
 

The challenge of cultural 
sensitivity in SEL 

Social Emotional Learning (SEL) programs are widely popular among 
progressively minded schools as a way to provide students with tools for 
managing their emotions and developing empathy. Unfortunately, most SEL 
programs are unfit to address other challenges like power, privilege, & 
hegemony, which can lead to victim blaming and micro-aggressions.   

There are over 1,300 studies of SEL in mathematics, science, and English 
language arts; rarely do those studies address racial or cross-cultural 
challenges as key factors.   

While the values of SEL programs appear universal their implementation in 
the classroom often lack a racial consciousness component. Majority of SEL 
curriculum and studies emphasize how SEL can address challenges around 
depression and bullying, but none talk explicitly about race as a driver of 
social/ academic inequity.   

Across the country the majority of staff and leadership in public schools are 
racially homogenous.  80% of teachers and principals are white, while 
nationwide 45% students in public schools are minorities. School leaders who 
are unwilling to prioritize fostering a culturally responsive environment are 
making a choice to maintain the status quo, which marginalizes and vilifies 
the cultural expressions of those who don’t have as much power and 
privilege. 

 

Most SEL program evaluations have not disaggregated program 
effects by race, ethnicity, and context, limiting their ecological 
validity. 
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The concept of focusing on 
the connection between 
emotion and cognitive 
processing has been a theme 
of education for many 
decades, dating back to the 
1930s, but only recently 
have we seen these 
concepts being introduced 
broadly in education.  

What is Social 
Emotional Learning? 

What is culturally 
responsive Leadership? 
It means that you 
acknowledge the broader 
context of each person you 
come into contact with and 
hope to lead and serve.   
 
It means that you see 
yourself and those around 
you as racialized and engage 
with them knowing there is 
an unfair responsibility on 
both parties to exceed the 
limitations of race while 
also remaining sensitive to 
the damage it has already 
caused. 

Next Steps 
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Social Emotional Learning in Schools 
 

Social and Emotional Learning in Action 

Every day, in each of my classes, there is a 
moment, after we sit down, after the 
academic warm up, after stretching, 
jogging in place, after the fidgeting, the 
last sneaky check of the phone and the 
giggles. In our west side classroom, 
surrounded by desolation and the lingering 
specter of social unrest, we are quiet. And 
we are still. We are breathing. And we are 
ready. - The Baltimore Sun 
(2016) 

The Challenge of Student Engagem
ent 

Estim
ates suggest that 40 to 60 percent of U

S high school students are chronically 
disengaged. 

 

Benefits of SEL: 
• SEL programs can enhance a 

child’s confidence in 
themselves. 

• Increases student 
engagement in school, 
which can lead to 
improved academic 
performance. 

• Reduce conduct problems 
while promoting desirable 
behaviors.  

 
In the long term:  

• Children with greater social emotional competence are more 
likely to be ready for college  

• Succeed in their careers,  
• Have positive relationships and better mental health, and 

become engaged citizens. 

We need a broader perspective for education in which success 
means more than just academic achievement. 

“It calms us 
down….” 
 
“It helps  
me through 
stress.” 
- 
HS in Baltimore 
Student  
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1. Critical Self-awareness 

• Able to interrogate their personal assumptions about race and culture. 

• Critical self-awareness should underpin practices. 

2. Culturally Responsive Curricula and Teacher Preparation" 

• Must support the development of effective teachers & counsel out those who recognize 
this work is not for them. 

• Must be responsible for maintaining cultural responsiveness in their schools. 

3. Culturally Responsive and Inclusive School Environments 

• Able to have Courageous Conversations about inequalities & not discount the schools 
ability to impact those inequalities. 

• Must leverage resources to identify and foster a culturally affirming school environment  

4. Engaging Students and Parents in Community Contexts 

• Engaging parents and communities in culturally responsible ways. 

Why have Culturally Responsive Leadership in Schools?   

Because minoritized students have been disadvantaged by historically oppressive structures, 
and because educators and schools have been—intentionally or unintentionally—complicit in 
reproducing this oppression, culturally responsive school leaders have a principled, moral 
responsibility to counter this oppression. 

Minoritized students: individuals from racially oppressed 
communities that have been marginalized—both legally and 
discursively—because of their non-dominant race, ethnicity, 
religion, language, or citizenship. 

The Four Salient Behaviors of Culturally Responsive 

In 2015-16, there were an estimated 3,827,100 public school 
teachers in the United States. Slightly more than 80 percent of 
them were white, while less than half of students were white.  
Source: National Center for Education Statistics 
 

Racial Breakdown of America’s Teachers  

80.1% 
 

White 

American Indian 

Hispanic 

Black 

Native Hawaiian/ Pacific Islander 

White 
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How do the values of Social Emotional Learning and Culturally 
Responsive Leadership Align?  

The decision to engage in the transformative process of adopting a social emotional 
learning philosophy and a culturally responsive school leadership philosophy can be 
difficult and at times costly.  That being said, pursuing one without the other directly 
contradicts the mission of any school dedicated to creating an inclusive learning 
environment.   
 
Key voices in Social Emotional Learning Research acknowledge that, while SEL skill 
development is a universally important, any approach must consider cultural relevance 
of values, attitudes, behavior, and meanings of SEL-related concepts; that emotions are 
interpreted, expressed, and regulated differently, and rules governing relationships and 
social interactions differ depending on culture, including region, socioeconomic status, 
language, religion, race, and other factors (Hoffman, 2009). 
 
Embracing the symbiotic relationship between culturally responsible leadership and 
social emotional learning may provide schools with the spark necessary to move forward 
the transformative process.   
 

SEL & CRL Shared commitment 

Most peer reviewed frameworks for 
social emotional learning and 
papers discussing culturally 
responsive leadership express these 
shared issues as targets for their 
intervention:  

• Inequality 
• Poverty 
• Opportunity Gaps 
• Delinquency 
• School disengagement and 

dropout 
• Lack of tolerance for 

diversity 
• Community engagement 

 
 

There is no magic number for how much of a 
school’s budget should be dedicated to achieving 
this transformation, nor is their an average timeline.  
That being said, moving forward in this process will 
require the following: 
 
Passion: Educators and leaders must make this work 
connect to them and their mission and be will to 
step away from what is comfortable. 
 
Practice: Having a full repertoire of instructional 
practices and cultural proficiency to teach students 
of color and indigenous students must be a priority 
development. 
 
Persistence: This involves time and energy.  At the 
institutional level this means having a willingness as 
a learning community to stick with it despite low, 
results, political pressure, new ideas, and 
systematic inertia.  
 
All three of these factors are impacted by effective 
leadership, discipline methodology in the classroom 
and the support and engagement with community 
partners by the school. 

What’s Critical to Moving Forward with both? 
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While the values of Culturally Responsive 
Leadership and Social Emotional Learning 
are universal, the strategies that exist to 
achieve them are not.  That being said there 
are resources available to help begin the 
journey. 
 
Drawing from the cases of other programs is 
one of the more effective ways to prepare 
for the CRL/SEL journey.   
 
One in particular I would like to point out is 
Sound Discipline.  This organization offers 
schools a three-year program to helps 
families, schools, and communities eliminate 
race bias in discipline and foster academic 
excellence, citizenship, equity, and 
democracy.   
 
The program is evidence-based, and uses a 
culturally responsible approach.  The 
programs philosophy integrates social 
emotional learning as part of their efforts to 
improve school climate.  While the data 
collected varies there is a clear emphasize 
on using disciplinary information and 
attendance as metrics of success.  Both of 
these are shown as key metrics for implicit 
bias and student engagement, respectively. 
 
By no means is this an endorsement of Sound 
Discipline.  I use this organization as a case 
to draw lessons from. 

Due to the rising popularity and 
inexpensiveness of SEL the question among 
school leadership has become more of a 
WHEN than an IF for those who have yet to 
adopt.   

Unfortunately historical and social stigma 
has made conversations about race and 
culture more of an individual choice than a 
community expectation.   

Below are questions educators should ask 
themselves in terms of their professional and 
personal inquiries and actions when 
considering addressing the racial gap:  

1. What is it that educators should 
know and be able to do to narrow the 
racial achievement gap? 

2. How will educators know when 
they are experiencing success in their 
efforts to narrow the racial 
achievement gap? 

3. What do educators do as they 
discover what they don’t yet know 
and are not yet able to do to 
eliminate the racial achievement gap? 

One Resource to consider is 
the Washington State 
Apple Seed Report: 
Reclaiming Students 

2012 

The report focuses on the state’s 
exclusionary discipline policies and the 
various efforts of reform occurring at 
the school level. 
 
LINK: https://bit.ly/2rv5W7P 

 
Organizations that focus on for SEL: 

• CASEL  
• RULER® 
• Works Clearinghouse 

 
Organizations that focus on CRL 

• AppleSeed  
• Sound Discipline  
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