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Abstract

There exists a need to explore educators’ initial experiences
of working to establish Social and Emotional (SEL)
pedagogies like Restorative Practices (RP) at elementary
school level to help avoid slippage in implementation and
inform and sustain long term positive change within school
communities. Adopting a social ecological perspective,
the purpose of this qualitative study was fto explore
educators’ experiences of establishing SEL pedagogies
in an elementary school with atf-risk students. Utilizing
interviews, focus group, and researcher field notes, 14
educators were asked fo reflect on their understandings
and ongoing experiences of SEL continued professional
development and implementation of restorative practices.
Applying inductive and deductive analysis, three themes
emerged: Establishing the Significance of SEL through CPD;
Putting SEL into Practice; and Readlities of Establishing SEL.
The insights of educators highlight where gaps existed and
further support was required in order to incorporate the
wider community and the fundamental role and influence
of family in development of their students. Compared with
the quantitative methodologies that have dominated SEL
literature, qualitative methods help elicit the nuanced
confextual opportunities and challenges educators
experience when it comes to understanding and practically
implementing SEL pedagogies holistically.

Keywords:

Social and Emotional Learning, Continued Professional
Development, Pedagogy, Restorative Practices, High-Needs
Students.

Introduction

Reseoroh and practice involving the successful integration
of Social and Emotional Learning (SEL) continues o be
in sharp focus with educational researchers, policymakers,
and practitioners (Garcia & Weiss 2016; Jones et al., 2019b;
Oberle et al, 2016). SEL can be defined as “the process
through which individuals learn and apply a set of social,
emotional, behavioral, and character skills required tfo
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succeed in schooling, the workplace, relationships,
and citizenship” (Jones et al, 2019a p. 19). Within
schooling, this process involves, but is not limited to,
feachers implementing pedagogies which develop
students’ cognitive regulation, emotional processes,
social/interpersonal skills, character, and mindset
(Jones et al., 2017). Instead of implementing isolated
SEL programs in schools, there have been calls fo
infuse SEL pedagogies info existing curricula “fo
enhance its sustainability and break the perceived
barrier that there is a lack of time for SEL due to
the pressures of the regular classroom curriculum”
(Oberle & Schonert-Reichl, 2017, p. 183). Establishing
such pedagogies in schools fo promote SEL requires a
longitudinal approach to bring about cultural change
(Morrison, Blood & Thorsborne, 2005). However,
such important work by teachers is all too often
impeded by a lack of time, cultural and contextual
sensitivity, ineffective design and implementation of
pedagogies, limited training, struggles with conflict
management, and a lack of support for teachers’
wellbeing (Blyth et al, 2019; Kaynak Elcan, 2020).
Literature has consistently highlighted failings in
helping teachers experience effective SEL confinued
professional development (CPD) (Durlak, 2016), with
schools lacking in-house experts and resources
fo facilifate feachers in “cohort-based, ongoing
professional development experiences that provide
continuous support” (Elias, 2019, p. 243). Such support
is especially required for elementary schools with at-
risk students, with challenging classroom, emotional
climates, and limited mental health supports available
for both teachers and students to enhance their SEL
and broader learning (Brackett et al., 2011; Capella
et al, 2008; Jacobson, 2019; Hoglund et al., 2015).
The USA Department of Education (2021) defines this
population as:

Students at risk of educational failure or otherwise
in need of special assistance and support, such as
students who are living in poverty, who attend high-
minority schools, who are far below grade level,
who have left school before receiving a regular high
school diploma, who are at risk of not graduating
with a diploma on time, who are homeless, who are
in foster care, who have been incarcerated, who
have disabilities, or who are English learners.

Resforative Practices (RP) are peaceful, humanistic,
non-punitive pedagogies for addressing harm,
responding fo violations of legal and human rights,
and problem solving in cases of school indiscipline
(Fronius et al, 2016, Ottmar et al, 2015, Wachtel,
2012; 2013), encompassing a multitude of “positive
behavioral support approachesin a school that fosters
communication, mutual respect, and understanding
between all people” (Mansfield, Fowler, & Rainbolf,
2018, p. 306). It has been shown to build affective skills
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by focusing on relational practices that empower
students as well as offering a range of relevant learning
opportunities (Dyson, Howley, & Shen, 2019; Macreadly,
2009; Morrison et al., 2005). At the same time, research
on school-based RP “is still at the infancy stage” (Fronius
et al,, 2016, p. 2). Within SEL research, there is a general
lack of qualitative research and a predominance
of quantitative research designs foregrounded in
literature (Corcoran et al, 2018; Fraser et al, 2014;
Hamre et al, 2013). There exists a need to explore
educators’ initial experiences of working to esfablish
SEL pedagogies like RP at elementary school level to
help avoid slippage in implementation and inform
and sustain long ferm positive change within school
communities. Compared with the predominantly
guantitative methodologies found in meta-analyses
and large-scale studies, a qualitative approach can
help better identify and understand the nuanced
opportunities and constraints educators experience
when contextually implementing SEL pedagogies such
as RP for the first time (Dyson et al., 2019; 2020). With
this in mind, the purpose of this qualitative study was
fo investigate educators’ experiences of establishing
social and emotional learning pedagogies in an
elementary school with at-risk students.

Theoretical Perspective

Social ecological theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 1992)
proposes that individuals develop within a multi-level
system of environmental and social organizations,
ranging from more proximal micro-level systems
to more distal macro-level systems. School-based
RP are conducted between students, teachers,
administration, and the community (Karp & Breslin,
2001; Mullet, 2014), with the goal of establishing
“environments where members of the community
take responsibility to repair harm when it occurs, hold
each other accountable, and build skills in collective
problem-solving” (Gonzalez, 2012, pp. 300-301).
Considering this, the feaching and learning of SEL
pedagogies like RP requires recognition of the range
and influence of the active ecosystems within which
children belong, learn, and live in, such as family,
school, and communities (Crosby, 2015; Dusenbury et
al,, 2019; Papadopoulos, 2020). Teachers must learn to
understand and work within these systems along with
students, their families, and others and vice versa.
Framing social and emotional development in schools
through a social ecological perspective makes explicit
links between and among different levelsand considers
fransactions among people within their social and
physical seftings, over time and across personadl,
cultural, and institutional levels (Bronfenbrenner,
1979; Panter-Brick et al., 2006; Stokols, 1992). Thus, the
development of students’ SEL competencies can be
influenced by teacher-student and peer relationships
in the classroom (micro-level system), school climate
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and school administration (meso-level system), and
outside of school in students’ homes and communities
(macro-level system) (Bornstein & Lamib, 2015).

This study is guided by the SEL framework proposed
by Jones and Bouffard (2012) grounded in the
social ecological theory (Figure 1). Consisting of
three domains (cognitive regulation, emotional
processes, social and interpersonal skills), it presents
the consfructs of SEL from a broad educational and
ecological perspective. In this way, the teaching of
SEL is recognized as being influenced by multi-level
environmental systems and factors, including culture
and climate within and beyond schools (Jones &
Doolittle, 2017). The teacher’s pedagogical skills help
guide the child-level outcomes, leading to potentially
improved child-level impacts. The social-cultural
model extends out from the classroom and school to
the wider community confext. Understanding how
these systems and factors infersect and impact the
local environment can explain how SEL is successfully
implemented or impeded by these factors (Jones et
al., 2019b).

Figure 1
A framework for SEL (Jones and Bouffard, 2012)
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Supplementing this, our work is grounded in social
constfructivist learning theory as a research-informed
and practical guide fo school-based research in an
effort to position and understand the establishment
of SEL pedagogies with schooling and classrooms
(Vygotsky, 1978). SEL pedagogies like RP requires
teachers to facilitate social processes which help
students fo learn through their relationships and
interactions with others within and beyond the
school context with a view to transfer across multiple
contfexts (Lipponen, Rajala, & Hilppod, 2018; Oberle &
Schonert-Reichl, 2017). Such processes allow teachers
and students fo recognize and challenge behavioral,
individualistic, and fragmented approaches to
SEL by offering a unified and profoundly social
conceptualization of learning (Vadeboncoeur & Collie
2013). In utilizing these conceptual frameworks fo
guide us, our infention is fo build on existing knowledge

through investigating the contextual establishment of
SEL student pedagogies to improve learner outcomes.

Methodology
Context

The school and participants have all been given
pseudonyms. This research used a case study design
(Stake, 2006) to explore the establishment of SEL
pedagogy in a K-5 Partnership School in North Carolina
operated in collaboration with the school district
and a local university. The North Carolina legislature
established laboratory schools in 2016 to address the
needs of low-performing students and schools and
to prepare pre-service and in-service teachers to
work more effectively in schools with at-risk students.
Clonkeen served approximately 375 K-5 students (59%
African American; 20% Caucasian; 11% Hispanic;
10% Multi-Racial), 98% of whom come from low-
income families. In Clonkeen, students experienced
regular conflict and disciplinary action. Teachers
needed fraining in deescalating and working with
students in proactive ways that focus on restorative
tasks (Ex. class circle discussions) to work on positive
conflict resolution. Using convenience sampling
(Cooksey & McDonald, 2019), 14 educators, including
the school director, curriculum director, principal,
assistant principal, social worker, physical education,
special education, and generalist teachers agreed
to participate. Participant information is provided in
Table 1.

Teachershadvarying degrees of trainingin SEL. Thomas
was a frained counsellor and a grade 4 feacher.
Jackie and Thomas attended multiple RP workshops
fo receive a certificate in order to be the lead trainers
in RP for the teachers. The seven feachers in the SELT
committee all had attended an extra full-day training
in RP before the research project began. The remaining
teachers had not previously participated in workshops
on RP. Led by the Clonkeen curriculum leader, a
Committee named the Social and Emotional Learning
Team (SELT) was set up and met monthly to discuss
and create action plans for the development of SEL
at Clonkeen. The committee was made up of seven
lead teachers, the Social Worker, curriculum leader,
the school director, and two researchers from the
university. One of the main inifiatives was the whole
school adoption of RP. During this study every tfeacher,
the school leaders, and two researchers were actively
involved in a two-day workshop on RP. To make this
fraining contextually relevant to the feachers and
sensitive to their needs, the school Social Worker and
a grade 4 teacher participated in extensive instructor
fraining on RP. After their fraining the Social Worker
and teacher developed and facilitated this CPD for
the feachers and leaders at Clonkeen. Then lead
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Table 1

Participant Information

Name Position Race/Ethnicity Years of Experience
Teresa Principal African American 23
Chris School Director Caucasian o1
Auria Associate Director for Curriculum Caucasian 32
Mary Teacher Inquiry Director Caucasian 6
Martt Assistant Principal African American 10
Jackie Social Worker African American 10
James K-5 PE Teacher Caucasian 6
Jess Grade 5 Teacher Caucasian 24
Sarah Grade 5 Teacher Caucasian 1
Anne Grade 5 Special Education Teacher Caucasian v
Kerry Grade 4 Teacher Caucasian R
Thomas Grade 4 Teacher Hispanic 8
Brooke Grade 2 Teacher African American ?
Hannah 3

Grade 2 Special Education Teacher

Caucasian

teachers were tasked to go back to Clonkeen and
provide examples of how teachers could implement
RP in their classrooms. In the CPD, the teachers were
given a unifying message and they were trying fo
integrate RP into their teaching. To facilitate the CPD
for teachers during the SELT committee meetings,
teachers presented examples of their positive and
negative experiences of implementing RP in their
classrooms.

The principal investigator and three researchers were
assigned to the school as ‘critical friends’ to tfeachers.
The ‘critical friends were the principal investigator/
researcher and three Ph.D. students. The principal
investigator had 30 vyears’ experience teaching,
researching, and working in schools. The graduate
students were all frained teachers and had taken
qualitative and quantitative research methods classes.
The teachers positively viewed the crifical friends who
visited the school on regular schedule. For example,
the principal investigator visited the school 19 fimes
during the study from between two and five hours.

Therefore, there were frequent interactions, informal
interviews, and emails with teachers over eight
months of one school semester oufside of data
collection procedures (July-February). In addition, the
principal investigator attended and confributed to
all school SELT meetings, attending eight meetings.
We intended to focus on their conversations and
interviews to understand how SEL CPD and the use of
SEL pedagogies were represented in their comments.
Before this research was initiated, an IRB was approved
by a state university.

Data Sources

Sources used for datfa collection included interviews
(12), a focus group (1), and researcher field notes (12)
(Miles et al., 2014). There were 12 sets of field notes from
12 different days of visits, in 12 different classrooms.
Interviews and focus groups were approximately 45-
60 mins in length and conducted before, during, and
after classes, meetings, and the school day itself led
by at least one member of the research team during
organized visits fo the school. These fook place over
the course of eight months (July-February). Educators
were asked to reflect on their understandings
and ongoing experiences of establishing SEL
pedagogies in Clonkeen. This included questions on
their understandings of SEL, previous and ongoing
experiences of SEL CPD, examples of SEL pedagogies
they implemented in class, and the challenges and
opporfunities that arose when implementing SEL
pedagogies. Field notes, which included classroom
observations, were also taken during these school
Visits.

Data Analysis

Qualitative procedures of inductive analysis and
deductive analysis were used for data analysis (Miles
et al, 2014). The process started by transcribing
interviews, followed by importing all the data into
NVivo 12 plus. This was followed by pattern coding,
and then followed by axial coding, which aimed
to identify conceptual links, discover relationships
among categories, and generate themes by constant
comparison and friangulation (Miles et al, 2014).
Credibility was achieved by spending extended
periods of time at Clonkeen with the feachers so
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that the continual presence would reduce possible
distortions in  data credibility. Member checks
with  parficipants were conducted. Importantly,
throughout the process, peer debriefing with research
colleagues and teachers was an iferative process of
the data analysis. The dependability of the findings
was addressed by laying out an audit tfrail for a
colleague familiar with the research who collectively
challenged the logic behind inferpretations and the
conclusions drawn, resulting in a much more reflective
process and account. Confirmability was presented
as a reflexive, self-critical account by friangulating
our findings and inferpretations supervised by
a university professor with 20-years of school-
based qualitative research experience with three
research assistants. Trustworthiness was confirmed
by contfinually challenging the inferpretations of the
findings, identifying conceptual links, and uncovering
key themes and sub-themes through frequent peer
debriefing with the researchers and the educators at
Clonkeen (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The thematic findings
which emerged from this process are presented in the
next section.

Findings

This study analyzed the experiences of educatfors
in esfablishing SEL pedagogies in an elementary
school with at-risk students. From inferviews, focus
groups, and field notes, we elicited their voices and
generafed three main themes from a thorough data
analysis process: Establishing the Significance of SEL
through CPD; Putting SEL into Practice; and Realities of
Establishing SEL.

Establishing the Significance of SEL through CPD

To assist in feaching SEL, all of the educafors
experienced varying forms of SEL CPD, which
primarily focused on the implementation of RP within
their classrooms and across the school’s microsystem
and mesosystem. This occurred through designated
staff completing out of school workshops, followed
by in-school training, monthly meetings, and informal
interactions and follow-ups. All members of the SELT
parficipated in out of school workshops. Following
these, they then returned to Clonkeen and facilitated
the rest of the staff in professional development
focusing on the use of RP: I was sent fo a fraining for
frainers. So now | can train people in RP specifically”
(Thomas, Grade 4 Teacher); “I was trained as a
frainer to be able to facilitate RP and professional
development” (Jackie, Social Worker); “We received
a lot of training upfront before the kids came...| felt like
that was helpful” (Jess, Grade 5 Teacher). Following
the in-school fraining prior to the beginning of the
school year, the monthly staff meetfings then helped
the teachers discuss the ongoing establishment of SEL
within their daily practices: “Every staff meeting we

go over these fthings..It's giving awareness fo all the
staff about what we're doing and what we're trying
to accomplish” (James, K-5 PE Teacher); “It has been
very informative in helping us fo think about how we
respond to things” (Teresa, Principal). The value of
discussing their experiences collectively and sharing
ideas and resource was repeatedly alluded to: “The
interactions that you have with your peers when
you're going through it is so honest” (Sarah, Grade 5
Teacher); “We would share different ways we would
use those discipline approaches and then falking
about ones that didnt work and ones that did work”
(Hannah, Grade 2 Special Ed Teacher). In addition
fo the monthly meetings, the feachers noted the
ongoing informal guidance and support from the
mesosystem level to implement SEL practices at a
microsystem level in their classrooms. Teachers were
also comfortable in seeking informal follow up support
from the school social worker and administration who
would regularly check in with and make themselves
available to teachers outside of scheduled fraining
and CPD when needed: “Our counselor is great...
administration [and] is super helpful..we go to them if
we ever need them” (Hannah).

Supplementing the emphasis placed on SEL practices
within the ongoing experiences of CPD, the educators
inferviewed recognized the significance of feaching
SEL and prioritized it as a fundamental prerequisite
for broader learning that extended beyond the
school: “Our kids need to learn how to be productively
interactive, in order then to gain the academic
and social skills that they need to be not only good
students, but good citizens” (Chris, School Director);
“It's definitely important for our students to learn
about kindness about compassion about freating,
freating one another with respect” (Jackie). The use
of RP wass seen as significant in changing the school’s
approach fo behavior: “It's not just trying to reinforce
partficular behaviors; it's trying to kind of change the
thinking that's behind that” (Thomas). Emphasizing
the significance of SEL meant educators recognized
the need fo providing a more holistic approach fo
schooling that went beyond core curriculum and
content: “They can't learn academics if these base
needs and comforts, safety and security arent met
first” (Sarah). We observed and wrote in our field notes
that owing fo their appreciation of the significance
of SEL and ongoing CPD, tfeachers found themselves
establishing SEL practices more frequently in their
classrooms.

Putting SEL info Practice

Teachersidentified anumlber of SEL practices they were
implementing at the microsystem and mesosystem
level which had derived from their experiences of CPD
fo assist in developing sfudents’ cognitive regulation,
emotional processes, and social/interpersonal skills.
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RP, notably circle time and restorative conversations,
and behavior modeling were seen as successful for
teaching self-regulation and interpersonal skills. Circle
fime was seen as a successful practice for teaching
SEL in groups. It allowed teachers fo learn more about
their students and improve teacher-student and
peer relationships: “Too offen students are spoken
aft, they're not spoken fo...so we like to use the talking
piece to hold them accountable for contributing to
the conversation (Teresa); “For those teachers who
are well schooled in doing a circle, they have been
working well” (Chris); “My class they would circle all
day long... it amazes me that they can open up like
that..working on them being kind to each ofher”. In
smaller groups, restorative conversations were used
in an effort fo address and resolve conflict: “One
person falks..then the ofher person gets to tell the
other person what they did, what they don't like...
then they just fell each ofher things that fthey like
about each other to kind of restore that relationship”
(Matt, Assistant Principal). In one-on-one situations,
Jackie the Social Worker explained how she would
get students to focus on “recognizing various different
emotions...[and] discuss ways that they can deal with
those emotions”. Teachers also noted how modeling
longuage and behaviors themselves to children as
well as encouraging students fo do so also was also a
successful practice: “I should be able fo confrol myself
and that's what they need to see..the way that | fry to
keep my calm is very intenfional and it's very difficult”
(Sarah); “"Having students be the models is so much
more effective” (Hannah).

Through  their  experiences  of  establishing
the significance of SEL, CPD, and subseguent
implementation of practices, the educators observed
development in students’ SEL skills and behaviors.
Teresa believed the establishment of SEL had led fo
better relationships and improved behavior across the
school: “It's helped us develop a sense of community
and it also has helped plant the seed of empathy
within our sfudents...definitely a decline in the number
of days missed from school for discipline behavior”.
At the micro level, feachers noted that students were
cooperating, communicating, and responding more
constructively fo them and their peers when learning
in class: “They enjoy talking about themselves, they
enjoy learning about their peers, they enjoy learning
about their teachers, they enjoy knowing what
happens if there’s a conflict (Jackie); “They're learning
how fo work together a lot” (Kerry, Grade 4 Teacher);
“| feel like students learn better and they're more open
and receptive to ideas and with SEL” (Thomas).

The Realities of Establishing SEL
While teachers’ experiences of pufting their SEL

CPD into practice with their students had led fo
improvements in practice and behavior, they were
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also faced with overcoming numerous hurdles
that such work involves. These included differing
understandings of SEL processes, embedding whole
school buy-in, negotiating the sensitive school climate,
facilitating time and care, and recognizing the role of
family and community.

Understanding of SEL Processes

During the early stages of school wide SEL
implementation, educators exhibited distinctive
understandings of SEL processes, with no clear unified
understanding of SEL or the processes involved to
implement SEL appropriately. Instead, they interpreted
and described SEL processes in different ways
centered around supporting students’ emotional well-
being through deliberately developing social skills and
behaviors, as well as addressing students’ individual
needs. This meant certain processes were identified
and prioritized over others. At the mesosystem level,
administrative educators broadly understood SEL
as developing emotfional well-being within  the
school community. Chris described SEL processes
as “behaviors and skills and dispositions that people
need to learn in order to interact with one another
in productive ways,” while Teresa identified them as
“skill sets that allow you to be a part of a community.”
Jackie focused more on empathy, perspective-taking,
and pro-social skills: “[Students] learn about kindness;
about compassion; about treating one another with
respect.” Behaviors and skills were repeatedly identified
and described in different ways. At the microsystem
level, James described the main processes of SEL
in ferms of social and interpersonal skills: “working
tfogether collaboratively, feeling, problem-solving,
thinking together” Thomas and Matt focused on
self-awareness and self-management respectively:
“understanding yourself and how you inferact with
other people in a positive way”; “build empathy and
have students think about their behaviors and think
about how their behaviors shape or affect others”.
Sarah was primarily concerned with students’
emotional and behavioral regulation: “they can't
learn academics if these base needs and comforfs,
safety, and security aren’t met first” For Hannah, her
understanding of SEL was confextual and centered on
the “students’ needs” rather than any particular set of
processes: “I have had a few students that have the
label of emotional disturbance and then also have
students that have a disability...obut need those needs
met as well”.

Embedding Whole-School Buy-In

The principal and assistant principal expressed
uncertainty regarding the extent fo which SEL
practices were being embraced and implemented
with fidelity across the mesosystem despite the CPD
everyone had received and continued fo participate

630



Educators’ Experiences of Establishing Social and Emotional Learning Pedagogies / Dyson, Howley, Shen & Baek

in: “[Teachers] are struggling, and being very honest,
possibly being defeated in their classrooms” (Teresa);
“I see it done with fidelity in some classrooms, maybe
not all” (Matt). Such uncertainty was also noted
amongst teachers: “Having everybody on board and
doing this as a school might be a struggle” (Thomas);
“I don't know if other teachers in the school are af
the point where they feel overwhelmed?” (Sarah).
Despite the efforts to establish SEL pedagogy as
common practice, there existed a need to develop
CPD and further buy-in across the school: “Most
tfeachers sfruggle fo incorporate RP, even though all
the teachers had attended a tfwo-day training and
ongoing guidance” (FN, FB, December, 2019); “If it's
going fo be implemented correctly it needs to be
100% buy-in, everybody in the building speaking the
same language, doing the same sfructure, the circles,
and the questionings” (James).

Sensitive School Climate

At the microsystem level, Classroom teachers openly
struggled with the shift in practice, which required
them fo regularly handle emotionally charged and
sensitive encounters: “Some days | dont want to talk
about it. Some days | just want fo, you know, go sit
down and move on” (Brooke, Grade 2 Teacher). When
it came fo SEL, Hannah struggled fo know where to
place her focus: “To heavily target one behavior when
there are so many needs..that’s a huge challenge”.
Dealing with students’ SEL needs individually while
still maintaining classroom management and a safe
environment was aconstant challenge: “Inappropriate
behaviors are taking away from class time. And that
becomes very frustrating” (Teresa). Teachers reported
dealing with frequently charged emotional incidents
in their classrooms: “I just feel a lot of anger..maybe
a little bit of resentment and resistance. | see a lot of
kids who are just sad” (Mary, Teacher Inquiry Director);
“You turn around and they can just hate each other.
And violently act against each other affer they
were being supportive... you can't turn your back
for a second” (Sarah). The classroom situations and
contextual challenges teachers were faced with
in their teaching practice highlighted the difficult
process of transferring CPD theory and learning into
practice in their classrooms.

Time and Care

Educators noted that teaching SEL required a
considerable amount of time and care: “You can't just
give them a list and say, here, go do this. They've got
to feel it..time is a tremendous inhibitor.” (Chris); “It's a
slow process...| think because it's a gradual process.
That's a challenge.” (Teresa); “It takes a lot of, a lot of
fime, a lot of energy” (Brooke). This was also reflected
in field notes: “These teachers seem fo sincerely care
about their students, but they know that it fakes
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tfime for meaningful change” (FN, FB, February, 2020).
Teachers’ time and care was directed towards their
immediate classrooms at the microsystem level rather
than the school as a whole: “I've been so deep in my
class of needs, it's all | can do to get through my days
and keep my sanity and fry to keep my calm” (Sarah).
Teachers emphasized the need for additional time
fo provide and seek emotional support and positive
mentoring amongst themselves and administration as
part of their CPD.

Reimagining the Role of Family and Community

When it came fo the macrosystem, teachers
acknowledged that the role of students’ families and
the communifies had a huge bearing on their SEL
development in school. However, rather than viewing
family and the community as a positive element that
could facilitate SEL, educators regularly identified it
as an inhibitor: “I feel like in a population like ours, it
has to be tfaught more so than in other populations
where it may be a natfural experience at home”
(Teresa). While educators had observed early success
in their immediate classrooms and around the school,
extending this work beyond the school gates was
something that they had struggled to get fo grips with.
They regularly cited shortcomings in their knowledge
about students’ lives beyond the school. There was
at fimes a sense of acceptance and despondency in
the language used by teachers around macro issues
such as poverty, crime, violence, and frauma in the
community which impacted students’ learning and
school engagement: “There’'s so much all the time
with so many of them. Like ‘Oh, another stabbing,
another shooting, another murder” (Sarah). “A lot
of our students go home to a very non-nurturing
destructive area or household..when they come here
tfo us, they still have their defense up. They're being
tfaught to have this very tough skin” (James). The
“home-school disconnect” observed by Taylor was a
source of frustration for many teachers and made it
difficult for them to reimagine fthe role of family and
community in the process, instead drawing deficit
conclusions/assumptions: “If they arent emotionally
prepared, they end up in jail, they commit petty
crimes” (Kerry);"We want to use the same strategies at
school, at home, but parents are so overwhelmed too
that that's hard to keep consistent” (Hannah); “I think
a lot of parents, if somebody has done something to
their child, they want that person punished” (Thomas).
The pedagogical practice of circle time repeatedly
elicited the challenging home life students lived in
which led teachers to feel uncomfortable: “I think
that things that come out [in the circles] are very,
very disturbing” (Jess); It's overwhelming, some of
their revelations that come out in front of the whole
group are just a lot to take in” (Anne, Grade 5 Special
Education Teacher).
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As principal, Teresa recognized the need to bridge
the disconnect between school and family: “I think
[SEL] starts at home, but | think then it carries over, you
know, intfo school”. This was further echoed further
by the assistant principal Matt: “Right now we don’t
have anything planned fo talk to parents about
their practices..that is another piece... giving them
some tools that we use in school”. While the early
experiences of establishing SEL and CPD had brought
about observed improvements at the microsystem
and mesosystem levels in practice and behavior,
educators in Clonkeen were acutely aware of the
realties establishing a SEL pedagogy brought with if.
Moreover, they had yet to fully reimagine and consider
the need for such work to go beyond the school and
info the community. In the next section, we discuss
these contfextually relevant findings in relation fo the
literature and look to inform future practice and CPD
experiences for establishing SEL in an elementary
school with at-risk students.

Discussion

Adopting a qualitative approach exploring educators’
experiences of establishing SEL pedagogy in an
elementary school with at-risk students helps
demonstfrate how the feaching and establishment of
SEL is influenced by many mulfi-level environmental
and political factors, including culture and climate
(Dyson et al.,, 2011; Jones & Doolittle 2017). Pedagogies
that prioritize SEL like RP are increasingly seen as
critical prerequisites for at-risk students and can
conftribute tfo higher academic achievement (Hamre
et al., 2013; Oberle et al.,, 2016). However, the priority
of many elementary schools at present is fo educate
students to master essential academic content areads
with an emphasis placed on a common core of
subjects, assessments, and standardization (Berry, 2011).
Frydenberg and Muller (2017) believe initiatives “that
are not embedded in school culture tend to have a
[short] shelf life” (p. 386). Within Clonkeen Elementary,
there was a conscious emphasis being placed on
the significance of SEL and its establishment af the
microsystem and mesosystem levels in classroom
practice and school culture through provisions for
CPD for longer ferm developmental impact. The
tfeachers esfablished their own SEL support group
that met monthly fo discuss issues and concerns
surrounding SEL in their classes, sporting events, and
gymnasium. Not only was the focus on developing
students’ SEL, in addition the educators recognized
the need fo develop their own SEL competency.
In this way, the knowledge they were sharing and
generafing helped support and inform their use of SEL
pedagogies and allowed them to align and adapt
these widely accepted practices to extend beyond
their respective classrooms and across the school
community. There was an emphasis on the need for
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refinement and continuous improvement, which led
fo new understandings and consistent approaches
amongst all educators in the school.

School connectedness has been identified as a
significant mediator to school climafte and conduct
problems (Panayiotou et al, 2019). Considering the
microsystem and mesosystem, when schools like
Clonkeen explicitly cultivate a culture of care and
emotionalsupport, thiscaninturn change the behavior
of everyone within it (Espelage at al.,, 2013). Literature
on school discipline highlights a significant inverse
relationship between suspensions and achievement,
along with a significant posifive relationship between
suspensions and dropouts (Noltemeyer et al., 2015).
Too often, researchers and practitioners are more
concerned with feaching and idealizing good
behaviors that they forget the need to acknowledge
and teach students that, for example, conflict is a
natural and normal part of social inferaction. In line
with best practice, these educators fried fo implement
RP to teach SEL, not inisolation, but instead deliberately
and consistently within the generalized curriculum in
an effort to “support children’s use and internalization
of skills to support a positive classroom environment”
(Schonert Reichl, 2019, p. 226).

Providing staff with consistent CPD and opportunities
tfo develop their SEL competence, pedagogical skills,
and share and reflect their experiences led to further
establishment of RP fthat atfttempted to promote
“communication, mutual respect, and understanding
between all people” (Mansfield et al, 2018, p. 306).
As feachers worked together and learned through
CPD how to put SEL into practice, they could see
gradual improvements in their own practice at the
microsystem level which in turn was leading to short
term developmental oufcomes (Jones & Bouffard,
2012). In doing so, teachers were working with their
students to create a healthier school climate by
reinforcing SEL throughout the school day beyond
singular classrooms (Smith & Low, 2013). Gradually,
educators in  Clonkeen were developing and
establishing these practices and were able to observe
the beginning of a shift in student classroom behavior
fowards “an environment that consistently fosters
awareness, empathy, and responsibility in a way that
is likely to prove far more effective in achieving social
discipline than our current reliance on punishment
and sanctions” (Wachtel, 2012, p. 9). Key to this was
a consistent modelling of behavior and language by
teachers which embodied SEL, and which students
could experience and demonstrate with staff,
amongst themselves, and potentially take home with
them. In this way, SEL pedagogies were becoming a
regular part of day-to-day schooling alongside the
accomplishment of broader learning objectives. The
initial CPD initiatives were successful in fransforming
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school culture and classroom environments, albeit in
modest ways.

Yet, subjectively exploring the “black-box” of how
all this was occurring and the extent to which the
establishment of SEL pedagogies played out in
practice demonstrates that such an approach was far
from plain sailing. People influence their settings, and
their settings exert influence over people’s behaviors
through cyclical processes (Estabrooks et al.,, 2008).
The lived experiences of the educators in this study
provide information that their ability to develop and
implement SEL practices in the early days of the
process varied and often lacked cohesion. In their
classrooms, at the microsystem level, teachers had
few opportunities to learn by collaborating with each
other through forums facilitating voice, reflection,
support, and improved practice (Darling-Hammond
& MclLaughlin, 2011; Darling-Hammond et al.,, 2020).
Af the mesosystem level their combined experiences
of CPD varied oufside of ftheir monthly meetings.
Individual understandings of what exactly they were
looking to accomplish and target collectively at times
differed amongst teachers implementing SEL af the
microsystem level in their own classrooms. This further
compounded by consfraints of a high standardized
academic curriculum and challenging situatfions
involving at-risk students. Inconsistent implementation
remains a significant obstacle for the implementation
of SEL in classrooms (Evans et al., 2015). Zhai et al. (2015)
aftribute this to variations in program definitions,
designs, and fidelity of implementations. Alongside
improvements, educatorsin Clonkeenopenly observed
and expressed difficulty in in cursory implementation,
fidelity in use, whole-school buy-in, and appropriate
adult modelling. Staff were unguestionably dedicated
in their broad commitment to SEL at the mesosystem
level in their school meetings. However, as such work
extended out from the classrooms and into school
and family life, significant slippage was occurring
and the extent to which fthe skills learned in school
were transferring info students’ broader lives was still
difficult to determine.

The reality of their contextual conditions and frequent
adverse classroom incidences weighed heavily on
teachers. Even experienced and capable teachers
were challenged in implementing RP, and ftheir
underlying beliefs, perceptions, and attitudes about
programming appeared to influence implementation
(Humphrey et al, 2018). There existed a mixed
understanding and focus among educators as to the
SEL skills they were each targeting and prioritizing.
Reflecting the many factors involved in the process
from a social ecological perspective, tfeachers’ own
SEL competence and well-being before, during, and
after their day’s work also played a pivotal role in
influencing the infusion of SEL (Kaynak Elcan, 2020;

Schonert- Reichl et al.,, 2015; Weissbourd et al., 2013).
Implementing RP authentically was a daunting task
for tfeachers as it led to managing moments of conflict
and behavior, which may otherwise have gone
unaddressed. A collaborative and holistic pedagogy
such as RP asks feachers and students to embrace all
the ranging facets of human emotion and behavior
andisnecessaryinorder fo help feach SEL meaningfully
(Darling-Hammond et al., 2020; Ginwright, 2016). This
warts and all approach to SEL led to difficult moments
on a day-to-day basis for students, and the educators
themselves, who themselves admifttedly often
struggled to comprehend and manage.

Research into change in schools has usually been
focusedateitheramacrosystemleveloramicrosystems
level (Fullan, 1999, 2005). At the microsystem level
there existed a clear need fo further collectively
uplift teachers as learners within their classrooms,
providing them with more holistic and regular CPD
fo improve their understanding and establishment
of SEL pedagogies, which then valued and reflected
the whole school’s culture at the mesosystem level
to enhance broader learning (Elias & Leverett, 2011).
However, in a systematic fashion, we propose that
at Clonkeen, the macrosystem impacts both the
tfeacher and child through ifs indirect influence on
the microsystem and mesosystem (Espelage et al.,
2013). The qualitative insights of educators in Clonkeen
helped highlight where gaps existed and further
support was critically required in order to incorporate
the wider community (macrosystem level) and
the fundamental role and influence of family in
development of their students, but of themselves
also. This was especially the case when it came to
establishing SEL beyond the school and in the wider
community. The educators’ capacities to reimagine
and engage with the culture of the wider community
to franscend SEL beyond the school, even at such
an early stage, was made problematic by their pre-
existing perceptions of the community. Understanding
how fo better manage and bridge these ecological
gaps is just as necessary for effective fostering of
desired competencies in students (Ee & Wong, 2014,
Zinsser et al., 2014). This was something the educators
needed fo learn by their own admission. While much
had been accomplished by educators at Clonkeen,
further persistence and effort was needed to establish
and develop SEL practices beyond the initial phase
of implementation so as to contribute to long ferm
outcomes and improved academic achievement.

Conclusion

Considering the establishment of SEL from a social
ecological perspective within Clonkeen highlights
the need fo understand the dynamic relationships
between people and their environments. Successful
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SEL approaches need to target multiple levels of the
school social-ecological system. While meta-analyses
support the general effectiveness of SEL programs,
there is a lack of research focusing on differential
effectiveness (i.e., what works, for whom it works, and
under what conditions) (Jones et al., 2017). While RP
are believed to have the potential to foster the type of
reflection that enhances students' SEL development,
further empirical evidence is still required in order
fo confirm this (Gregory & Fergus, 2017; Sumner,
Silverman, & Frampton, 2010). This is especially the
case when it comes to infusing SEL pedagogies such
as RP within a generalized curriculum rather than in
isolation. Unfortunately, the type of experiences and
work observed in Clonkeen doesn't always result and
manifest itself in instant transformation and improved
academic test scores. Compared with the quantitative
methodologies that have dominated SEL literature, this
study shows us the nuanced contextual opportunities
and challenges educators experience when it comes
to initially understanding and practically establishing
and implementing SEL pedagogies holistically.
Just as recognizing what works in esftablishing and
implementing SEL pedagogies in specific contexts,
so foo must such work be juxtaposed with an
appreciation of what impedes it. Doing so openly and
honestly under real-world conditions such as those
the educators in Clonkeen faced every day can help
betfter understand and enhance their franslational
value into and beyond the natural classroom sefting
(Carroll, Bower, Ashman, & Lynn 2017, Merrell &
Gueldner, 2012).

Wigelsworth et al. (2016) who argue that rather than
questioning “does SEL work?” we should instead
question “how does SEL work (or, why does it fail?)?" (p.
368). While gradually developing SEL on the surface, a
qualitative look shows the extent and intricacies of the
realities educators faced in their commitment to such
work and the slippage from theory to practice which
wass occurring. The ongoing CPD was beneficial, local
knowledge and innovation can only be found through
further working openly and honestly within the
contexts of teachers’ communities in order to theorize
and construct their work (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999).
In order to meet the culfural sensitivity of schools like
Clonkeen, more formal and localized communities of
practice are needed to help cultivate such a unified
approach to establishing SEL (Darling-Hammond &
McLaughlin, 2011; Darling-Hammond et al., 2020). Using
qualitative methods within a mixed-methods research
design that gathers empirically based-evidence could
provide a deeper understanding which can help us
assess how CPD impacts educators’ effectiveness in
tfeaching SEL beyond just quantitative data. There is
a lack of qualitative research and a predominance
of quantitative research designs foregrounded in SEL
literature (Dyson et al.,, 2019; 2020; Corcoran et al., 2018;
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2020; Hamre et al., 2013) and in our research we seek
a deeper understanding of the realities feachers’ face
every day doing the important work they do. In closing,
we emphasize that on deeper qualitative inspection,
initial student SEL learning outcomes that arose from
educators’ efforts in Clonkeen while confinuing fo
be a work in progress, were certainly worthwhile
- something which can offen be overlooked using
quantitative methods. Further appreciation and
research as fo how such well-infentioned work is
made more successful or inhibited is necessary if
tfeachers are to help students to perform effectively in
schooling and improve academic achievement, while
also supporting and preparing them to negotiate their
lives beyond the classroom and into the future.
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