public Schools,
2022-23 Equity Climate Survey, https://alexandriapublic.ic-
board.com/attachments/b0c15b2f-52fa-4193-adb9-
4f064611c622.pdf

team.

—Teacher in elementary school

Cultural competence in a diverse community. AIR’s review of ACPS survey data triangulated
with qualitative data collected at schools suggest that part of the shortcomings around
student—adult relationships and peer conflict and bullying might be rooted in how students and
adults connect and communicate in an increasingly diverse ACPS community. The 2022-23
Equity Climate Survey showed that one third of the staff (33%), nearly one third of the
family/guardians (28%), and more than half of the students (51%) disagreed that students
respect students from different backgrounds. Similarly, one third of the staff (33%), more than
one third of the family/guardians (36%), more than one third of the staff (38%), and close to
half of the students (44%) reported that students were treated differently when they broke the
rules. (Exhibit 4).
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Consistent with these data, high school Exhibit 4. Perceptions of Responsiveness for

students in focus groups shared their Cultural Differences
observations of students from different At My/My Child's School...
cultural groups being treated differently. (% Agree + Strongly Agree)
In addition, their insights suggest a need i
for a better understanding of and 53%
respect for each other’s differences. _students respect other TN 57%
students from different 729%
back ds (e.g., 70
Yeah, we learn about other cultures. s /Cetﬁ:-:gl-rt‘y‘sc(ffure, A /2%
I don’t think we learn about gender). 52%

respecting cultures. You can learn

A, /o

anything you want about Black 33%

' ' I 3
history or you can learn anything ...students from different
about Muslims and Islam and backgrounds are treated 38%
differently when they break I 6%

Christianity and all that things, but the rules.

that doesn’t mean you necessarily 41%

— 44%
respect it. We don’t talk about, oh,

why do Muslims wrap their head or

2022 Staff B 2023 Staff
is?
why do people wear this? Why do 2022 Family/Guardian ® 2023 Family/Guardian
5 o
people do that? Why is it about 2022 Student m 2023 Student

respect? You know what | mean?
stud in hich school Note. Data image from Alexandria City Public Schools,
—>tudent in high schoo 2022-23 Equity Climate Survey, https://alexandriapublic.ic-
board.com/attachments/b0c15b2f-52fa-4193-adb9-

4f064611c622.pdf

From an adult perspective, a teacher

raised the need to have more diverse
representation among administrators to connect with Hispanic students to better understand
their needs for addressing the bullying and fighting among students.

I find that | won’t be privy to certain conversations with my Hispanic students. You’ve got to
earn the right to be allowed into those conversations. There’s a pink elephant in the room.
We need more Hispanic representation in administration, bottom line. Because that
population continues to grow, and the needs are different. That can get in and penetrate
and find out what’s going on and feed it back to us.

—Teacher in high school
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To What Extent Do Adults in the Division Have the Knowledge, Skills, and
Behaviors to Deliver and Model SEL?

Leadership Capacity at the Division and School Levels

Strengths and Assets

The division has developed capacity, commitment, and knowledge in SEL with a core group of
central office leaders who have developed the vision of SEL in the MTSS framework and created
supports for SEL in the classrooms and in the schools. Based on school board briefs,? division
leadership informs the school board regularly of its activities in support of SEL. There is a team
of central office staff who work with these leaders to plan for how student SEL can be
facilitated in the division schools. Central office leaders and staff coach SEL implementation in
schools, train school staff, and develop resources for schools to use. At the school level, student
support teams are focused on SEL implementation. Each school has identified a staff person
(e.g., mental health staff or a teacher) who is responsible for developing and tailoring division
resources and lesson plans for teachers in the school. In addition, school mental health staff in
schools visit classrooms during the school year to provide additional training (such as on
bullying).

Opportunities for Further Attention

Division leaders noted several leadership changes in the central office, and that they are still
building capacity, commitment, and knowledge in SEL theory, research, and practice across
departments to align SEL with academics and provide guidance and support for school and
classroom SEL implementation. Consequently, division leaders and staff described varying levels
of readiness among division leaders to guide SEL implementation across the division. A few staff
and teachers in schools noted turnover in the central office. Additionally, one person said that
the leaders “don't come down to the school level to help implementation.” Another said, “They
do send us the materials, but it would be nice for them to come.” Teachers and staff expressed
the need for existing leadership to be more visible in the schools. Staff and teachers across
schools suggested that increased leadership presence in the schools would strengthen
everyone’s commitment and capacity to implement SEL practices in schools.

Participants also highlighted the role of the school administrators in setting expectations,
modeling behaviors, and creating accountability for implementing SEL practices at the school
level. Participants also noted varying levels of leadership commitment to SEL Tier 1
programming and strategies, which lead to different levels of teacher buy-in to SEL.

Just the expectation and the accountability component, we have seen a principal that
actually every day, reviews the lessons and sends an email to the staff and say, "Today is a
great day because you’re learning about this." You walk the hallways in that school and you

2 https://www.acps.k12.va.us/school-board/school-board-briefs
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see people doing it and that climate is very different. When those things align, it’s also when
you talk about the successes, it happens, but again, it comes from the top and it’s a priority,
something that they believe.
—Division leader
Strengths and Assets

AIR did not observe classrooms for teacher instruction of the RULER program; however, the
walkthrough in the school buildings showed evidence of RULER implementation in the
elementary and middle schools, including mood meter and meta moment visual displays in the
hallways (Exhibit 5).3

Exhibit 5. Images of RULER Concepts During School Site Walkthroughs

Mood meter displays in different elementary schools, in the hallway, in a counselor’s office, on a
classroom door.

A multilingual meta moment display at a A meta moment at an elementary school.
middle school

Note. Photos by AIR staff.

3 “RULER is an acronym for Recognizing emotions in oneself and others, Understanding the causes and consequences of
emotions; Labeling emotions with a nuanced vocabulary, Expressing emotions in accordance with cultural norms and social
context, Regulating emotions with helpful strategies.” https://www.rulerapproach.org/about/what-is-ruler/
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Opportunities for Further Attention

Respondents at the division and school levels shared a need for coordinated, consistent, and
continuous supports that include training, planning time, and coaching to help adults build
understanding, knowledge, skills, and practices that are responsive to the needs of students.
The division provides SEL-related learning opportunities, but these are isolated occurrences,
not provided to all staff, and not connected to a coherent plan and timeline, which led to
differing levels of SEL adoption in schools and classrooms. Teachers and staff noted inadequate
and inconsistent training to support implementation of SEL, which they noted led to lack of
buy-in and irregular practices. In addition, during a walkthrough in a school, the AIR team spoke
to a variety of nonteaching school staff (e.g., kitchen staff, security guards, custodians,
afterschool staff) who shared that they were not trained on SEL.

Inadequate training to implement the RULER program. Although teachers and mental health
staff may be trained on RULER, respondents noted that the online training earlier in the year
was not adequate for supporting implementation quality among teaching staff. For example, a
first-year teacher in an elementary school described feeling overwhelmed with teaching while
also having to implement RULER effectively without thorough training on the program. In
addition, a respondent noted that the training content was repetitive each year and was not
differentiated for seasoned teachers or staff to build on their knowledge and skills.

There are schools that don’t think of RULER, they just think of SEL, because they didn’t
receive that training on RULER. Maybe their counselor did, maybe their principal did, but it’s
not like a team approach.

—Leader in elementary school

Implementation of RULER in the high school. Unlike elementary and middle school
walkthroughs, AIR did not observe physical evidence of the RULER implementation in King
Street and Minnie Howard high school campus buildings. In addition, students and teachers in
the high schools shared mixed views about the extent to which RULER is implemented in the
classroom. Students noted that some teachers used components of RULER in the classrooms
(e.g., talk about colors to describe emotions), but other teachers did not. Teachers and staff did
not know the extent to which RULER is implemented consistently across their school. In
addition, students in the high school expressed that the language of RULER language was too
simple for their development level.

Use of community circles for building connections. As Exhibit 6 shows, in 2023 a majority of
teachers (67%) and about half of the students (51%) reported using community circles to help
students get to know each other. Frequency of participation in community circles varied widely,
with a little more than half the teachers using community circles to talk about events that affect

14 | AIR.ORG Evaluation of ACPS Tier SEL Programming: Findings and Recommendations



the class (57%), a little more than one third of teachers using them for resolving student conflict
(36%), and about one fifth (19%) reporting never using community circles.

Exhibit 6. Teacher Reports of Implementing Community Circles

How often do you participate in/facilitate

In my classroom, community circles are used... community circles in your classroom?
2022 Staff B 2023 Staff
2022 Family/Guardian ® 2023 Family/Guardian _ 0%,
2022 Student B 2023 Student patly
52%
_ 579 2-3times a week

..to talk about events that affect
my class.

48%

I Once aweek

33%

_ 36% 2-3 times amonth

...to resolve problems when
students aren't getting along.

_ 34% Once a month

61%

_ 67% Less than once a month

..so that students can get to know
each other.

53%

P 51% Never

Note. Data image from Alexandria City Public Schools, 2022—-23 Equity Climate Survey, https://alexandriapublic.ic-
board.com/attachments/b0Oc15b2f-52fa-4193-adb9-4f064611c622.pdf

I

Many teachers in the focus groups shared barriers with implementing the community circles,
which may explain the lower levels of implementation reported in the Equity Climate Survey
(see Exhibit 6). Teachers in elementary schools noted that they did not have adequate time to
give the emotional space the students need to talk about SEL needs. Some teachers in the high
school described the use of community circles in electives, but others felt that the use of
community circles was challenging if students did not feel comfortable with each other and
therefore were hesitant sharing their emotions with peers. A teacher in middle school
attributed the inconsistent use of community circles among teachers to having no training “in
years.”
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Implementation of SEAL lessons. Teachers and staff appreciated having access to lesson plans
and resources. However, they shared barriers implementing them effectively. School staff in
charge of developing lesson plans for the school noted times that division-level requests to add
to lesson plans came too late to incorporate them adequately. Similarly, some teachers shared
that lesson plans were not always posted on time to allow them to prepare for sharing with the
students adequately or overlapped with other and more pressing academic priorities (e.g.,
discussion about upcoming state testing).

Teachers and students also questioned the relevance of the SEAL lessons. During AIR’s
walkthrough in the high school, an International Academy (IA) teacher shared that IA teachers
create or recreate almost all SEAL lessons because they are not written for English learners. A
cross-disciplinary committee of IA teachers adapted SEL materials. In addition, many students
felt the SEAL lessons were not developmentally appropriate or engaging. Many students also
observed teachers’ reluctance to implement SEAL lessons.

Yeah, like, it’s a requirement. They’re required to show the videos and the slideshows, but
they treat it as a punishment more than an actual reward. It’s weird to explain. A bunch of
teachers don’t like it.

—Student in high school

A division leader described teacher reluctance in implementing SEL in SEAL lessons as
“traditional teachers don’t want to touch because they’re afraid of it, so they feel like they’re
not here to do that.” However, many teachers related their reluctance to a structural barrier.
They noted that the SEAL lesson time was often consumed by other academic demands, such as
morning announcements and testing requirements that teachers were expected to cover. This
significantly reduced the time to implement SEL lessons effectively and allow meaningful
student discussions about SEL needs in a large classroom setting.

To What Extent Is There Evidence of Organizational Alignment and Integration
to Support Student and Adult SEL?

SEL Vision
Strengths and Assets

The division committed to prioritize SEL as a key Tier 1 strategy to address student equity in
learning, and it implemented systemic shifts to build awareness among leaders, staff, teachers,
students, and families that SEL is a division priority. As noted earlier, it created structures to
build staff capacity to promote SEL in its MTSS framework. The division and school leaders, with
input from teachers and students, developed a logic model in 2023 that laid out a vision for
MTSS Tier 1 programs and strategies key in helping students to develop self-awareness, self-
management, social awareness, and relationships; and to make responsible decisions. The logic
model identified the RULER curriculum, an evidence-based program for SEL, as well as
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restorative practices to build a sense of community and promote positive relationships. The
division allocated 30-minute periods of SEAL lesson time during advisory periods in middle and
high schools and homeroom in elementary schools. At the school level, Positive Behavior
Intervention Supports were implemented as a framework to create expectations for student
behavior. The logic model also identified how the programs and practices were intended to
promote student and division outcomes in 1 to 3 years, 4 to 6 years, and over the long term. In
addition, the center for Family and Community Engagement, through the Office of Community
Partnerships and Engagement, dedicated itself to strengthening partnerships with families and
community to support SEL and student academic success. For example, school staff who are
family liaisons connect and communicate with families to address their needs.

I am proud of the fact that we acknowledge that social-emotional learning is important. It's

a part of our fabric today. That’s different [from] 10 years ago, 20 years ago. And that it needs

to be a part of it, not just apart. It needs to be blended. So | love that that’s a priority for us.
—Division leader

I think, especially post-COVID, we have a lot more awareness about what SEL is, and the

expectations that go along with it. | know some teachers don’t necessarily integrate the lessons

every day as they should, but | think overall the understanding of the expectation is there.
—Teacher in high school

Opportunities for Further Attention

Clear definition of SEL in the MTSS framework. Focus groups and division survey reports
suggest shortcomings in the extent to which there is a clear and coherent vision for SEL in the
division. Even though MTSS is the structure under which SEL supports are organized, individuals
across schools and the division noted a need for a coherent, consistent, research-informed
vision and plan for Tier 1 programming that guides the understanding of SEL, includes
knowledge of how to implement it effectively, and models adult behaviors so it does not feel
like an add-on component of education within ACPS. For example, school staff have noted
changing expectations from the central office in the absence of a clear division-level vision to
guide school-level SEL implementation. Consequently, there was confusion about SEL in Tier 1
programming and how it differs from SEL strategies in Tier 2 and Tier 3 programming that are
more targeted for students who require intervention. Although SEL and mental health share a
common goal of promoting students’ well-being, SEL is used inconsistently to describe supports
and services at MTSS levels. This caused confusion and resistance among teachers expected to
implement SEL strategies and practices.

Similarly, the Equity Climate Survey data collected by ACPS in 2022 and 2023 also suggested
that close to one third of staff (31%) did not agree that they “utilize their school’s MTSS to
support students’ social emotional needs” (Alexandria City Public Schools, n.d., p. 4).
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Engagement with community partners, families, and students. Respondents in schools shared
examples of how schools involve families (e.g., principal coffee hour). However, not all schools
have a family liaison and there is no coherent division-level approach to communicating with
families about what SEL is and how ACPS promotes it. For example, the ACPS website describes
the RULER program rather than its vision on SEL and the programs and practices that
implement and support SEL. Consequently, stakeholders in the codesign session in February
2024 and meaning-making session in June continued to express their mixed understandings of
what SEL means for ACPS and asked for a clear definition.

In addition, although schools partner with community organizations (e.g., Book Buddies,
afterschool programs) to support student learning and enrichment, there is no evidence of a
consistent or systematic approach to school and community partnerships to support SEL and
conditions for student engagement and learning. For example, school support teams did not
include community partners and only one school that the AIR team visited had a family liaison
on the school support team.

Students in focus groups appreciated the format of the sessions to have their voices heard.
However, high school students in particular expressed concerns with the student surveys as the
division’s primary method to examine student experiences with school safety, climate, and
relationships, and they felt that their voices were not heard. For example, one student noted
that despite students reporting serious flaws with the school security system and “students
bringing knives to school” without being detected, no actions were taken to resolve these
problems, and “there are still stabbings.”

III

SEL Integration Into Academics
Strengths and Assets

Many teachers and students described SEL as “good teaching” and shared examples of effective
practices in classrooms that show it benefits the students when it is incorporated into
instruction and interactions between adults and students. Teachers and students shared
examples of how they incorporated structures and strategies (e.g., community circles,
discussion of SEL skills embedded into content).

If you’re a functioning teacher, that’s part of having a healthy classroom and building
relationships and having the space that’s accommodating to learning. Because if you are
building relationships, teaching them how to self-modify or recognize and speak up for
themselves and let you know what they need and so forth everybody benefits because
there’s less distractions in the classroom.

—Teacher in elementary school
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As an art teacher, | do the circles all the time, because a lot of students’ art work is inspired
by things that are going on at home. We’ll have discussions about like, “Hey, this is what’s
going on in our community. How do we feel about it, and how is it affecting your arts
practices?”

—Teacher in high school

I am taking, for example, Dual Education survey of world literature. Part of the class
curriculum is reading books from different parts of the world and seeing different authors
from different backgrounds and their experiences. And | think that that gives a lot of
practicality to that. | think when you’re in the SEAL lessons, a lot of it just feels superficial. It
doesn’t feel applicable to you and your life. So, | think having that integrated into the class
curriculum would be helpful.

—Student in high school

Opportunities for Further Attention

Teachers and students recognize that SEL can be effectively embedded into instructional
strategies, although it is not evident that there is a division-level effort to incorporate SEL into
curricula and instruction. Teachers were not aware of a schoolwide approach to integrating SEL
into curricula and instruction. Therefore, they may consider SEL only as an add-on component
of education in ACPS.

Monitoring and Accountability
Strengths and Assets

Division and school leaders and staff recognize the progress made over the last couple of years
on the use of data to assess student competencies and monitor implementation of SEL
programming. More specifically, ACPS continues to implement the developmental assets survey
and YRBS. It implemented the Devereux Student Strengths Assessment (DESSA) to identify
student SEL competencies in high school (i.e., DESSA-Student Self-Reports, DESSA—High School
Edition) and screened students in Grades K-8 (i.e., DESSA-mini) to help school staff identify
areas of attention and supports. It launched an effort to work with each school and their leadership
to identify SEL practices implemented across the school buildings. The division conducted
classroom observations using Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning’s
(CASEL) walkthrough tool in select schools and discussed findings with school leadership.

Opportunities for Further Attention

The division has not yet built a consistent and systematic mechanism for monitoring of
implementation of SEL in all classrooms and in each building. The division systematically collects
data on SEL from schools, but teachers and Student Support Team staff shared that they were
unclear about the division’s use and follow-up of DESSA data. The division systematically
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collected data on perceptions of school climate from students, staff, and families (e.g., Equity
Climate Surveys), but it is not evident if central office staff and school staff have established
formal and ongoing processes to reflect on these data with staff, students, families, and the
broader community for improving practices. In addition, AIR’s analyses did not show a
coordinated effort for family, student, and community partnerships across the division and in
schools to involve and engage these key stakeholders in continuous improvement efforts.
Students referred to the Equity Climate Surveys that asked them about their experiences and
concerns about safety and climate but did not see evidence of action in response and therefore
did not feel heard.

Recommendations and Potential Strategies

Effective SEL programming is characterized by explicit instruction in developing student skills
supported with school-level approaches that promote positive developmental relationships in
safe and caring learning environments (Mahoney et al., 2021). Meaningful change in SEL
programming is a process that requires deliberate leadership action in applying tools and
processes to support individual and organizational needs. This includes reexamining individual
perceptions of district policies or priorities to create systems of support and two-way
communication among district and school staff and build optimal conditions to promote
collaboration among key partners that include students and families. As changes are
implemented, support must be strategic, focused, and leverage division and community assets
to address disparities that may exist (Osher et al., 2015). Supports must also use assessments of
the readiness of schools and staff to implement them (Dymnicki et al, 2014; Osher & Berg,
2018).

The following recommendations intend to guide ACPS in its efforts to transform its SEL at Tier 1
programming from one that feels more like an add-on component to ACPS’s educational
practices to one that is comprehensive, assets-oriented, and cohesive across ACPS departments
and divisions. In this section are three anchor recommendations that focus on vision
development and strategic planning in Year 1, prioritize capacity building and use of data for
continuous improvement in Year 2, and continue to improve processes while also assessing
outcomes in Year 3. There is also a menu of potential strategies for ACPS to consider over a 3-
year cycle that aim to leverage student voice, community resources, and build relationship-rich
schools. Finally, there are resources that ACPS might find useful during its action planning.
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@ Recommendation 1. Develop an SEL vision that aligns with division strategic plans

Guiding Questions:

1. How will SEL connect to the Virginia Department of Education’s (VDOE) Standard Diploma:
Graduation Requirements (profile of a Virginia graduate)? What is ACPS’s vision of a profile of a
graduate? (See CASEL'’s Portraits of a Graduate)

2. How will SEL programming in Tier 1 align other initiative at Tiers 2 and 3 that is restorative,
culturally and linguistically responsive, collaborative, and strengths-based?

3. How will SEL align with other division priorities, including curricula, instruction, student
discipline, assessment, and graduation requirements?

Recommendation 2. Develop a coordinated, ongoing, and system-level professional learning
program that leverages existing human capital and community resources.
Guiding Questions:

1. How will ACPS ensure all employees are aware of ACPS’s vision for SEL, know how they
contribute as individuals, and have learned to implement in their interactions with students?

2. How will ACPS leverage students, nonteaching staff, and community partners to build capacity
for SEL?

3. How will ACPS monitor knowledge, skills, ad practices that are supportive of SEL and that
provide supports for continuous improvement?

Recommendation 3. Coordinate existing data systems for ongoing system-level improvements
focused on achieving outcomes identified in ACPS’s logic model for SEL.

Guiding Questions:

1. How will ACPS ensure that findings from division-level data collected from the staff, families,
and students are shared for feedback and inclusive decision making?

2. How will ACPS assess professional development outcomes on SEL programs and practices?

3. How will ACPS assess whether teacher and staff growth in awareness, knowledge, skills, and
practices to promote SEL is leading to reduced student absenteeism, reduced bullying, and
increased sense of safety?
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Strategies for Consideration

Year 1

1. Make SEL an integral part of the division’s strategic plan to guide schools at the primary
and secondary levels.

1.1.Share SEL evaluation findings with department, division, and school leaders and discuss findings in
division-level meetings.

1.2. Leverage existing organizations and groups that are already in discussions on SEL vision
development.

e Involve middle and high school students who contributed to the SEL evaluation during the
2023-24 academic year, including those who collaborated with AIR-ACPS team and
participated in data collection.

e Involve teachers, staff, family liaisons, community partners, and leaders who attended the
codesign and meaning-making sessions to gather diverse experiences.

e Involve existing city-level taskforces, workgroups, and communities of practice that focus on
school climate, youth development, gang prevention, and SEL. This includes the City of
Alexandria Mentor University/AMP Supporter, ALX Beyond, and the Children, Youth, & Families
Collaborative Commission.

e Involve representatives from Family and Community Engagement (FACE).

1.3. Create a shared language for describing SEL across ACPS.
e Describe ACPS’s vision for each student (and a graduate profile) and the role of everyone in
ACPS and how they contribute to SEL.

1.4. Update the division-level logic model for SEL implementation and outcomes.

e Demonstrate how SEL programming is intended to contribute to positive developmental
relationships, inclusion, community building, student and adult well-being, and student
engagement and academic performance (Colombi et al., 2018).

1.5. Update the division communication plan or create a communication plan of ACPS’s vision for SEL.

e Share with division staff, families, and the community to promote the use of shared language
and to set expectations and accountability.

1.6. Revise job descriptions for all ACPS staff and faculty to align with ACPS’s vision for SEL.

e Set expectations for practices that support SEL and build positive developmental relationships.
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@ 2. Create a 3-year plan for building capacity and commitment to SEL at the secondary level.

2.1. Use findings from the SEL evaluation to identify implementation outcomes and student outcomes
aligned with the logic model.

2.2. Focus on schools in communities with the highest levels of economic disadvantage, refugee
settlement, and crimes (including gang activity that targets students).

2.3. Focus on student subgroups that data show are more likely to be disengaged from school (e.g.,
Hispanic students, students with disabilities).

2.4. In the implementation plan, specify the office and role of the division department and offices that
set expectations for accountability.

2.5. Work with the RULER program developers to differentiate RULER implementation in middle and
high schools.
e |dentify best practices for strengthening implementation in secondary classrooms.

e Tailor RULER to middle and high school students’ developmental needs. (See Navigating SEL
From the Inside Out)

2.6. Invest in ongoing adult education and build professional learning communities.

e Promote implementation of RULER, restorative processes, and caring and supportive
relationships in the classroom and beyond.

e Establish a budget for training and ongoing support.

2.7. Ensure that the ratio of school-based mental health professionals to students meets or exceeds
recommended ratios (i.e., for counselors and social workers, 1:250; for school psychologists,
1:500; or to comply with the minimal requirements of the Virginia Department of Education).

2.8. Recruit and hire qualified school leaders who represent the diversity across the ACPS community,
including Spanish-speaking Hispanic leaders and leaders who represent the immigrant and refugee
groups.

School Improvement Plan (SIP) that is aligned with the division’s logic model for SEL at
Tier 1 programming and includes benchmarks for monitoring and professional learning
opportunities for capacity building.

@ 3. Expect every school leadership team to develop an SEL-related goal for their 2025-26

3.1. Allocate time in school staff meetings and standing committees to discuss findings of AIR’s
evaluation to articulate strengths and needs.

3.2. Collaborate with key partners (e.g., students, family, and community partners).

3.3. Prioritize goals to address gaps identified in ACPS surveys (e.g., bullying, chronic absenteeism,
connections to adults, sense of safety).
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Year 2

4. Train every school leadership team on the Concerns-Based Adoption Model (CBAM) to
support capacity building for SEL.

4.1. Start a collaborative effort between the Department of Teaching, Learning, and Leadership and the
Department of Student Services and Equity.

4.2. Administer a 15-minute online questionnaire in early fall to school leadership, staff, and teachers
across the division.

e Use it to identify their levels of use of the RULER program, concerns, and beliefs across the
division schools.

|
CBAM

Meaningful change is a process that respects and values the importance of context in managing
change over time, which is needed for individuals to develop and practice new behaviors and
competencies and to examine how changes affect educational goals. The Concerns-Based
Adoption Model offers organizations a way to bridge the gap between program adoption and
expected results by managing the human side of change. CBAM is a framework to support such
change and the implementation of evidence-based practices, interventions, or initiatives.
Implementing new initiatives requires more than just the provision of materials, resources, and
training; it requires the understanding that each person involved will respond with unique
attitudes and beliefs. Moreover, each person will use the new program differently. Developed
by Dr. Gene Hall and Dr. Shirley Hord in the 1960s at the University of Texas at Austin, CBAM is
founded on research and grounded in practice. Proven to be valid and reliable, the three
dimensions of CBAM can be used to examine the components of culturally responsive teaching,
to track the progress of implementation, to report the findings objectively, and to design
interventions or strategies that will move implementation forward.

e An Innovation Configuration Map provides a clear picture of the components of an
innovation and a spectrum of what implementation looks like from ideal (high-quality) to
non-ideal. It serves as an exemplar to guide and focus staff efforts.

e The Stages of Concern process includes a questionnaire, interview, and/or open-ended
statements to enable leaders to identify staff members’ attitudes and beliefs toward a new
program or initiative. With this knowledge, leaders can take actions to address individuals’
specific concerns.

e The Levels of Use interview tool helps determine how well staff, both individually and
collectively, are using a program. Levels range from nonuse to advanced use. When
combined with the Innovation Configuration Map and first-hand observations, this
information can help staff effectively implement a new program.
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family liaisons, and student leaders on SEL aligned with the articulated vision. Continue

§ 5. Provide division-level training to teachers, school support staff, nonteaching school staff,
with ongoing booster trainings (e.g., brief videos, monthly messages).

5.1. Develop an annual calendar of professional learning opportunities with budget allocated for
teachers and support staff.

5.2. Differentiate RULER, restorative practices, and other SEL training for staff and leaders with varying
levels of skills, experiences, and responsibilities.

e Differentiate training at primary and secondary grade levels.

e Enhance opportunities and time for teacher collaboration.

5.3. Train all primary-grade classroom teachers, including core and elective class teachers, on RULER
implementation and restorative practices in the classroom.

e Promote quality that is grounded in culturally responsive pedagogy.*

e Continue learning through communities of practice, book clubs, and other professional
learning activities.

e Use self-assessment tools on SEL practices to engage teachers in reflective dialogue. (See Self-
Assessing Educator Social and Emotional Competencies and Instruction)

5.4. Train and coach student leaders on RULER and restorative processes in the classroom
See an example from Cleveland Metropolitan School District on student voice and leadership
through Class Meetings.

5.5. Leverage city-level partners to provide trainings to nonteaching school staff.

e Partner for trainings on SEL, RULER, Adverse Childhood Experiences, and restorative practices
that are trauma-informed, with priority given to out-of-school time staff (contact David Ulloa,
Alexandria City Mentoring Coordinator for information, david.ulloa@alexandriava.gov)

e Publish requests for proposals to engage local community organizations to deliver professional
development and services tailored to the needs of ACPS and that build on local knowledge and
capacity outside the classroom to address student developmental needs and well-being.

4 While fidelity to program design is desired, it is important to adapt evidence-based programs to specific contexts

while ensuring the quality and spirit of the desired implementation (Osher & Dymnicki, 2018).
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https://k12.designprinciples.org/positive-developmental-relationships#:~:text=A%20growing%20number,for%20teacher%20collaboration.
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https://www.air.org/sites/default/files/2022-12/GTL-Educator-Self-Assessment-Refreshed-2014-508.pdf
https://www.clevelandmetroschools.org/Page/403

6. Stop using SEAL lessons in homeroom and advisory periods; instead, make it everyone’s
job to promote SEL through positive developmental relationships.

6.1. Make this a collaborative effort between the Department of School and Community Relations,
Student Services and Equity, and Accountability and Research.

6.2. Use the Division Communication Plan on SEL for a guided, coordinated, systematic approach.

6.3. Use existing ACPS social media platforms, classroom apps, and family and community events to
share already developed materials for SEAL lessons with teachers, staff, and families to promote
awareness, knowledge, skills, and practices of SEL.

6.4. Involve nonteaching school staff, in particular out-of-school-time staff, as key partners in building a
continuum of SEL beyond school hours and SEAL lessons.

6.5. Leverage existing networks for training, support, and communications. These include ALX Beyond
and Family and Community Engagement.

6.6. Focus on positive developmental relationships and building student social capital by using Search
Institute tools.

6.7. Involve middle and high school students in meaningful roles to promote use of SEAL lessons at the
secondary level.

e Continue to leverage existing student and community networks and engage students as SEL ambassadors
who contribute to awareness, knowledge, and skills.

e Consider hiring high schoolers as SEL ambassadors and media specialists at each campus; for example,
use students from a specific International Academy whose college and career goals focus on media and
communications.

e Initiate a school-based peer mentoring program in high school academies and small learning
communities (e.g., older student as a buddy to each incoming IA student and ninth-grade students) in
which SEAL lessons are part of weekly student interactions.

® Engage nonteaching staff and community volunteers as mentors to support and monitor student
leadership activities. Consider using City of Alexandria Mentor University/AMP Supporter as a partner.

6.8. Monitor usage (e.g., via web analytics, item added to Equity Climate Survey) to systematically
examine who is using online resources and how frequently.

@ 7. Integrate SEL into core content curricula.

7.1. Initiate and continue work on integrating SEL into the curricula.

e Promote inquiry-based learning and use culturally responsive pedagogy that provide
opportunities for SEL.

e Pilotin one core content area. Align with VDOE SEL standards.
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https://k12.designprinciples.org/rich-learning-experiences-and-knowledge-development#:~:text=Culturally%20responsive%20curricula,responsive%20learning%20environments

8. Recruit SEL coaches for ongoing monitoring and support to strengthen SEL practices.

8.1. Identify SEL coaches at the district and/or school level to work closely with teachers and
nonteaching staff to promote SEL practices at the Tier 1 programming level.

Read A Snapshot on Mentoring and Induction.

8.2. Differentiate the role of SEL coaches and mental health support staff in the MTSS framework.
8.3. Involve SEL coaches in student support teams and teacher collaboration meetings.

8.4. Train SEL coaches to conduct quarterly classroom observations and school walkthroughs (using
CASEL’s walkthrough tool) in each school to assess implementation of RULER, restorative practices,
and integration into instruction in the classroom.

8.5. Use an implementation rubric of areas of strength and needs for continuous improvement, and
share it with teachers. Align it with teacher self-assessment. See this resource on educator self-
assessment.

8.6. Connect the classroom observations to SEL goals and benchmarks in SIP and hold school leaders
accountable to achieve expected levels of implementation.

8.7. Connect the classroom observations to DESSA scores.

9. Conduct a formative assessment of SEL practices in the classroom (e.g., implementation
fidelity of the RULER program, use of community circles) in the spring semester.
9.1. Make this a collaborative effort between the Department of Accountability and Research and
Teaching, Leadership, and Learning. Seek external consultation if needed.

9.2. Use a collaborative approach and engage SEL coaches, students, and teachers as key partners in
the study.

9.3. Collaborate with division- and school-level SEL coaches to gather data (e.g., using Classroom
Assessment Scoring System; CLASS)

9.4. Analyze the association between training received and implementation quality in the classroom.
9.5. Facilitate a data-walk process in each school to identify strengths and needs.

9.6. Use a targeted approach to examine whether there is growth in secondary schools that is aligned
with the 3-year implementation plan and logic model.

9.7. Use this study to tailor and target professional learning activities for the next school year.
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https://www.air.org/sites/default/files/2024-06/EvidenceBasedPractices_MentoringInduction_0.pdf
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Year 3

10. Expect division and school leaders to use the findings from the formative evaluation to
plan for the school year.

10.1 Continue to support division and school leadership in data-based reflective dialogue and
continuous improvement efforts using CBAM.

@ 11. Review and revise communication plan for SEL in Tier 1 programming.

11.1. Use web analytics data to identify changes.

11.2. Make it a collaborative effort between the Department of School and Community Relations and
Student Supports and Equity.

11.3. Continue to monitor and support ACPS representation and participation in citywide networks to
promote cross collaboration, communication, and access to resources.

12. Continue with menu of SEL trainings and ongoing coaching tailored to roles, skills, and
grade levels.

12.1. Initiate teacher training on SEL integration into curriculum and instruction.

12.2. Continue to use SEL coaches to monitor and support classroom integration.

12.3. Continue to tailor professional learning activities based on classroom and school observations
conducted by the SEL coaches.

associated with SEL implementation quality in the classroom and increased student SEL

. 13. Conduct an outcome study in the spring to assess whether professional learning is
competencies as identified by ACPS.

13.1. Make it a collaborative effort between the Department of Accountability and Research and
Teaching, Learning, and Leadership.

13.2. Review assessments (e.g., DESSA), surveys (e.g., Equity Climate Survey), and observational data
(school and classroom) to assess growth and need for capacity building.

13.3. Continue to use school events to conduct data-walks with families and community partners to
gather input on ACPS implementation of SEL.
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Conclusion and Resources

SEL programming in schools is grounded in the understanding that (a) learning is maximized in
supportive relationships and learning environments that are challenging, engaging, and
meaningful; (b) SEL skills are critical to being a good student, citizen, and worker; and (c) many
different risky behaviors (e.g., drug use, violence, bullying, and dropping out) can be prevented
or reduced when multiyear integrated efforts develop students’ SEL skills. As presented in this
report, ACPS has established a strong foundation in its journey to make SEL an integral part of
its educational practices. However, in a dynamic, diverse, and evolving community like ACPS,
there is room for growth. Below are resources to assist ACPS in action planning and
incorporating the proposed recommendations and strategies.

RESOURCES FOR TRAINING AND TECHNICAL ASSISTANCE

e Leverage resources developed by Virginia Department of Education.
e AIR’s MTSS Center
e AIR’s Attendance Lab, which may help provide targeted technical assistance for ACPS.

e ACPS may be interested in the SEL Fellows Academy, which is an opportunity provided by
CASEL to help district leaders build their capacity to implement systemic SEL through a
capstone project.

RESOURCES BY AIR

e Supporting student wellbeing and learning using a Transition Tool

e Assessing Educator SEL
e AIR and CASEL’s SEL in School Districts (recommendations on pp. 11-15).

e When Districts Support and Integrate Social and Emotional Learning (SEL).
e What Is One Way That SEL Is Showing Up in Elementary School(s) in Your Context?

e How Can Schools Successfully Build the Social and Emotional Competencies of Middle School
Students?

e How Can Schools Successfully Build the Social and Emotional Competencies of High School
Students?

e Are You Ready to Assess Social and Emotional Learning Development?

e SE/MH Series Post 1: Are Social and Emotional Learning and School Mental Health the Same
or Different?

e How Can We Leverage Mentors to Build Student Reliance?
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https://www.doe.virginia.gov/about-vdoe/search?q=SEL
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https://safesupportivelearning.ed.gov/voices-field/how-can-schools-successfully-build-social-and-emotional-competencies-high-school
https://safesupportivelearning.ed.gov/voices-field/how-can-schools-successfully-build-social-and-emotional-competencies-high-school
https://www.air.org/resource/are-you-ready-assess-social-and-emotional-learning-and-development-second-edition
https://safesupportivelearning.ed.gov/voices-field/selmh-series-post-1-are-social-and-emotional-learning-and-school-mental-health-same-or
https://safesupportivelearning.ed.gov/voices-field/selmh-series-post-1-are-social-and-emotional-learning-and-school-mental-health-same-or
https://safesupportivelearning.ed.gov/voices-field/how-can-we-leverage-mentors-build-student-resilience
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