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Preface

Who you are is more important than what you know.
Important as they are, academics should be the fl oor of our expec-

tations for our students’ growth, not the ceiling. We need to intention-
ally teach children social-emotional learning and the Formative Five 
success skills of empathy, self-control, integrity, embracing diversity, and grit 
so they can succeed in life. In this book, I address each of the Formative 
Five success skills through the lens of John Coleman’s “six components 
of a great culture” (2013): vision/mission, values, practices, people, narrative, 

and place. Of course, in the real world, distinctions among components 
of culture are not crystal clear; people engage in practices in various places, 
and a narrative emerges. This same overlap also applies to the Formative 
Five skills: empathy and embracing diversity are closely related, for exam-
ple, as are self-control and grit. Seeking and recognizing opportunities for 
synergy among both the Formative Five skills and Coleman’s six compo-
nents will vastly increase the likelihood of success. While this book fl ows 
from my previous book, The Formative Five, it can be read on its own 
(although, of course, I heartily recommend reading The Formative Five!). 

John Coleman wisely notes that for our values to matter, they must 
be embedded in what we do, part of our everyday routines and actions. 
This is undoubtedly true: Our habits carry us through the day without 
requiring much contemplation or decision making on our part. Chances 

v
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TAKING SOCIAL-EMOTIONAL LEARNING SCHOOLWIDE

are that you don’t recall much of your travel to work this morning, for 
example—it just happened.

In The Power of Habit (2012), Charles Duhigg says, 

Most of the choices we make each day may feel like the products of 

well-considered decision making, but they’re not. They’re habits. And 

though each habit means relatively little on its own, over time, the meals 

we order, what we say to our kids each night, whether we save or spend, 

how often we exercise, and the way we organize our thoughts and work 

routine have enormous impacts on our health, productivity, fi nancial secu-

rity, and happiness. (pp. xv–xvi) 

Of course, the habits Duhigg describes create our culture, so it is 
really culture that we take for granted. This is especially the case in set-
tings like organizations, where we work with others toward a common 
goal. Our habits save time, energy, and thought—sometimes. Other 
times, our habits aren’t productive. Perhaps the situation has changed, 
but our habits haven’t; possibly a habit isn’t as effective as we think, 
but we don’t get the feedback to step back and question it; maybe we’ve 
developed a habit to insulate us against coworkers rather than work with 
them. In any of these cases (and in many more), the habit doesn’t help 
us serve our students or ourselves. We need to examine and refl ect on 
all our habits, even the good ones—in fact, how do we know whether a 
habit is good if we don’t? 

As Duhigg notes, “People [can’t] detect most of the bad smells in 
their lives. If you live with nine cats, you become desensitized to their 
scent. If you smoke cigarettes, it damages your olfactory capacities so 
much that you can’t smell smoke anymore” (p. 43). On a less malodor-
ous note, here’s a personal example: For years, I was known for my out-
rageous ties in school (and by outrageous, I mean ugly). Kids and faculty 
members delighted in making comments, faces, and sarcastic remarks 
about them. But I wore these kinds of ties so often that I became accus-
tomed to the confl agrations of colors and clashing patterns. My habit, in 
other words, had inured me to the visual pain that my ties caused others.
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Preface

The good news is that we don’t have to be shackled by our hab-
its. We can choose the habits that we want and consciously work to 
develop them, and by doing so transparently—acknowledging the focus 
and including others in our efforts—we increase the likelihood of suc-
cess. We can also work to rid ourselves of habits that are harmful. (Yes, 
I am working on selecting more attractive ties—or at least considering 
whether they clash with my shirts.) 

This is an exciting time to be an educator because we know more 
about how children learn than we ever have before and we understand 
the role we can play in shaping their futures. We must recognize and 
support the whole child. Students are more than stanines. Let’s learn 
together!
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1
SEL: It’s About Time!

 • Teachers: It’s a Tuesday at 10:00 a.m. Picture two students: the 
one who sits in the third row, second seat, and the one in the 
fi rst row, third seat. Consider these two children’s faces as you 
read this chapter. 

 • Administrators: Please think of the last two times you spoke to 
two or three students. Consider these children’s faces as you read 
this chapter. 

Perhaps Albert Einstein put it best when he said, “Not everything that 
can be counted counts, and not everything that counts can be counted.” 
It’s only natural to focus on qualities that can be readily measured, com-
pared, and shared. Unfortunately, that approach leads us to focus on dis-
crete topics that can be assessed by multiple-choice tests. As a beginning 
5th grade teacher, I was aware of this obsession because my principal con-
tinually talked about the need to raise our school’s test scores, and it was a 
topic at most faculty meetings. Our school was in a high-poverty area and 
we had myriad issues to address—school safety was a concern, we had 
several new teachers, student discipline was a challenge, and so on—yet 
our strongest focus by far was on standardized tests. 
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