
13DISTRICTWIDE SEL ESSENTIALS FOR SUPERINTENDENTS

SEL has the potential to create deep, systemic improvements in a school district, impacting 
school engagement, attendance, academic achievement, graduation rates, and student 
readiness for college, career, and civic engagement. SEL implementation is a long-term 
process that benefits from a strong foundation. This focus area guides districts in building 
the support and plans they need to ensure SEL can thrive.  

As superintendent, you play a critical role, continuously leading stakeholders toward  
a clear vision and ensuring the district is well-prepared.

Actions in this focus area:

Superintendent Action #1: Building the Foundation

Superintendent Action #2: Vision

Superintendent Action #3: Communication 

Superintendent Action #4: Resource Allocation and Alignment

Superintendent Action #5: District Organization

DISTRICT FOCUS AREA ONE:  
BUILDING FOUNDATIONAL SUPPORT AND PLANNING FOR SEL
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Key Superintendent Action #1: Building the Foundation  
Develop Foundational Support for SEL among Key Stakeholders, Including the School Board

By effectively inspiring and mobilizing board members, district and school leaders, teachers, families and 
other key stakeholders around SEL, the superintendent can build a base of SEL champions whose support will 
foster sustained, systemic SEL and enable students to thrive. 

The Process

1. Know your “why.” 

Whether you’re at the beginning of this journey with SEL or well on your way, you’ll want to inspire district 
employees and community members to lead SEL in classrooms, schools, and workplaces. It’s through leading 
the development of a collective vision about how SEL contributes to a better world for our children that you 
can motivate people to engage in this change.

So ask yourself: 

• What do you want all students to know and be able to do upon graduation? 

• What academic, social, and emotional competencies will help students reach their fullest potential? 

•  What do you want all schools in the district to feel like, sound like, and look like? How do you define  
a high-quality education? 

• How does systemic SEL support this vision?  

2.  Identify stakeholders whose support is critical to SEL implementation and get to know their issues  
and concerns.

Make a list of the stakeholders who will play an important role in developing and sustaining SEL. Some key 
players may include:

• The school board members   • Cabinet members

• Principals and teacher leaders  • Unions 

• PTA/PTO     • City leaders, community leaders

If you don’t already know about a stakeholder group’s issues, what powerful individuals care about, and what 
motivates them, do some research through careful listening at meetings, reading their publications or plans, 
or discussing over a cup of coffee. 

Build a stakeholder map identifying groups and leaders you want to engage. Analyze the levels of interest and 
influence of stakeholders and list their value-adds (advocacy, decision-making, facilitating, leading, funding, 
etc.), how SEL could help address their concerns, and some initial key messages that would motivate them to 
take action to promote SEL.

http://drc.casel.org/superintendent
https://drc.casel.org/blog/resource/create-a-stakeholder-map-to-support-a-strategic-plan-for-sel/
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3. Identify existing bright spots across your district that showcase the potential of SEL. 

In CASEL’s partnerships with districts, we have learned that all districts have existing SEL implementation 
efforts, SEL practitioners, SEL champions, and, in most places, SEL leaders. Make a list of these people and 
ask for their help with enlarging your list. Record their stories, practice sharing these anecdotes, and, where 
possible, present their data that describe the outcomes of these existing SEL bright spots. Be sure  
to celebrate your SEL pioneers!

 
4. Bring together a small informal group of SEL champions from your list. 

This group (your “SEL kitchen cabinet”) can help you develop a frame for introducing SEL to your targeted 
stakeholders and can later become the core of a district SEL development/advisory committee. Work with 
this group to:

• Discuss what SEL is and what it isn’t.

• Connect SEL with the district’s vision/mission and strategic plan.

•  Identify existing SEL practices in the district and community that align with your definition and current 
vision for SEL.

•  Co-create a list of stakeholder groups and individuals to engage as you build initial support. Brainstorm 
possible dissonant voices and strategies for identifying and addressing their concerns. 

•  Outline a presentation that makes the case for SEL and identify tailored messages that will resonate with 
key stakeholder groups. Use tools, resources, and samples from the CASEL District Resource Center  
as well as the expertise of your “kitchen cabinet” to develop a facilitation plan that can be adjusted  
to serve your goals for each stakeholder group.

 
 
5.  Through presentations and modeling, build the case for SEL with the board, district leaders (including 

principals), and key community partners. 

Simply hearing about SEL is not as effective as experiencing SEL, so it will be important to provide activities 
and facilitation that exemplifies SEL. This will be even more powerful if, as superintendent, you take a leading 
role in these sessions. When participants see a superintendent modeling SEL, they understand that that  
SEL—including adult SEL—is a serious district initiative.  

In these sessions, be sure to encourage and gain a commitment to action from participants, such as telling 
others about SEL, reading an article, signing up to help, going to the CASEL website, or trying an activity  
in their workplace or at home.

Because these sessions have the potential to build a strong coalition, they need to be skillfully facilitated.  
If you do not have experience in SEL facilitation, you are encouraged to partner with a teacher leader, another 
administrator, or an SEL consultant in designing and leading these presentations. While it is possible to 
delegate these facilitations, superintendents who don’t engage in promoting SEL to stakeholders are missing 
a big opportunity.

http://drc.casel.org/superintendent
https://drc.casel.org/search/?search=presentation
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Key Superintendent Action #2: Vision  
Engage a Diverse Group of Stakeholders to Create a Shared Vision for the District  
That Establishes SEL as Core to Student Success and Equitable Learning Environments

A shared vision clarifies what you are striving toward and reflects what your district believes is critical to 
students’ education. When SEL is an established part of the district’s vision, it creates a shared understanding 
and commitment among staff, students, families, and community partners. It also helps ensure that 
leadership will continue to prioritize SEL within all schools.  The vision also becomes the basis for your 
district’s SEL-related goals, plans, allocation of resources, and continuous improvement.

Given the importance of the vision in driving SEL implementation, CASEL and AASA recommend that the 
superintendent either leads or is directly involved in the visioning and planning process. While your vision 
should reflect all stakeholders’ perspectives, the superintendent’s voice matters greatly in laying this 
important groundwork for planning. 

The engagement of the superintendent in visioning also sends a strong signal regarding the importance  
of the SEL initiative. As your district SEL leaders see you discussing and modeling SEL, they will feel that you 
care deeply about it. It is also a way for you to help these leaders and stakeholders to write a plan that will  
be supported by leadership. 

A strong shared vision:

•  Establishes SEL as essential to the district’s educational mission, aligns SEL to core district values,  
and articulates shared language around SEL.

•  Is informed by and shared with all key stakeholders (e.g., students, district and school staff, parents,  
and community partners).

•  Is used to develop aligned SEL goals, including short- and long-term outcomes resulting from equitable 
learning environments and students’ social, emotional, and academic progress.

•  Is revisited every two years and updated as needed.

SEL as core to student success

Since systemic SEL is an approach to education, district culture, and organizational development, it should be 
an integral element of the district vision and strategic plan. Districts have incorporated SEL into goals focused 
on academic performance, student learning, college and career preparation, climate and culture,  
equity/equitable environments, and teacher retention/human resources. 

Many districts include a “portrait of a graduate” to describe a student who has completed their education  
and is ready for college, career, and life. This kind of “portrait” expresses the importance of developing social 
and emotional competencies as a part of PreK-12 learning experience.  

If your district has an existing vision, the CASEL District Resource Center has an activity for analyzing the 
inclusion of SEL in a district vision and mission statement. 

http://drc.casel.org/superintendent
https://portraitofagraduate.org/
https://drc.casel.org/blog/resource/using-an-sel-lens-to-review-the-vision-and-or-mission-of-a-school-district-or-organization/
https://drc.casel.org/blog/resource/using-an-sel-lens-to-review-the-vision-and-or-mission-of-a-school-district-or-organization/
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In addition, some districts have chosen to develop a vision specifically for SEL implementation. This may  
be especially helpful if your district has already established an overarching vision that would be difficult  
to amend, or if you are in a larger district where a departmental vision would help guide the SEL work.     

The Process

The Vision Planning Worksheet in the CASEL District Resource Center provides guidance for developing  
a districtwide vision establishing SEL as integral to high-quality education. You can use this process 
either to develop an SEL vision for the SEL implementation plan or to develop a vision that incorporates 
SEL as part of a districtwide strategic plan.  

As a superintendent, how you engage in the process will likely depend upon the size and needs of your 
district and the capacity of those leading SEL planning. Here are some key steps: 

1.  Create a leadership team that has the capacity and resources to engage stakeholders and lead  
the process. Consider: 

• Do committee members have a solid understanding of SEL?

• Do they have the time, facilitation skills, relationships, and vision to lead this process?

• What resources and access will they need to ensure they are set up for success?

• Look to the future: Which of these people will be key to making the vision a reality?

2. Ensure an inclusive stakeholder engagement process that brings all voices to the table.  

Taking part in visioning develops the passion and ownership of participants, so it is vital to ensure all key 
stakeholders are included.

Remember: 

•  Students are important stakeholders. Including authentic student voice in the SEL visioning process will 
reap significant rewards.

•  It’s important to include a diversity of perspectives. Ask: Whose voices are sometimes left out of district 
decision-making? Who might be most critical of SEL or have particular concerns? Welcoming a wide range 
of perspectives and being open to learning from dissonant voices is SEL in action. 

3. Consider the connections of each stakeholder. 

What groups does each participant represent and what is the ability of that stakeholder to influence others?

Once you have a core group, explore with them, “Who’s missing?” and expand your list accordingly.

4. Engage strategically throughout the visioning process. 

This may include being present at key moments to motivate the team, address concerns, support facilitation 
and writing of the vision, and help keep discussions on track. 

http://drc.casel.org/superintendent
https://drc.casel.org/blog/resource/vision-planning-worksheet/
https://drc.casel.org/blog/resource/create-a-stakeholder-map-to-support-a-strategic-plan-for-sel/
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Your goal for the process is two-fold: ideally, you’ll end up with both a vision statement and an excited group 
of SEL leaders who will move the SEL initiative forward.

An early part of this vision-development process is to educate the selected stakeholders about SEL and about 
your and the board’s rationale and vision for SEL. Engagement and meaningful experiences are essential for 
setting the tone.

As the leadership team drafts the SEL vision statement, you have an opportunity for additional engagement. 
One simple strategy is to get together with them just before they begin drafting and ask if they have any 
questions for you or the board.

5. Once your vision is co-created, lead the formal adoption process. 

Consider how you will integrate the vision into your existing strategic plan and whether this involves school 
board/board of trustees formal approval at this time.

6. Communicate the vision.

The completion (and adoption) of the vision presents an opportunity to communicate with employees, 
community, students, parents, and the media. You’ll want to communicate:

• The shared vision for SEL and the potential positive impacts on student outcomes.

• That something big is about to take place in your district. 

Resources

•  The CASEL District Resource Center section Develop a Shared Vision and Plan for SEL offers a detailed 
process and resources to support the development of your vision. 

•  Battelle for Kids has developed a Portrait of a Graduate website containing a strategy for developing your 
district’s vision for students, including a design process, example portraits, and supporting materials.

•  Examples of SEL embedded in school districts’ visions and strategic plans: 

–  Chicago Public School’s vision and plan integrates SEL throughout its priorities, highlighted best in the 
section on safe and supportive learning environments.

–  Baltimore City Schools’ vision lays out the district’s priorities around SEL, literacy, and leadership.

–  Sacramento City Unified School District’s strategic plan prominently features and integrates equity and 
social emotional health throughout and states clear actions and proposed services.

–  Thompson School District in Loveland, Colorado, deeply imbeds SEL throughout their recent strategic 
plan, Strive 2025. The plan includes a Portrait of a Graduate, which guides their SEL vision and the 
development of SEL standards describing what a student should know and be able to do.

•  Districtwide Indicators of SEL Implementation is a one-pager that paints a picture of what fully implemented 
SEL looks like in a school district—a good tool for backwards mapping to arrive at your vision. 

http://drc.casel.org/superintendent
https://drc.casel.org/build-foundational-support-and-plan/shared-vision-and-plan/
https://portraitofagraduate.org/
https://cps.edu/About_CPS/vision/Pages/safeandsupportive.aspx
https://www.baltimorecityschools.org/sites/default/files/2019-01/Blueprint-complete.pdf
https://www.scusd.edu/strategic-plan
https://drc.casel.org/blog/resource/thompson-school-district-strategic-plan/
https://www.thompsonschools.org/Page/20928
https://drc.casel.org/uploads/sites/3/2019/05/Districtwide-Indicators-of-SEL-Implementation-1.pdf
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Key Superintendent Action #3: Communication   
Communicate Consistently About SEL as a District Priority

As superintendent, you want to ensure that your district develops a strategy for informing and inspiring 
stakeholders about SEL. In addition, you have a unique opportunity to effectively promote SEL through 
your own communications. 

Clear, ongoing communication is a key strategy in the successful implementation of SEL. Sustained 
communication about SEL implementation can help you:

• Influence district leaders to promote systemic adoption of SEL principles and practices.

•  Engage principals, teachers and staff to rally behind SEL initiatives and incorporate  
SEL practices schoolwide.

•  Build enthusiasm in district students and families and encourage them to adopt SEL practices  
in the home and community.

• Motivate community partners to work with the district to bring SEL into all areas of student lives. 

• Convince funders to dedicate financial support to SEL implementation.

Here are some real-life examples of how superintendents directly lead SEL through effective communications:

• Make sure that SEL is both infused throughout and directly addressed in the district strategic plan. 

•  For the first few years of SEL implementation, make SEL one of the top three annual goals, and include 
this in most verbal and written communications.

•  When facilitating meetings, employ the same SEL facilitation strategies used in schools, call out  
the strategy, and describe where it came from (that is, link it to SEL implementation in schools).

•  Highlight the schools and departments that are early adopters and show evidence of their successful  
SEL outcomes in communications.

•  Commit five research facts about the impact of SEL to memory and bring them up throughout 
communications. While building a coalition to implement and support SEL, bring those facts  
into the messaging.

http://drc.casel.org/superintendent
https://schoolguide.casel.org/uploads/2018/12/CASEL_SEL-3-Signature-Practices-Playbook-V3.pdf
https://casel.org/impact/
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CASEL and AASA recommend developing an SEL communications plan. An SEL communication plan provides 
an important roadmap for getting the word out about SEL, building enthusiasm and support, and informing 
key stakeholders about your plans and achievements. A strong communications plan:

•  Highlights the importance of SEL for all students and adults and includes rollout timelines and 
expectations for roles and responsibilities.

•  Includes consistent messaging about SEL tailored to key stakeholder groups.

•  Promotes systemic SEL implementation by communicating about the roles played by employees, 
community partners, families, and other stakeholders.

•  Builds an “SEL brand” that portrays SEL as a high-quality, well-capitalized, and sustained district initiative.

•  Supports the superintendent and other district leaders in regularly communicating about the 
importance of SEL both formally and informally.

The Process

1.  Work with your communications team to develop a plan to help produce support and buy-in from key 
stakeholders including teachers, principals, families, community partners and out-of-school time providers. 
You’ll want to start this communications plan at the very beginning of SEL implementation.

In your communication plan, you’ll answer four key questions:

•  Who do you want to reach? (Your audience)

•  What do you want to achieve? (The goal)

•  What do you want them to know? (The message)

•  How will you send your message? (The medium)

You can use the Steps for Developing Effective SEL Communication Strategies, located on the  
CASEL District Resource Center.

2.  Prepare to talk clearly and convincingly about SEL as an educational strategy and what it looks like (or will 
look like) in your school district. 

•  Be ready to describe how SEL is integral to your strategic plan and annual goals and what SEL looks  
like in schools.

•  Have current stories in mind that bring to life outcomes you’ve seen from SEL implementation.

•  Learn a few key SEL facilitation activities you can confidently model and name as SEL in a variety  
of contexts. 

•  Gather and tell stories of students and teachers who demonstrate social and emotional competence.  
As SEL takes hold in your district, continue to include current stories that describe how your district’s  
SEL approach has impacted your schools, students, and adults. 

You can use this tool, SEL Talking Points for Superintendents, as a starting point.

http://drc.casel.org/superintendent
https://drc.casel.org/uploads/sites/3/2019/02/Developing-Effective-Social-and-Emotional-Learning-Communication-Strategies-for-your-District.pdf
https://drc.casel.org/
https://drc.casel.org/blog/resource/sel-talking-points-for-superintendents/
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Partnering with School Boards to Promote SEL 

Provide board members with regular updates about SEL implementation progress: 
Updates can include aggregate data and systemic updates as well as showcasing exemplary sites 
and practices that can be replicated, and can involve a range of SEL leaders in the district, including 
teachers and administrators.

First Steps

Develop a short elevator speech that includes the SEL definition, the SEL competencies/standards for your 
district, the research behind SEL, and how SEL promotes better outcomes for all students. Incorporate asset-
based language that reflects the value of SEL for every person rather than a deficit-based “fix it” mindset. 

Resources

•  CASEL District Resource Center: Communicate SEL as a District Priority: Within Focus Area 1 of the CASEL 
SEL Implementation Framework, you can read an overview of SEL communications strategies, the process  
of communicating about SEL, and access a large bank of resources so you don’t have to reinvent the wheel.

•  Steps for Developing Effective SEL Communication Strategies: A step-by-step guide for developing a district 
SEL communications plan.

• Review sample communication plans as you construct your district’s plan, including: 

–  The Washoe County School District (WCSD) Communications Plan, which was used to launch SEL across 
the district. The WCSD SEL Snapshot is a high-impact example of quality SEL communications.

–  The Austin Independent School District Communications Plan, which launched the release of “SEL 2.0,”  
a revised plan after six years of SEL.

•  Developing Life Skills in Children: A Roadmap for Communicating with Parents: Based upon in-depth 
research, the organization Learning Heroes presents excellent recommendations for communicating with 
parents. One small nugget from this study: 31% of parents in focus groups prefer “life skills” while only 5% 
preferred “social and emotional learning” when talking about these competencies.  A companion slide show 
can be used by principals and staff to engage with families about SEL at home and at school.

http://drc.casel.org/superintendent
https://drc.casel.org/build-foundational-support-and-plan/communication/process/
https://drc.casel.org/build-foundational-support-and-plan/communication/process/
https://drc.casel.org/build-foundational-support-and-plan/communication/process/
https://drc.casel.org/blog/resource/developing-effective-social-and-emotional-learning-communication-strategies-for-your-district/
https://drc.casel.org/blog/resource/developing-effective-social-and-emotional-learning-communication-strategies-for-your-district/
https://drc.casel.org/blog/resource/snapshot-of-sel-in-washoe-county/
https://drc.casel.org/uploads/sites/3/2019/02/Austin-SEL-Communications-Plan-9.26.19.pdf
https://r50gh2ss1ic2mww8s3uvjvq1-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/DLS-Report-2018-for-distribution-single-pages.pdf
https://r50gh2ss1ic2mww8s3uvjvq1-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/DLS-CommunicationsPlaybook-PPT_final.pdf
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Key Superintendent Action #4: Resource Allocation and Alignment   
Build SEL Priorities into Staffing, Funding, and Budgeting for Sustained  
SEL Implementation

Dedicated, long-term funding and staff are key for sustaining SEL implementation and send a strong message 
that SEL is a priority. As in other initiatives, staffing is the largest cost in the SEL budget, with leadership 
positions and professional learning as the two largest ongoing investments. You will want to ensure adequate 
funding and a long-term financial plan to support your multi-year SEL implementation. 

SEL implementation, like any initiative designed to enhance student success, is a long-term process. Depending 
on the size and complexity of your district, it may take up to three to seven years to fully implement and scale. 
That is why it is so critical to plan for how the district will align resources for long-term SEL implementation.

What Are Aligned Resources to Support SEL?

There are two kinds of aligned resources for supporting SEL:

•  Financial resources: Funding streams to support SEL leadership, professional development, evidence-
based curriculum/programs, and other aspects of SEL implementation. By committing funding, your 
district signals its recognition of the benefits of SEL for all students. A robust funding strategy also 
ensures that SEL efforts can survive changes in leadership, politics, and the economy.

•   Human resources: Dedicated, skilled, and knowledgeable staff who represent the diversity in your 
district and drive SEL implementation. In the central office, this includes a highly-skilled district lead for 
SEL and SEL team members who provide guidance, professional learning, and coaching to schools. SEL 
implementation will also rely on school leaders, teachers, subject matter specialists, and instructional 
coaches. Finally, your human resources department will need to create policies and procedures for 
recruiting and retaining staff and teachers who will support SEL implementation.

These two types of resources are intertwined: your funding ensures your district’s capacity to staff for SEL, 
and your plans regarding staffing and training inform your operational budget. 

When resources for SEL are well-aligned:

•   A strategic long-term budget and plan for equitable SEL funding meet the needs of all schools  
and all students.

•   Funding from diversified sources supports your budget to roll out, adequately staff, and sustain ongoing 
SEL implementation for all students.

•   District human resources practices embed SEL considerations into candidate screening and hiring as well 
as evaluation and employment policies.

•   District and school job descriptions highlight the importance of modeling SEL competencies and include 
SEL as an expected capability for job candidates. Attention is paid to the diversity of background in 
candidates and hires.

http://drc.casel.org/superintendent
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How Do Districts Financially Sustain SEL?

Most districts have dabbled in SEL in some form, often funding small, short-term projects through grants 
from a private donor or public source. This funding provides a short-term influx of money that districts use 
to provide new or expanded programs and services, technical assistance supports, or professional learning 
to staff. Although these funds may have a positive impact on the district’s work, they are, by their nature, 
temporary, and the initiative stops once the grant funds run out. 

The strategies described here focus developing a multi-year SEL financial plan that is built to withstand 
leadership change and fiscal challenges so that SEL can take root and flourish. 

Districts often underfund their SEL initiatives, not realizing the full expenses for quality implementation.  
By strategically planning and aligning fiscal and human resources, districts can implement SEL in a way  
that weathers the inevitable challenges. 

What Are the Human Resources Necessary to Successfully Launch SEL?

A key component of your SEL budget will be funding for staff. This includes a district-level leader who will plan 
and advocate for SEL. The SEL lead and a district SEL team are instrumental in working with other stakeholders 
to guide all aspects of SEL work, including planning, professional learning, coaching, and instructional 
methodology, along with providing resources and tools to support SEL and to ensure common language, 
approaches, and messaging.

District SEL staffing will look very different in large, medium, and small school districts. 

A large school district might have a director of SEL and several SEL coaches, while a medium-sized district 
may have a part-time SEL coordinator or a teacher on special assignment (TOSA) working under an assistant 
superintendent for instruction. In a small school district, SEL leadership might be one of the many duties  
of the instructional director who works with a cadre of SEL teacher leaders. 

Four case studies in the CASEL SEL Financial Sustainability website illustrate four SEL implementation 
strategies with different staffing models. One of these districts, 13,000-student Wheaton-Warrenville School 
District, has no budget for district SEL leadership, so they use a strategy in which principals receive SEL 
turnkey professional learning and then facilitate the professional learning at their schools. An assistant 
superintendent is responsible for SEL implementation and leads an SEL advisory committee made up  
of teacher and administrator SEL leaders. 

It takes time to increase the expertise of newly hired or designated SEL leadership. They will need ongoing 
professional learning and planning time. You’ll want to ensure you’ve designated enough time to hire and 
onboard these staff to support capacity-building and implementation efforts before beginning SEL work  
at school sites. 

http://drc.casel.org/superintendent
http://financialsustainability.casel.org/case-studies/
http://financialsustainability.casel.org/
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In addition to its district-level work, the SEL team is crucial to the implementation of SEL in schools and 
classrooms. SEL coaches and specialists support site-based leadership teams and teachers in incorporating 
SEL into instruction, policies, and practices. 

For an example of how one district clarified how SEL staff support the district’s goals and strategic plan,  
see Austin Independent School District’s SEL Logic Model.

There’s another important reason to align your resources for SEL: by dedicating necessary financial and 
human resources to SEL, your district sends a strong message to teachers, families, district and community 
leaders, and other stakeholders that SEL is a priority that is here to stay.

The Process

Aligning fiscal and human resources to support SEL is a key component of the CASEL District Framework 
described on page 10 of this toolkit. In the Align Resources for SEL section of the CASEL District Resource 
Center, you will find a detailed step-by-step process for creating a strong long-term budget and plan for 
equitable SEL funding to meet the needs of all schools, as well as human resources practices that embed  
SEL into hiring and employment policies. This resource will be of great use to your district’s SEL lead,  
your chief business official, and your human resources administrator.

Here are three steps you can take to begin leading the effort to align resources to promote SEL. These steps 
are based upon Social and Emotional Learning that Lasts: Planning for Financial Sustainability, a CASEL study 
of SEL Financial Sustainability funded by the R.W. Johnson Foundation.

  

1. Consider your available resources. 

What kinds of resources are or could be available? How does the SEL initiative compete  with existing 
priorities and initiatives? The goal is to create a sustainable, long-term budget for SEL from diversified funding 
sources. These questions can guide your discussion: 

•  Are you already implementing other priorities that might align or productively connect with SEL? 
Examples include professional development efforts, new curricula, and hiring priorities. 

•  Are dedicated funding sources available for SEL? 

•  How long will those sources be available? 

•  How are you using those funding sources now? 

•  To what extent are you already advancing SEL in your district? 

•  If so, how and by whom? What resources are already supporting these efforts?

•  Does implementing SEL eliminate the need for any other programs or expenditures? 

•  What are the major barriers to adopting SEL evidence-based programs and practices? For example,  
are teachers experiencing initiative fatigue from being bombarded by a continuous flow of new programs  
or requirements?

http://drc.casel.org/superintendent
https://drc.casel.org/uploads/sites/3/2019/09/Austin-ISD-SEL-Logic-Model-9.26.19.pdf
https://drc.casel.org/build-foundational-support-and-plan/align-resources/process/
http://dev-financial-sustainability.pantheonsite.io/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/SEL_That_Lasts.pdf
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2. Build an understanding about the desired outcomes and the strategies to achieve them. 

It is important to specify how SEL will be implemented and how you will measure outcomes. Outcomes 
can include improved attendance and behavior; number of students, schools, and teachers engaged; 
changes in school culture and climate; and increases in students’ SEL competencies and skills. Once you 
have developed detailed descriptions of delivery strategies, focus on establishing costs, decreasing costs, 
and increasing the quality of outcomes. The Austin ISD SEL 2.0 Logic Model provides an example how to 
describe a district’s SEL initiative.

3.  Compare strategies to find ones that fit both your goals and cost constraints. Consider these questions, 
in the context of your district’s SEL goals, to guide your reflection: 

• What’s more important right now: breadth or depth of SEL implementation? 

•  Are some components more vulnerable to cuts or attrition? For example, what happens when trained 
and experienced staff leave? 

•  Are there lower-cost ways to provide long-term professional development? For example, are there 
existing instructional coaches or subject matter specialists who can integrate SEL professional 
development and coaching into their current work?

•  Are there one-time investments that present an opportunity for greater financial sustainability  
over the long term? 

• How will a particular strategy be impacted if funding is cut or leadership changes?

Partnering with School Boards to Promote SEL 

Ensure board support for sustainability and scalability of SEL initiatives: School boards 
are critical in supporting the superintendent in identifying and addressing budget priorities. 
Be transparent about the cost of SEL implementation (as well as the return on investment). 
Remember to include both start-up costs and projections for expanding and sustaining SEL 
over multiple years.

http://drc.casel.org/superintendent
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First Steps

If you are planning or kicking off a new SEL initiative, CASEL’s Financial Sustainability for Social and 
Emotional Learning website provides a step-by-step guide for laying a solid financial foundation for 
SEL implementation. If you’re new to budget management, you may first wish to review the Build your 
Knowledge section. There you’ll find:

• A video outlining the five keys to successful SEL.

• A brief about planning for financial sustainability.

• A brief with seven lessons learned from studying the sustainability efforts of four school districts.

Then review how other school districts rolled out SEL and how they budgeted to advance and sustain SEL.  
You can review case studies for four school districts that utilized different strategies to implement SEL across 
all schools and grade levels in their districts.

Resources

•  CASEL District Resource Center: Align Resources for SEL contains an overview of developing financial 
resources and budgeting and staffing to support SEL, as well as step-by-step guidance, resources, and tools.

•  The CASEL Financial Sustainability Website has an in-depth set of strategies and supports for  
long-term sustainability of SEL. Materials on this site were developed as part of a four-year study  
by CASEL in collaboration with four school districts funded by the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation. 
Some highlights include:

–  Social and Emotional Learning That Lasts: Planning for Financial Sustainability—This brief provides  
the rationale for incorporating sustainability planning in the design of districtwide SEL.

–  Sustaining Districtwide Social and Emotional Learning: Lessons From the SEL Financial Sustainability 
Project—This paper identifies challenges to long-term sustainability of SEL and describes practices 
districts have used to sustain SEL. 

–  Four district case studies reveal how districts organized implementation and budgeted for SEL,  
along with a cost-modeling tool for developing a model b budget for your district.

–  The SEL Financial Sustainability Toolkit can help you plan your long-term SEL budget and includes  
a spreadsheet template for developing a one- to six-year budget

http://drc.casel.org/superintendent
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Key Superintendent Action #5: District Organization   
Organize the District to Promote Collaboration among School and District Leaders  
around SEL, Academics, and Equity

SEL is a powerful lever for advancing deep academic learning and educational equity. When efforts are siloed, 
SEL can be viewed as a competing priority or just another district initiative that will come and go.  It’s critically 
important that school and district leaders see the connections between SEL, academics, and equity and 
reflect this connection in their daily work. When district efforts around SEL, academics, and equity are aligned 
in their goals and strategies, there will be a greater impact on a wide variety of outcomes for all students.

While SEL may be a department on your organizational chart, all leaders within the school district and school 
sites must be engaged in SEL, and they all deserve professional learning, guidance, and support to make this 
happen. This requires thoughtfully designed structures that connect district departments and ensure school 
leaders are partnering with central office in planning and setting priorities.

Connecting the dots at the district level leads to greater investment at the school level.  Educators choose to 
use class time for SEL when they see how it helps students get along with one another, stay engaged, improve 
overall motivation and effort, and increase skills for learning academic content.  School leaders embrace SEL 
when they see it as part of their strategy to improve school climate and connectedness, reduce disciplinary 
infractions, increase attendance and enrollment, and attract and retain highly skilled staff members.  District 
leaders expand support for SEL when the case is made clear: SEL is a major lever for school and student 
success and enhances any school improvement effort. 

As superintendent, you are the leader in setting the expectation that all adults districtwide will collaborate 
to learn about SEL, increase and demonstrate their own social and emotional competencies, and provide 
instruction and experiences to foster SEL, equity, and academic success.

http://drc.casel.org/superintendent
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Collaboration in Washoe County School District to Support SEL

In WCSD, SEL is an integral part of teaching and learning for 65,000 students at 100+ schools.  
The SEL department consists of a half-time coordinator and two SEL specialists. 

So how can a large district create and sustain their SEL movement with just 2.5 fulltime-equivalent staff?  
Here are some of the strategies employed by WCSD to spread SEL across the organizational chart:

1.  The SEL coordinator reports to an assistant superintendent who represents SEL in cabinet meetings.  
In addition, the coordinator is a respected educational leader in the district who has direct connections 
with the superintendent and cabinet members. She is sought out by many district and site leaders to 
share her SEL expertise.

2.  The SEL department works in close collaboration with key district leaders, their departments, 
professional developers, and a large number of instructional coaches, (including literacy and 
mathematics.) These departments include Academics, Professional Learning, Equity and Diversity, 
Accountability, School Leadership, 21st Century Learning, and Family and School Partnerships.  
The SEL department has done this by:

•  Providing professional learning and resources for subject specialists to integrate SEL into their professional 
learning and coaching programs at school sites.

•  Facilitating half- and full-day annual retreats for district departments, integrating adult SEL into  
all aspects of the retreat.

•  Engaging in joint projects and collaborations.

•  Crosswalking their frameworks and agreeing to promote and utilize selected strategies across departments. 

•  Forging agreements to use and promote CASEL’s SEL 3 Signature Practices in adult meetings at district and 
school site levels and as an instructional tool in classrooms. 

3.  The SEL department provides free quarterly SEL mini-conferences, at which guest speakers, teacher leaders, 
and site SEL teams provide sessions enabling conference participants to bring back fresh ideas and SEL 
professional development strategies to their school sites. These mini-conferences are an important strategy 
for accelerating the district’s SEL movement by regularly celebrating SEL, supporting ongoing capacity 
building, and creating a grassroots network of SEL champions at all levels throughout the district. 

4.  The SEL department also works directly with school site SEL leadership teams to help them promote 
SEL at their sites. These school site SEL leadership teams include the principal, teacher leaders, and 
others, such as a counselor, a psychologist, students, and parents. Time permitting, district SEL 
specialists partners with SEL leadership teams to provide site-specific professional learning sessions. 

The Washoe County School District SEL initiative began in 2011 with a superintendent who had a vision for 
SEL as a vital part of education. As of 2019, there had been five superintendent transitions, as well as many 
budget and other crisis in the district, yet SEL continues to thrive. Because of how the district positioned 
SEL leadership, the strategies they employed, and the SEL leadership of all superintendents along the way, 
SEL is truly woven into the fabric of the district. This video and case study provide further details about 
how WCSD budgeted and created a system to build and sustain SEL.

http://drc.casel.org/superintendent
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The Process

To ensure that SEL is systemically integrated throughout your district, make authentic and fruitful 
collaboration a cornerstone of your leadership. This will include developing and leading cross-department 
collaboration and aligned, coherent strategies. 

1.  Review and align your district goals, plans, major initiatives, and frameworks with SEL, academics,  
and equity.  Working with the support of district SEL leaders, you can initiate integration by outlining  
the relevance of SEL within other district goals and work streams.  

Where you find disconnects between your SEL plans and academic- and equity-related efforts, bring 
department or team leads together to discuss, address, and revise. It may also be beneficial to create  
or discuss shared goals and outline how each department’s strategies contribute to these goals.

Review your SEL implementation plan closely and identify areas where collaboration with other departments 
or with schools is needed. For example:

•  If SEL is to be part of the curricular and instructional program at all schools, the supervisors of principals 
must be knowledgeable about and supportive of SEL so that they can ensure that all principals are 
leading and supporting SEL at their sites.

•  Rolling out an SEL curriculum will require close collaboration with schools to train and support teachers. 
It will also likely require working with academic departments to ensure the SEL curriculum is aligned  
to and supported by teaching frameworks or practices and is built into weekly schedules. 

•  The equity department or staff are instrumental in helping to review the cultural relevance  
of the curriculum and identify ways to support teachers in culturally competent SEL instruction.

2.  Review your district’s existing departmental structures with an eye toward bridging connected workstreams.

You may want to start by looking at the district’s organizational chart and, in particular, where the SEL team  
is housed. Where this team is positioned shapes how your district defines and approaches SEL. 

CASEL and AASA believe SEL is a universal strategy that supports all students. Therefore, we strongly 
recommend that the SEL team is housed in a department that is focused on all students, rather than 
specialized student services. Many districts house the SEL team under academic departments such as 
Teaching and Learning or College and Career Readiness; others have established the SEL team as a part  
of their Equity department.

http://drc.casel.org/superintendent
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This ensures that SEL efforts are woven into the district’s holistic approach to education, not used as 
an isolated intervention only for at-risk students or schools. This also helps create shared priorities and 
strategies and promotes regular communication. 

Here are some sample organizational charts:

• Sacramento City Unified School District houses SEL within the academic office.

• Austin ISD has a district office for SEL and MTSS.

•  Boston Public Schools includes a collaborative SELWell department within the Office of Academics, 
Student Supports, and Equity

If the SEL team is housed in a separate department from academics and equity, regularly review how these 
teams come together to plan and share best practices. 

3.  Set up collaborative structures between district leaders who are responsible for SEL, academic, and equity 
initiatives. After your district has done the work to develop shared goals and aligned frameworks for SEL, 
academics, and equity, you’ll want to ensure collaboration continues throughout implementation.  
This may include:

•  Holding regular cross-departmental meetings between district leaders in SEL, academics, and equity  
to share best practices and progress toward goals, collaboratively plan, and reflect on collaboration.

• Integrating, modeling, and practicing SEL with adults in all meetings at the district level. 

•  Creating frequent opportunities for the SEL lead/team to work with school leaders and their supervisors 
in supporting SEL implementation at all school sites.

4.  Set up structures that allow the district SEL team/lead to have influence at the cabinet level. This may 
include planning regular SEL updates to your cabinet, providing a process for the cabinet to provide 
feedback on key SEL-related decisions, and ensuring that cabinet members actively support the SEL 
initiative, including integrating SEL into their plans and practices. 

Consider the following questions:

•  How are SEL practices and strategies reflected in cabinet meetings and engagements?

•  How often does the SEL lead meet with the cabinet?

•  How often does the cabinet discuss SEL progress and receive updates on implementation?

•  How often do cabinet members engage jointly on projects involving SEL? 

http://drc.casel.org/superintendent
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First Steps

Get together with two to four trusted leaders in your district representing academics, equity, accountability, 
the superintendent’s cabinet, and SEL.  Prior to meeting, it may be helpful to ask each of the participants to 
read this section of the Superintendent’s SEL Toolkit (High Leverage Action #5: District Organization) and/or 
have them each complete a rubric measuring where your district is in setting the foundation of SEL. 

At the meeting, discuss:

•  What academic, equity, accountability, and SEL frameworks do we currently employ in our district?   
How are they aligned? What are some opportunities for alignment? Develop a list of these frameworks 
and determine which should be crosswalked.

•  What would full collaboration of academics/teaching and learning, equity, accountability, and SEL look 
like and feel like? What results might we expect to see? Record on paper so that all can see this emerging 
vision for a collaborative district structure and return to it in subsequent meetings.

•  What district organizational structures would we need to adapt or introduce, and what new learning 
would we all need to have to meet or move toward this vision?

Use the results of this meeting to inform the restructuring of your organizational chart and strategies  
for fostering collaboration to promote SEL at the district office, in schools, and in the community. 

Resources

•  CASEL District Resource Center: Organizational Structure contains an overview of why and how to organize 
your district to promote collaboration around SEL, academics, and equity and a detailed process for 
performing this work along with resources and tools to support your efforts.

•  SEL Trends: Reorganizing District Central Offices provides structures and examples for organizing a district 
to develop and sustain systemic SEL. 

•  These district case studies provide four organizational structures and strategies for cultivating collaboration 
across district departments and schools to develop systemic SEL. These case studies were developed to 
research SEL financial sustainability, but given the importance of structure to sustainability, these videos 
and written case studies are very relevant to organizational structures. Even if your district is much smaller 
than these districts, which range in size from 13,000 to 400,000, you will find great ideas.  For example, 
Chicago Public Schools did not create a new SEL department; instead they combined several existing 
departments under one SEL department.

•  The SEL 3 Signature Practices introductory video – Adult SEL can be used to help facilitators to incorporate 
SEL into meetings for adults and professional development. 
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