
Forewords by
Bryan Cranston and Michael Funk

Amy Cranston, Ed.D.

Creating

Environments

©Haw
ke

r B
ro

wnlo
w E

du
ca

tio
n



Table of Contents
Foreword by Bryan Cranston 5

Foreword by Michael Funk 9

Preface 13

Acknowledgments 16

Introduction 18

Chapter One: What Is Social and Emotional Learning? 23

Chapter Two: The Impact of SEL on Education and Society 47

Chapter Three: Creating SEL Environments 67

Chapter Four: Learning Doesn’t Stop at the Bell: SEL After School 101

Chapter Five: Redefining Student Success: SEL’s Long-Term Impact 129

Appendix 

References Cited 145

Recommended Reading 149

Resource List 151

3

©Haw
ke

r B
ro

wnlo
w E

du
ca

tio
n



Ever since conducting my doctoral research on social and emotional 
learning (SEL) six years ago, I have been fully immersed in the study of 
SEL. However, my interest in SEL dates back nearly 20 years to when 
I first began my career in education. I have always intuitively known 
this to be the most important part of teaching: being a caring adult in 
the teacher-student relationship, which was something I found to be 
missing when I was a student.

My initiation into the field of education was a nontraditional one. 
Teaching was a second career for me. After spending my first career 
in health care, I segued into teaching by sharing my professional 
expertise with high school students who were interested in pursuing a 
career in the medical field through a Career and Technical Education 
(CTE) program. 

I was drawn to teaching at the high school level, perhaps because 
high school was the most difficult time for me when I was a student. 
I can recall a few fond memories of caring teachers in elementary 
school, but in high school—not so much. The emphasis was always 
on academic performance, and although I was a bright and capable 
student, I wasn’t interested or engaged in school and did not see the 
relevance it had to my future. Striving for academic success often took 
a back seat to surviving my chaotic and unstable home life. As the 
daughter of a single mom struggling to put food on the table, college 
was not in the picture at that time. 

As a high school sophomore, I started working at a restaurant after 
school. Although my academic studies may have suffered, I found the 
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skills I developed through my work experience to be more valuable 
to my real-life education than school. For kids who have to work 
and become independent and self-reliant at an early age, school 
becomes less and less relevant to daily life. Sadly, I cannot recall a 
single teacher or administrator who took an interest in me as a whole 
person rather than just a seemingly unmotivated student. No one 
took the time to recognize or to inquire about the circumstances that 
propelled my disengagement from school. 

Research tells us that dropping out of school is a process and not a 
singular act (Rumberger and Lim 2008). As I look back now, armed 
with the knowledge I did not possess as a teen, I was a textbook case 
of an at-risk kid destined to disengage and, ultimately, drop out of 
school. All the red flags were there, and yet they were not recognized 
by even one caring adult.

So what does all this have 
to do with SEL?  In a word—
EVERYTHING!

What would have made the difference for a kid like me? Academic 
tutoring? Additional time allowed on tests? Disciplinary action for 
truancy? No, no, and no. The answer is support and nurturing of my 
social and emotional needs and development of social and emotional 
skills. Not the job of teachers and the school system, you say? Needs 
to happen at home with parents and family? Perhaps. But the reality is 
that educators are oftentimes better equipped to instill and cultivate 
SEL skills in students than are many families—if students are even 
fortunate enough to have an intact family and a highly functioning 
home life, which many are not. My message to educators is simple: Be 
the teacher you needed when you were young.
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Think about the greatest character strengths you bring to 
your profession and to your personal life on a daily  
basis—these comprise your SEL skill set. How, when, and 
where did you acquire your SEL skill set? Did you learn these 
skills in school? Often, the answer is no. Most of us acquire 
skills such as teamwork, collaboration, and communication 
in the workplace. Commonly, these SEL skills are learned 
through life experience, trial and error, and learning from 
failure. Hence, a favorite anonymous quote: “Good decisions 
come from experience, and experience comes from bad 
decisions.” Sometimes we learn from our successes, but 
more often than not, the greatest lessons are found in 
our failures. In his book, How Children Succeed : Grit, 
Curiosity, and the Hidden Power of Character (2012), Paul 
Tough praises the value of children learning from failure. 
Many educators struggle with this learning strategy as 
it appears to fly in the face of our desire to nurture and 
encourage success. 

In speaking with successful adults, I have found that people 
cite myriad ways in which they obtained the essential life 
skills that they feel have contributed to their personal and 
professional victories. Often, they reflect on the SEL skills 
they obtained participating in sports, engaging in the arts, 
or through early work experiences, such as internships 
and community service. These experiences are how most 
of us learn SEL skills along the path to adulthood—often 
by accident. 

But what if we could intentionally teach these skills to 
students as an integral part of their K–12 education? How 
much further along and better equipped would they be as 
they enter adulthood and embark on a career path? Can 
such skills be taught in school? And if so, how?
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Mindful 
 Moments

C h a p t e r  O n e

     What Is
Social and Emotional 
      Learning?

 * What is your understanding of the term Social and Emotional 
Learning (SEL) ?

 * Do you agree or disagree with the following statements?

 »  SEL is a fairly new concept in education.
 »  SEL and academics are two unrelated skill sets.
 »  SEL is meant only for very young children.

 * How familiar are you with the following terms and concepts? 

 »  EI/EQ 
 »  growth mindset
 »  social agency/agility
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It seems the term SEL is everywhere these days. For many educators, 
this is met with a collective sigh of relief. At long last, we are talking 
about more than just academics and standardized testing when it 
comes to providing students with a quality education. To others, 
however, the buzz about SEL may be cause for concern. Is SEL merely 
a trend? Is it just the flavor of the month that will soon fade away 
only to be replaced by the next big idea in education? And then there 
are those who see SEL as nothing more than a shiny new name for an 
age-old concept. Indeed, an argument can be made to support any of 
these perceptions. Therefore, to provide some context and a deeper 
understanding, let’s drill down into the historical roots of SEL, starting 
with the meaning of intelligence. 

Measuring Intelligence
Early proponents of social and emotional learning include Howard 
Gardner and Daniel Goleman. Until Howard Gardner, a Harvard-
educated developmental psychologist, published his theory of 
Multiple Intelligences (MI) in his 1983 book Frames of Mind, the field 
of education recognized only one form of human intelligence and 
only one method for measuring intelligence—the traditional IQ, or 
Intelligence Quotient. The IQ test sought to quantify the intellectual 
capacity of humans based on cognitive ability to solve a given set of 
problems. Gardner enlightened us with the concept that there is more 
than one type of intelligence. A decade later, Daniel Goleman (1995) 
expanded on Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences with his more 
specific theory of Emotional Intelligence (EI), later followed by his 
Social Intelligence theory (2006). 

Gardner exposed how the concept of multiple intelligences impacts 
our entire education structure, which he refers to as the uniform 
school. The uniform school, Gardner explains, is one where all 
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students are treated in the same manner, taught in the same way, and 
assessed or tested in a standardized format. While this seems on the 
surface to be a fair approach to education, Gardner argues that “this 
supposed rationale [is] completely unfair. The uniform school picks 
out and is addressed to a certain kind of mind . . . the IQ or SAT mind” 
(1983, 5). Gardner makes the case that, for those among us whose 
brains think and process information differently from the uniform 
school mind, “school is certainly not fair to you” (1983, 5). More 
recently, the uniform school mind has been referred to as students 
learning to “do school” as opposed to real-world learning, or what we 
often hear referred to now as twenty-first-century learning skills. 

Gardner believed that “intelligences are not fixed from birth” and 
“how intelligence is defined, developed, and demonstrated will 
differ from culture to culture” (Elias and Arnold 2006, 37). If we fast-
forward to 2006, we find this point echoed in Carol Dweck’s theory 
of “a new psychology of success.” Dweck introduced the concept 
of growth mindset, which is “the belief that your basic qualities are 
things you can cultivate through your efforts” (2006, 5). Conversely, a 
fixed mindset is the belief that one is limited to the intellectual 
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capacity with which one is born. Dweck believes that teachers with 
a growth mindset cultivate a growth mindset in their students. If the 
teacher believes in the student’s ability to learn and grow through 
effort and practice—and instills that belief in the student—the 
student will indeed experience success. 

Failing to adopt a growth mindset can have negative effects on 
students who struggle academically as well as those considered 
gifted. Dweck explains that students who are exceptionally talented 
academically are frequently praised and revered for their intellect. 
But such students can also be of a fixed mindset. These academically 
gifted students may be less likely to venture out of their educational 
comfort zones for fear of failure (Dweck 2006). Believing that only 
their intellectual capacity is of value can, in a sense, stunt their growth 
in other areas of development. 
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