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CHAPTER 1

Why SEL for
MLs Matters

iStock.com/mikedabell

At alarge suburban high school, students were feeling stressed
out in the spring with state content assessments, Advanced
Placement (AP) tests, and final exams looming large. Some
support staff arranged to bring in two adorable alpacas for
students to pet during their lunch period to reduce students’
stress and anxiety as well as promote the importance of mental health. The
school year had been marked by many challenges, including an uptick in
student absenteeism, students being distracted by their electronic devices
during classroom instruction, and a decreased sense of in-person social con-
nection among peers. At the event, students formed large crowds in order to
take selfies with the animals that they could share on social media. All the




while, many students who did not feel a sense of belonging at school, includ-
ing many multilingual learners (MLs), chose not to participate.
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What is your reaction to this story? What does it illustrate about social
emotional learning (SEL) for MLs?

CHAPTER OVERVIEW

This chapter will convey a sense of urgency for the need for SEL for multi-
lingual learners. It will include relevant research on SEL for all students as
well as SEL specifically for MLs, the changing demographics in our schools,
and the important role that SEL plays in teaching and learning. The chapter
will examine what SEL is, what SEL is not, and will lay the groundwork for
why SEL is essential right.siow for MLs. It will discuss the heightened need
for SEL to meet MLs’ urdique needs due to trends in student well-being, a
shift in priorities in K-12"schools, and an awareness of why SEL is crucial
for MLs’ success.and'sense of belonging in schools.

What do you hope to learn from this chapter? Set your intention here.

My intention in reading this chapter is to

Since we recognize we will be presenting a good amount of material in this
chapter, including research, we've developed an SEL for MLs note-taking
tool (Figure 1.1) for you to jot down key ideas you've learned, your reaction
to these ideas, and implications for your context.
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FIGURE 1.1 o Chapter Idea Note-Taking Tool

KEY IDEA IMPLICATIONs {03
AL @ FOR MY CONTEXT 53

WHY WE WROTE THIS BOOK

We decided to write this book to ensure that MLs are thoughtfully included
in SEL instruction. Here, we’ll share three perspectives that contributed to
our desire to write this book. Over the past few years as ML coaches, we
have witnessed teachers who have done a magnificent job engaging their
MLs, making them feel welcome, and taking the extra care to ensure their
learners were an integral part of the school community. It has been inspiring
to watch these teachers in action, and we have seen MLs grow by leaps and
bounds in learning content and language, strengthening relationships, and
increasing in confidence and self-esteem. It is so exciting to see when MLs
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feel comfortable enough to take risks with grade-level content, are empow-
ered to set goals, are in tune with their emotions, and speak up for them-
selves as self-advocates—especially if they are also developing their English
skills. At the same time, we have also seen MLs who appear to be withdrawn,
disengaged, and checked out in the classroom. As educators, we take it per-
sonally when we see a student not living up to their immense potential.

Zooming out to look at the wider context for this work on a national level,
we are keenly aware that, after their families, school may likely be the
community second in line in terms of importance to students. In addition,
as community involvement lessens as a whole across the United States, it
seems schools are being asked to do more and more to fill in gaps and cre-
ate a sense of belonging that places of worship and civic engagement once
held for some individuals. Beyond the outsized role that schools are asked
to play to foster students’ well-being, students are facing more stress than
ever. The constant drip of social media, comparisons to others, pressure to
achieve academically, experiences with racial injustice, and uncertainty
about the future all add up to sources of unease in many students’ lives.
Couple our more granular classroom observations with our awareness of
what has been happening with student development and our social fabric
as a whole, and we felt compelled to contributesto the conversation.

Finally, possibly our most important reason for writing this book is that
we are moms—each of us has three adolescent children. Prior to the pan-
demic, we would swap stories abdutchallenges our children faced in school
systems that felt increasingly ‘more academically competitive and less
focused on our kids’ well-being."We recognized that we had privileges that
included being white, flueney in English, knowledge of how school systems
work through our ptevieus roles as teachers and administrators, and the
resources to allow us to advocate for our kids as well as help support them
at home. We would often discuss how challenging it is when MLs face these
same pressures.and then some—possibly dealing with trauma, relocation,
financial instability, cultural dissonance between home and school, and of
course the immense challenge of learning content in an additional language.
We knew that even though our plates were already beyond full collaborating
with educators of MLs and with our own family lives, we felt we needed to
offer our insights on how our enhanced vision for SEL can help put MLs on
a path for academic success and an improved sense of well-being. We were
ready to take essential actions.

SEL FOR MLs AND OUR CORE BELIEFS

In addition to what we have seen when collaborating with teachers, we
have observed as well as read about many school districts implementing
SEL practices in a one-size-fits-all approach, not taking into account MLs’
unique strengths and needs. With the numbers of MLs increasing as the
fastest-growing group in U.S. schools, it is imperative to ensure educators are
intentional about including MLs in their SEL practices. Beyond the sheer and
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increasing number of MLs, including newcomers, it is crucial to know what
is unique about MLs on a personal level and how SEL practices must be inclu-
sive of them. To that end, SEL is woven into our newly updated core beliefs
about ML education, which follow in Figure 1.2 (Staehr Fenner et al., 2024).

FIGURE 1.2 o Our Core Beliefs

Frame or
Equitab 85‘ xcellent
Mul" ingual Learner

We have updated our core beliefs, originally written in 2017, to reflect our
learning about MLs and their educators over the past few years. With the
revised beliefs, we highlighted the importance of integrating peer learn-
ing and authentic conversations into instruction and stressed that student
well-being was just as important as academic achievement. All of these
updates have direct ties to SEL for MLs, and these core beliefs also under-
score the role SEL plays in the educational lives of MLs. Despite all the losses
we have suffered, the past few years have given us an unexpected opportu-
nity to reflect on the current state of education to do better by our students.
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URGENCY FOR THIS BOOK

We are mindful of the extra initial lift educators must engage in to implement
SEL for MLs. Through our collaboration with educators in districts across the
country, we know that nearly everyone seems to have one thing in common:
Teachers are experiencing unprecedented amounts of stress and pressure to
bring their students out of “learning loss.” We are also well aware that MLs
faced many additional challenges prior to the pandemic when compared to
their monolingual peers. We also know that more teachers than ever before
have given serious thought to leaving the profession. In addition, while MLs
bring many strengths to their schools, they also can most effectively engage
with content when teachers implement scaffolds and supports, which require
extra time, collaboration, and planning (Staehr Fenner & Snyder, 2017; Staehr
Fenner et al., 2024). We recognize that the extra effort teachers will need to
make to integrate SEL for MLs, in addition to scaffolding instruction for MLs,
will result in students who feel more at ease in their classrooms, who enjoy
closer relationships with their teachers and peers, and who are better posi-
tioned to learn. In terms of the urgency of SEL for ML students, just like our
alpaca story, our good intentions are not enough, We will examine research
findings which speak to the need for SEL forMLs'framed through the many
benefits well-planned SEL can bring to students:

SNAPSHOT OF U.S. HIGH $€HOOL
STUDENTS’ MENTAL HEALTH

Before we examine research about SEL for MLs in K-12, let’s first let the fol-
lowing three pieces of data sink in to provide a context for how adolescent
students in general are feeling in U.S. schools. In the Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention’s (CDC) Youth Risk Behavior Survey report (2021),
there were several trends and findings that we found to be extremely wor-
risome. In Figures|1.3, 1.4, and 1.5, we provide you with three data sets to
reflect on relatedto sadness, poor mental health, and suicidal ideation.

FIGURE 1.3 o Percentage of School Students Who Experienced Persistent Feelings
of Sadness or Hopelessness
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FIGURE 1.4 o Percentage of School Students Who Experienced Poor Mental Health
During the Past 30 Days
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FIGURE 1.5 o Percentage of School StudentséWho.Seriously Considered
Attempting Suicide
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The CDC report states, “These data make it clear that young people in the
U.S. are collectively experiencing a level of distress that calls on us to act”
(2021, p. 4). One action the CDC recommends is to increase school connect-
edness across all grades for all students, pointing out that students who are
from racial and ethnic minority groups, who experience racism, and who
identify as LGBTQ+ often feel less connected at school than their peers. We
recognize the dire need to make changes in students’ educational lives so
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that they don’t reach a level of hopelessness displayed in the data. While
SEL in and of itself is not a panacea that will solve all students’ problems,
examining what we can do to better foster students’ sense of belonging and
well-being is a solid step in the right direction.

WHO MLs ARE

In order to focus on SEL for MLs, we first need to carefully define who we
mean by MLs. There are many terms used to describe students who speak
a language in addition to English (Snyder & Staehr Fenner, 2021; Snyder
et al., 2023; Sugarman, 2020). Multilingual learners, English learners (ELs),
and emergent bilinguals are a variety of names for students whose parent
or guardian reports their child speaking one or more languages other than
or in addition to English in the home. While EL is the term still officially
used by the federal government to describe these students, some argue that
the term “English learner” focuses more on students’ deficits of learning a
language while ignoring the strength of their home language (Garcia, 2009;
Zacarian & Staehr Fenner, 2020). We define multilingual learners as stu-
dents whose parent or guardian reports speaking one or more languages
other than English at home. MLs may or nfdy Wot qualify for English lan-
guage support, depending on their level™sf En§lish proficiency (Snyder &
Staehr Fenner, 2021; Snyder et al., 2023).\ln order to distinguish between
MLs as a whole and MLs who qualify for’ELD services, particularly in the
discussion of data on a nationwide level, we use the term “emergent ML.”
Emergent MLs are MLs who qualify for ELD services.

In the United States in fall 2019,'school-age MLs who qualified for language
support services (emergent MLs) numbered approximately 5.1 million,
making up 10.4 percentof the school-age population (National Center on
Education Statistics [NGES], 2022; see Figure 1.6). In contrast, the entire group

FIGURE 1.6 o Population of Emergent MLs and ML School-Aged Children in the United
States
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of MLs—those who qualify for language services and those who do not—
encompass markedly more students. In the 2019-2020 school year, more
than 12 million (or nearly 23 percent of children ages 5-17) came from a
home in which a language other than or in addition to English was spoken,
according to U.S. census figures. In this book, we focus on the more inclusive
ML population.

MENTAL HEALTH AND MLs

As we learn more about mental health issues that are plaguing students
in general, it is important to elevate the unique mental health challenges
that have emerged for non-white students. The Child Mind Institute found
in 2021 that non-white teens reported more concern than their white
peers about nearly every issue related to returning to school in person,
including the negative impact of the pandemic on their focus and aca-
demic progress, coping with loss and grief, economic struggles or food
insecurity, and mental health challenges.

Research has shown that culturally and linguistically diverse populations
present higher prevalence of mental health problems and access to care
when compared to the white population (Alegria ét al.,2008). Individuals
with lower levels of English language proficiency have-been found to strug-
gle more with mental health problems, as they are less likely to seek services
(Bauer et al., 2010). These disparities suggestithat culturally and linguisti-
cally diverse populations are not only at higher risk for developing problems
due to the many systemic challenges.they face (i.e., lower socioeconomic
status, language barriers, discrimination), but they also have fewer oppor-
tunities to access the care theymneed to address their challenges.

As you react to this research about mental health and MLs, we must stress
that we cannot and must not ask teachers to take on the role of school
psychologist, therapist, and/or counselor in addition to their already heavy
workload during trying times. Teachers are already asked to wear several
hats; while we recognize the importance of integrating SEL into teachers’
instructional repertoire, we must be cognizant of knowing how and when to
leverage mental health experts’ expertise and not rely on teachers to make
a mental health diagnosis or provide treatment. That said, it is important
for teachers to recognize signs of students in distress to be able to refer
them to the appropriate professional.

WHY SEL IS ESSENTIAL RIGHT NOW FOR MLs

Despite all the strengths that MLs bring to the classroom, we are well
aware of the many challenges MLs already face, including lower gradua-
tion rates, lower academic achievement for emergent MLs, and dispropor-
tionate representation in programs such as advanced placement as well as
gifted and talented programs. As it did for many other students, COVID-19
exacerbated such prepandemic disparities for MLs that had already existed
prior to March 2020 and also created new gaps. For example, according to
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the Office of Civil Rights (2021), virtual school reduced opportunities for
social and academic English language conversations and reduced access to
English language development instruction. In fact, MLs have been among
the group of students that was the most negatively affected by COVID’s
disruptions to in-person learning. In many cases, virtual learning greatly
reduced opportunities for MLs to engage in English language conversations
with adults and with peers and engage in intensive language instruction at
frequent intervals. In addition, strains on ML family resources have made
it difficult for many ML families to help their children thrive academically
during the pandemic.

Beyond looking at why SEL is needed specifically as a result of the pan-
demic, SEL has always been essential in that it is often seen as a way
to support students’ well-being as a pathway to improved academic out-
comes. However, when we narrow our focus to examine SEL for MLs,
many SEL programs focus on skill development at the expense of explor-
ing students’ cultural assets (Jagers, 2016; Simmons, 2017). One way to
elevate students’ cultures is to approach SEL in the context of culturally
sustaining pedagogies, which means relying,more heavily on student,
family, and community cultural assets to inform SEL curricula as well as
instructional strategies. Culturally sustainingspedagogies extend beyond
merely tolerating students’ cultural prgetides and shift the focus toward
explicitly supporting aspects of their lamguages, literacies, and cultural
traditions (Paris, 2012; Paris & Alim, 2017). Applying the concept of cultur-
ally sustaining pedagogies to thefield of SEL, this translates into fostering
cultural well-being, racial and\ethnic identity development, and safe and
inclusive learning environments (Cantor et al., 2019; Darling-Hammond,
2017; Hammond & Jackson,2015; Immordino-Yang et al., 2018). While cul-
turally sustainingpedagogies are the gold standard for SEL for MLs, we
have found that.the*majority of the SEL frameworks and programs we
have encountered do not focus on the unique strengths and attributes
that MLs bring to school.

i

What takeaways do you have about the sense of urgency for SEL to be
inclusive of MLs?
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DEFINITION OF SEL

We have used the term “SEL” many times already in this chapter. To begin
to make sense of research we present in this chapter on SEL and MLs, let’s
first pause and ensure we are using a common definition of SEL in general.
The Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL)
defines social and emotional learning as “the process through which all
young people and adults acquire and apply the knowledge, skills, and atti-
tudes to develop healthy identities, manage emotions and achieve per-
sonal and collective goals, feel and show empathy for others, establish
and maintain supportive relationships, and make responsible and caring
decisions.” We provide CASEL's definition first since it is used widely in
the United States and is likely familiar to many. CASEL has also coined the
term “transformative SEL’ to focus on specific implementation to trans-
form inequitable settings and systems while promoting justice-oriented
civic engagement (CASEL, 2020).

While the CASEL definition and model tend to be well known in the
United States, there are other models and along with them definitions
of SEL that we would also like to acknowledge. TheHawvard University
EASEL Lab' compares six domains of 40 different"SEL frameworks used
around the world. These are cognitive, emotion;social, values, perspec-
tives, and identity. It is important to note that there are many interna-
tional SEL frameworks, including those from Lebanon, Kenya, Singapore,
and India. We encourage you to take a look'at them. In addition, there are
many aspects of SEL beyond the CASEL. definition that are important to
acknowledge and reflect on, especially'as they relate to students who are
not white. Dena Simmons (2021) provides much to consider when concep-
tualizing SEL with students who are Black, Indigenous, and People of Color
(BIPOC). She discusses the-implications of implementing SEL without con-
sideration of racism and hotes that “SEL faces the risk of becoming white
supremacy with a hug if we do not apply an anti-oppressive, antiracist lens.”
She states that in school districts that are mostly BIPOC, the focus of SEL
is often about compliance and control when compared to SEL for white,
privileged students, in which case it tends to be used to support these
students’ college and career readiness. Simmons asks us to consider the
connections between SEL and what educators deem as employable and
professional, being sure to send students the message that their unique
identities should not be diminished and that being successful can take
multiple paths. Finally, she urges educators to go beyond good intentions
and being empathetic to also “interrogate how such a kind field could
perpetuate white supremacy culture.”

thttp://exploresel.gse.harvard.edu/compare-domains/
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WHAT SEL IS NOT, PART 1: A FIX FOR STUDENTS,
A SEPARATE CURRICULUM, OR A DIVISIVE SUBJECT

Now that we have explored what SEL is and looked at some definitions, let’s
focus on what SEL is not. According to Simmons (2021), SEL is not intended
to identify student deficits, fix problems, ensure compliance, or control stu-
dents. We find that SEL often gets mistakenly conflated with classroom
management and controlling unwanted student behaviors. Further, SEL
is not a curriculum in and of itself; it should be regarded as forming the
underpinning of skills that help students share, contribute to, and enhance
their learning, their confidence, and their appreciation of people (Centre for
Education & Youth and STiR Education, n.d.).

We cannot begin this book without acknowledging what is happening cur-
rently in some areas in the United States regarding SEL. A study by the
Fordham Institute (2021) found that, in general, families—regardless of
where they stand politically—want their children to learn social and emo-
tional skills. However, the term “SEL” in and of itself can sometimes be polar-
izing, suggesting there is confusion about what,SEL actually is and involves.
As educators, it is important to be aware of whattthe political climate is in
your context. We encourage you to follow.what is happening with your dis-
trict’s school board as well as at the state\level and also share your input on
SEL for MLs if you feel comfortable doing so. Please see our final chapter for
some guidance on encouraging your school or district to integrate SEL for
MLs in different types of circumstances.

WHAT SEL IS NOT, PART 2: MENTAL HEALTH AND SEL

While there are commonalities between SEL and mental health, the two
constructs are not synonymous. We start with a definition of mental health
from the Centérsfor Disease Control and Prevention (2023): “Being men-
tally healthy didring childhood means reaching developmental and emo-
tional milestones and learning healthy social skills and how to
cope when there are problems. Mentally healthy children have a
positive quality of life and can function well at home, in school,
and in their communities.” Mental health is a continuum, and
children who do not have a diagnosed mental health disorder can
still differ in how well they are doing and coping.? Signs of men-
tal health include successful engagement in productive activities,
such as school and friendships, as well as healthy relationships.
Hallmarks of mental health include the ability to maintain stable
relationships and cope with adversity, which share elements of
SEL (Sherman, 2022). In addition, psychologist Dr. Lisa Damour
would like to rewrite the definition of mental health. In an inter-
view with the New York Times, she states, “Too often, ‘mental
health’ is equated with feeling good, happy, calm or relaxed.”

*https://www.cdc.gov/childrensmentalhealth /basics.html
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But, she continued, it’s “about having feelings that fit the moment—even if
those feelings are unwanted or painful—and managing them in effective
ways” (Damour, para. 5, as cited in Moyer, 2023).

However, mental disorders are distinct from mental health. According to the
CDC,* mental disorders in children are “serious changes in the way children
typically learn, behave, or handle their emotions, which cause distress and
problems getting through the day.” The most commonly diagnosed mental
disorders in children are attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD),
anxiety, behavior problems, and depression.* Like many challenges, mental
health challenges were exacerbated during the pandemic. While there was
a decrease in emergency room visits for all ages during COVID lockdowns
in 2020, CDC data tell us that visits for mental health in 2020 increased by
24 percent for children ages 5 to 11 and 31 percent for children ages 12 to 17
when compared to 2019 data (Leeb et al., 2020).

While the number of children and adolescents with mental health challenges
has increased, there is a stark disparity between numbers of students who
need help and resources available to support them. The Institute of Education
Science (2022) shared that 69 percent of public schools reported the percent-
age of students who have sought mental health services increased since the
start of the pandemic. In addition, the Institute of Education Sciences report
that only 56 percent of public schools reported they moderately or strongly
agree that their school was able to effectively provide mental health services
to all students in need. For instance, the Child Mind Institute (Whitney &
Peterson, 2019) reports that about half of the'estimated 7.7 million children in
the United States who had a treatable mental health disorder in 2016 did not
receive adequate treatment. In every,State, there is a serious lack of accred-
ited professionals, including child psychiatrists, therapists, and social work-
ers (American Academy of Child.& Adolescent Psychiatry, n.d.). While SEL can
provide tools for students to develop relationships with peers and adults as
well as understand themselves and their emotions better, it is important to
note that SEL is not designed to diagnose or treat mental illness.

i

Please pause and reflect on what you have learned so far. What are your
thoughts on the following:

e The definition of SEL

(Continued)

shttps://www.cdc.gov/childrensmentalhealth/symptoms.html
“https://www.cdc.gov/childrensmentalhealth/data.html

Chapter 1 « Why SEL for MLs Matters

13



(Continued)

e What SEL isand is not

e Implications for MLs

TRENDS IN SEL FOR ALL STUDENTS

Social emotional learning’s reach has expanded significantly over the past
decade. The number of states that have adopted,.free-standing competencies
or standards for SEL has grown from one in 2011 to 27 in 2022. It is notewor-
thy that this number increased 50 percent from 2020 to 2022. In addition, 44
states offered guidance for SEL implementation in 2022, a marked increase
from 25 in 2020 (Dermody & Dusenbury, 2022). Narrowing the focus to the
district level, according to market research (Tyton Partners, 2021), there has
been a marked shift in school distriets’ priorities since the pandemic began.
Sixty-nine percent of districts\new prioritize improving students’ mental
health and well-being (ansincrease of 43 percent), and 46 percent of dis-
tricts prioritize promoting students’ social and emotional competence (an
increase of 23 percent). Figure 1.7, Comparison of District Priorities, outlines

FIGURE 1.7 @ Comparison of District Priorities
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Source: Tyton Partners (2021).
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differences in the priorities districts have reported before the pandemic
in 2019 and in 2021. The biggest increase was seen in improving students’
mental health and well-being, while the largest decrease in priorities was
the importance of academic achievement as measured by state standards
and/or achievement tests.

ROLE THAT SEL PLAYS IN
TEACHING AND LEARNING

Now that we have a sense of the increased importance of SEL in the educa-
tional landscape, let’s first take a look at the role SEL plays in teaching and
learning for all students, including MLs. One large-scale meta-analysis was
conducted on 213 school-based, universal social and emotional learning
programs involving more than 270,000 kindergarten through high school
students. The study found that students who participated in SEL programs
demonstrated the following: greater motivation to learn, improved meta-
cognition, better problem-solving, deeper connection to school, greater
sense of security at school, stronger sense of belonging, anid fewer absences
and suspensions. In addition to these nonacademic findings, these students
who partook in SEL programs increased their academic/achievement by
11 percentage points as compared with their peers who did not participate
in SEL programs (Durlak et al., 2011; Zins & Elias, 2007).

i

e What shifts have you noticed ifi terms/f your school or district’s
priorities? What is your evidenge?

e What is your reaction to the research on SEL and its impact on students?

ML ASSETS VERSUS DEFICITS

Now that you are well-versed in information regarding what SEL is, how
widespread the importance of SEL is in the United States, and have read
a little research on the benefits of SEL, we will examine how this learn-
ing applies to MLs. According to the U.S. Department of Education, emer-
gent MLs are one of the fastest-growing population of students in K-12 in

Chapter 1 « Why SEL for MLs Matters
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the United States.* We “firmly believe that all educators—no matter what
their title or how many years of experience they have—are positioned to
serve as agents of change to promote and champion MLs’ assets” (Snyder
& Staehr Fenner, 2021, p. 75). However, to be in a position to effectively
serve as a champion of MLs when it comes to SEL and well-being, we
first have to have a sense of what assets MLs bring to their education.
We also all need to have a common definition of what we mean when
we say MLs’ assets, noting that we intentionally use the word “assets” in
its plural form to denote that students have multiple strengths and tal-
ents. Educators operate from an assets-based perspective when they are
knowledgeable about and actively value individual students’ home lan-
guages, cultures, and ways of being. They regard these gifts as founda-
tions for future learning and well-being rather than obstacles to overcome
(adapted from Snyder & Staehr Fenner, 2021). This assets-based perspec-
tive extends to ML family engagement, recognizing that ML engagement
may take place in ways that are not always recognized or visible (Staehr
Fenner, 2014). For example, ML families may not be able to attend in-per-
son back-to-school night or parent-teacher association meetings due to
work or family obligations, but they are likely encouraging their children
to do well in school and regularly voicing their'support of their children’s
education.

Conversely, a deficit-based approach focudses on students’ challenges and
can result in educators as well as policymakers blaming students and fam-
ilies intrinsically for these challenges instead of looking outward to pro-
grammatic or systemic factots that may position ML students and families
for failure instead of setting them up for success. We highlight the need to
examine the importance of the programming and systems in which MLs
are educated by devoting space to it in each chapter. We define a deficit per-
spective as onginwhith educators focus primarily on MLs’ challenges and
see these challenges as being intrinsic, personal obstacles to be overcome.
Over the years as we have supported educators of MLs, we have gotten into
the habit of always using the term “strengths and challenges” or “strengths
and needs” together when describing MLs rather than only focusing on
challenges or needs alone. Whenever we speak of a challenge MLs may
face, we are sure to lead with at least one strength (or more) that our MLs
bring. We suggest you also begin to become more aware of the language you
use when speaking of MLs and get in the practice of saying “strengths and
challenges” or “strengths and needs” as well! Figure 1.8 provides examples
of ML strengths and challenges. We encourage you to add your own exam-
ples as you see fit.

Figure 1.9 (adapted from Snyder & Staehr Fenner, 2021) contrasts an assets-
based approach with a deficit-based approach in four areas.

Shttps://www.ed.gov/raisethebar/multilingualism-pathways#:~:text=The%20number%20
of%20people%20in,percent%200f%20the%20student%20population
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FIGURE 1.8

Some ML Strengths and Challenges

ML STRENGTHS E ML CHALLENGES /Aj\\

teachers.

e Other:

e With supports, MLs’ joy in learning language and
content will be evident.

e ML families tend to value education and respect

e After MLs exit ELD services, they tend to outscore
native English speakers on content area assessments.

e MLs and their families may have developed
resilience from facing challenges.

Emergent MLs tend to have lower graduation rates
than native English speakers.

Emergent MLs tend to score lower than native
English speakers on content assessments.

It is more likely that MLs’ experiences may not be
reflected in curriculum and materials.

MLs may be more likely to have been exposed to
untreated trauma and/or acculturation stress.

Other:
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FIGURE 1.9

FACTOR/ASPECT

Home language and
culture

ASSETS-BASED

APPROACH
Gifts to be recog

Foundations
learning

-0

e Hindrances to overcome

e Distractions to learning

Assets-Based Approach Versus Deficit-Based Approach

DEFICIT-BASED
APPROACH

English and content that
should be minimized

Families of MLs

Engaged in children’s
education

Interact with children in
their home language

Share their home
cultural practices

e Blamed for students’

e Not engaged in their

perceived lack of
academic skills, not
learning English quickly
enough

children’s learning

Connection with student
learning

Direct correlation
between building
instruction around
students’ life
experience and positive
impact on learning

e Disconnect between

students’ lives and
learning

Social emotional learning

Acknowledges what
strengths students
bring with them to
help them connect
with others, develop
relationships, set goals,
and thrive inside and
outside of school

e Sees MLsas lacking

the foundation to be
fully integrated into
the school community,
resulting in students
not feeling welcome in
school
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EQUITABLE SEL FOR MLs

While SEL is increasing in importance in the United States, there is a dis-
connect between SEL in general and SEL for MLs. An analysis of 33 SEL pro-
grams conducted by the Harvard Graduate School of Education found that
SEL programs do not tend to be designed in a way that centers equity for stu-
dents (Jones et al., 2021). These researchers define equitable SEL as “SEL that
affirms diverse identities; incorporates student cultural values, practices, and
assets; fosters positive identity development; promotes student agency and
voice; and acknowledges and addresses persistent environmental stressors
such as racism, transphobia, homophobia, and classism” (Jones et al., 2021,
p. 40). As a result of a lack of a focus on equity “baked in” to SEL programs,
educators who work directly with students must adapt SEL programming to
ensure it is culturally relevant and accessible for diverse learners. As such,
educators should approach SEL frameworks with the unique perspective of
MLs in mind to ensure students’ identity, culture, and context are represented
and honored (Calderén & Montenegro, 2021; Honigsfeld et al., 2022).

IMPACT OF CULTURE ON SEL.FOR MLs

As we consider which skills, behaviors, 7alues, and perspectives are com-
monly prioritized and elevated by SEL programs and practices, it is import-
ant to understand the ways in which culture shapes our understanding of
which of these skills and behaviors\are considered important and appropri-
ate, for whom, and why. Culture'plays a significant role in determining areas
such as behavioral norms and expectations related to interpersonal interac-
tions, communication styles, and how we express emotion. These areas vary
greatly across and within cultures by such factors as gender, age, and other
facets of identity (Jukes et al., 2018; Savina & Wan, 2017). Due to the large role
of culture in MES™lives, educators must ensure that SEL curriculum provides
an accurate refleetion of students’ cultural norms and leverages these norms
through instruction. To that end, Downes and Cefai (2016) suggest students
and parents be consulted as SEL curriculum is being developed.®

Let’s take a deeper dive into how MLs’ culture can have an impact on their
academic performance and well-being. Niehaus et al. (2012) compared
emergent MLs and non-MLs. When they have social and emotional issues,
emergent MLs tend to experience more difficulties with staying on task
and maintaining attention than non-MLs. They also tend to experience
more anxiety, sadness, and loneliness than non-MLs. Niehaus and Adelson
(2013) conducted a study of more than 1,800 Spanish-speaking MLs and
students from Asian language backgrounds that focused on students’
self-concept and its impact on such factors as academic performance,
physical well-being, and social emotional well-being. The study found that
Spanish-speaking MLs were at greater risk for internalizing and external-
izing problems. In addition, MLs who spoke Asian languages tended to rate

%Please see Chapter 8 for guidance on including ML student voices in SEL decision-making.
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themselves low for peer relationships (e.g., making friends and being liked
by peers). In 2014, those same researchers studied how more than 1,000
third-grade MLs’ perceived academic and social emotional skills relate to
their academic achievement. The researchers found that more parental
engagement of MLs predicted fewer social emotional concerns for MLs. In
addition, fewer social emotional problems were linked to higher achieve-
ment scores. When MLs’ social emotional concerns in the classroom
increased, their academic achievement decreased. They experienced such
internalized problems as worry, anxiety, loneliness, and sadness.

An important study by Castro-Olivo (2014) was conducted on a program
called Jovenes Fuertes (Strong Teens) to study the effects of an adapted SEL
program on Latino middle and high school-aged MLs’ social emotional out-
comes. The Jovenes Fuertes program was a validated, culturally adapted ver-
sion of the Strong Teens program, which incorporated eight dimensions for
multilingual students: language, persona, metaphors, content, concepts,
goals, methods, and context. It was translated into Spanish and was deliv-
ered by multilingual, multicultural educators. The main focus of the pro-
gram was to help students cope with life as an ML and with the ensuing
acculturation process, and it included applications of SEL to/MLs’ daily lives.
In particular, the study assessed the program’s effeets onsstudents’ knowl-
edge of SEL and resiliency. The study’s findings included that the program
was effective in improving students’ social emotional resiliency and knowl-
edge of SEL. The program also provided students with valuable skills that
prepared them to deal with adverse situdtions:

2

e What stood out to you in terms of research on SEL programs that
are inclusive of MLs?

e Are MLs’ experiences reflected in your school’s or district’s SEL programs and
practices? If so, how?

PRIORITIZING SEL IDEAS

We have shared a lot of information with you so far in this chapter. Let’s
pause and reflect on where you are in your thinking. Please refer to Figure 1.1
(your note-taking tool) and complete Figure 1.10, Chapter Idea Note-Taking
Tool With Sense of Urgency, which will help you rank ideas.

Chapter 1 « Why SEL for MLs Matters
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FIGURE 1.10 » Chapter Idea Note-Taking Tool With Sense of Urgency

IMPLICATIONS
meY MY REACTION FOR @@ SENSE OF
IDEA URGENCY*

MY CONTEXT

*1:Not urgent at all 2: Somewhat urgent 3: Urgent 4: Extremely urgent

e Which ideas stoo@@ou?

©

e  Which would you like to learn more about?

e Which would you like to discuss with a colleague?

e How would you rank your sense of urgency in prioritizing these ideas?
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SEL FOR MLs ENTRY POINTS

Let’s now take your ideas and couple them with your current context. Please
answer the following question:

2

How are you supporting social emotional learning for MLs in your
context?

| use a packaged program my school/district purchased.
I plan and teach stress management and/or mindfulness stfategies to MLs.
I check in with MLs informally to see how they're doing.

I leave SEL up to school counselors.

O O O o O

I am not supporting MLs with SEL at this time:

Which box(es) did you check?

Next, since you have more information on the sense of urgency for SEL
that is inclusive of MLs as well as research that undergirds this need,
Figure 1.11 outlines several preliminary questions to ask yourself in order
to determine what your entry point might be to begin to incorporate SEL
practices for MLs at the school or district level. We have provided an
example in the first row. We advise that you start small and not begin
with a schoolwide SEL program or initiative at this time. We suggest that
you read through the book, noting what resonated with you from each
chapter so you can prioritize which SEL competencies and practices you
may wish to incorporate for MLs as you examine the programmatic and
systematic considerations in your context. In Chapter 2, we will delve into
the five SEL competencies.

Chapter 1 « Why SEL for MLs Matters
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FIGURE 1.11 o SEL for MLs Entry Points

COMMENTS, QUESTIONS,
QUESTION MY RESPONSE OR EXAMPLES

1. Does your school or district I have a starting point, but I'll want
have an SEL program for all Yes to think carefully how this program
students? is inclusive of MLs.

2. If yes, what does the program
look like or what is it called?

3. If yes, how are MLs
incorporated in the program?

4. How many other educators in
addition to you are interested
in adapting SEL so that it is
more inclusive of MLs?

roles? .

5. What are these educators’ Q“

6. How many new or current
initiatives are there in your
school or district for all
students?

7. What are the goals of these
new or current initiatives?

8. How many new or current
initiatives are there in your
school or district that are
focused on MLs?

9. What are the goals of these
new or current initiatives
for MLs?

10. What level of stress do you
think your colleagues are
under?
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In addition, ask yourself these personal reflection questions:

2

e How valued do you feel at your school?

e How well do you think your expertise related to MLs is recognized?

e How much time and what type of structure are you given to collaborate with
other colleagues to support MLs?
~

Qv

‘
( L
e How much choice are you given in curriculum and materials?

N\
e How well do you feel your ow@ﬁioritized at your school?

72\
&

INTENTIONALLY INTEGRATING
SEL FOR MLs

Let’s think a little more deeply about how we can center SEL as a natural
component to integrate into the school or district that will benefit students
and teachers instead of one more stressful addition to educators’ already
full plates. We firmly believe that SEL can’t be viewed as one more thing;
it has to be seamlessly integrated with the school and district’s vision
and goals, as well as intentionally woven into the fabric of daily instruc-
tion. To do so, schools and districts need to have structured conversa-
tions regarding their vision, mission, goals, curriculum, and inclusion of
diverse perspectives to determine how SEL will be integrated so that it is
not a stand-alone initiative. To that end, we believe that SEL must not be a
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FIGURE 1.12

stand-alone program during a designated period or time of day or one more
box for teachers to check each day. In order for SEL to be fully integrated, we
need to examine our current systems, determine what’s working and what
isn’t, and advocate for changes in systems that do not currently position
MLs for success. You can play an important role in doing so, and you will be
engaging in self-reflection throughout this book to help you determine your
priorities to best support your MLs.

As you think about integrating SEL for MLs into your classroom, school, or
district, it is important to think about many aspects. Figure 1.12 provides
several considerations to help you be intentional about integrating SEL for
MLs into your school or district’s instructional practices. We also suggest
you give thought to who you could collaborate with as you integrate SEL for
MLs. We also leave space for you to add in your own considerations, guiding
questions, and possible next steps. We have completed the first row as an
example for you.

Considerations for Integrating SEL for MLs: Initial Planning Phase

CONSIDERATION GUIDING QUESTIONS NEXT STEPS

Alignment of SEL with
school or district vision

How does our plan to o Share the alignment with the school staff for their input

m"cegra"ce SEL for MLs o Share the alignment with ML parents for their input
align with our school
vision? o Revise alignment statement

Alignment of SEL with
school or district mission

Alignment of SEL with
school or district goals

Inclusion of ML
population in SEL
practices

Obtaining teacher buy-in

Obtaining ML family
buy-in

Obtaining ML student
buy-in

Other:

Other:
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CONCLUSION

In this chapter, we laid the groundwork for the urgent need to write this
book. We shared why we wrote this book and linked our purpose in doing
so to our core beliefs. We underscored the sense of urgency for this book
and provided a snapshot of trends in the dire state of adolescent mental
health in the United States. We highlighted who MLs are and defined what
SEL is and what it is not. Then, we delved into the growing importance of
SEL in schools as well as research on the positive impact of SEL for students’
well-being and academic success. Finally, we shared an assets-based mind-
set when it comes to MLs and explored culture’s impact on SEL for MLs.
Finally, you were left with some tools to prioritize which areas stood out
to you and reflect on some entry points to intentionally begin this work.
In Chapter 2, we will focus on the CASEL SEL framework and how we have
adapted it to be inclusive of MLs.
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