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High-quality SEL implementation is an ongoing process that calls on districts to 
continuously iterate and improve. Continuous improvement refers to a deliberate and 
structured process to address problems of practice and improve student outcomes. 
This focus area helps districts collect and reflect on data, address challenges, and build 
upon successes to continuously improve SEL implementation.

As superintendent, you can foster a culture of continuous improvement and send clear 
messages about what outcomes are important and how the district goals drive toward 
educational equity.

Actions in this focus area:

Superintendent Action #10: Equitable Outcomes

 

DISTRICT FOCUS AREA FOUR:  
PRACTICING CONTINUOUS IMPROVEMENT FOR SEL
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Key Superintendent Action #10: Equitable Outcomes  
Ensure the District’s SEL Implementation Supports the Goals of Achieving Equitable 
Outcomes for All Students

The potential of SEL to support districts in closing opportunity gaps and creating more equitable learning 
environments relies on high-quality systemic implementation backed by research and sound policies. Rather 
than a “quick fix” approach to SEL and equity driven by the loudest voices in the room, this requires rigorous 
commitment to ongoing continuous improvement. 

Your leadership is essential to ensuring that district SEL efforts translate into intended outcomes that 
benefit all students. This is complex work that requires careful implementation, high-quality data and deeply 
reflective processes. 

As superintendent, your role is to: 

• Model and promote a district culture of continuous improvement

•  Ensure continuous improvement processes are culturally-responsive and drive toward  
equitable outcomes

•  Support staff in developing the skill and will to engage consistently and effectively in continuous 
improvement processes

•  Ensure access to high-quality data and robust systems to fully assess the influences and impact  
of SEL efforts

•  Create alignment and coherence across formative and summative assessments, district frameworks, 
programs, practices, and professional learning

The Process

If your district is medium or large, you will likely delegate the management of the continuous improvement 
process to your SEL lead in collaboration with a leader skilled in research, assessment, accountability, and/or 
evaluation. If your district is small, you may need to set up the continuous improvement process and ensure 
that there is a skilled facilitator to manage this ongoing work. 

Regardless of what role you play, you’ll be central to ensuring that the full continuous cycle is implemented 
and results in equitable outcomes for all students.  

http://drc.casel.org/superintendent
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1.  Lead a districtwide culture of continuous improvement. One of the biggest barriers to continuous 
improvement is a districtwide culture that creates fear or shame around data. When accountability 
systems are aimed at highlighting shortfalls and blaming individuals, staff will likely feel nervous to reflect 
and act on data.

As the leader of the district, you set a tone for how staff understand and engage in continuous improvement: 

•  Communicate clearly the purpose of continuous improvement. Continuous improvement refers  
to a deliberate and structured process to address problems of practice and improve outcomes.  
It is a way of collectively increasing your impact, ensuring you’re staying on track toward your goals, 
and adjusting course when necessary.

•  Model your own continuous improvement, by gathering and using data to reflect on your own 
leadership. Make this process transparent so that staff can see how leadership is engaged in their  
own continuous improvement.

•  Establish clear expectations, timelines, roles, and responsibilities for regular cycles of continuous 
improvement. Learn more about the process to help Plan for Improvement in the CASEL District 
Resource Center.

•  Establish data reflection norms and protocols that help ensure a safe, supportive environment for  
data reflection. Here is a tool from Learning Forward on creating norms.

•  Make data transparent. We encourage districts to report at least annually on SEL implementation by 
documenting an analysis of formative measures and resulting improvement plans. Share the top notes  
of these plans with the school board, leadership team, and other stakeholders as appropriate. 

•  Along with a district continuous improvement process, you will want to be sure that schools include 
SEL continuous improvement in their annual school planning process. The CASEL Guide to Schoolwide 
SEL provides a school-level continuous improvement process, along with school-level strategies for 
measuring indicators of classroom and schoolwide SEL, including walkthrough tools and staff, family,  
and community partner surveys.   

2.  Establish continuous improvement processes that use an “equity lens” to allow for issues of inequity  
to be studied and acted upon. 

While data can provide many insights, they may not easily show the full reality and lived experience of those 
represented. Without an equity lens, conversations about data can lead to “one-size-fits-all” solutions or 
inaccurate conclusions that obscure biases and ignore differences in environment, identity, and culture. For 
example, staff examining data on family night attendance might draw conclusions that families who don’t 
attend care less about their students’ education, while a deeper examination with an equity lens may uncover 
exclusionary practices - for example, meetings held at times that are not conducive to parents working the 
night shift, communication sent out too late for parents who have to arrange childcare for younger children, 
or meetings not held in families’ home languages.

http://drc.casel.org/superintendent
https://drc.casel.org/practice-continuous-improvement/plan-for-improvement/process/
https://learningforward.org/docs/default-source/learning-system/ls-sum13-creating-norms-tool.pdf
https://schoolguide.casel.org/
https://schoolguide.casel.org/
https://schoolguide.casel.org/focus-area-4/overview/
https://schoolguide.casel.org/track-progress/
https://schoolguide.casel.org/track-progress/
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An equity lens also requires access to high-quality and actionable data. This includes data related to school 
climate, academics, and discipline. Disaggregate the data to analyze any areas of disproportionality along 
lines of race, gender, special education, socioeconomic background, etc. In particular, discipline data often 
demonstrates whether policies and practices are applied equitably across all student racial-ethnic and social 
identity groups. Use this analysis to address the root causes of those disparities and inform SEL-related 
policies and practices that promote greater equity.

CASEL’s SEL Data Reflection Protocol emphasizes the importance of examining data with an equity lens and 
elevating a range of perspectives when interpreting data.

3.  Regularly review SEL implementation to examine how it contributes to equitable learning 
environments, opportunities, and outcomes for all students.

Use the CASEL Districtwide SEL Rubric once or twice per year to analyze your district’s current level of 
implementation. You’ll also want to reflect on how your efforts support equity, considering for example: 

• Do we provide equitable resources to support SEL in all schools and for all students?

•  Does our district guide educators to use SEL to promote the cultural assets that all students bring  
to their classrooms?

•  Do we have a strategy for strengthening adult social, emotional and cultural competence and developing 
practices that affirm the cultures, values, and identities of students from diverse backgrounds?

•  Do we support educators in using SEL to more effectively interact with and facilitate the growth  
of students from diverse backgrounds?

•  Are our SEL programs culturally responsive to the needs of our community?

4.  Develop an evaluation plan that aligns to your SEL and equity goals. It ’s critically important to ensure 
you have an aligned evaluation plan for tracking whether your implementation is driving toward 
intended and equitable outcomes. In larger districts, you may be working your district’s research and 
evaluation staff, or if district capacity is limited, identifying an external evaluation partner who has 
expertise in measuring SEL outcomes. In smaller districts, you might play a larger role in guiding the  
SEL team throughout the entire process.

The evaluation plan will articulate how to measure your short- and long-term SEL goals, including the 
timeline for collecting, analyzing and reporting data. It will also help you to collect and document data that 
demonstrates SEL’s role in district priorities and goals. Below are considerations to keep in mind for two 
potential outcomes you may be measuring:

http://drc.casel.org/superintendent
https://drc.casel.org/practice-continuous-improvement/report-data-and-reflect-on-results/
https://drc.casel.org/blog/resource/sel-data-reflection-protocol/
https://drc.casel.org/uploads/sites/3/2019/04/10052_CASEL_DRC_BlankRubric_0422.pdf
https://drc.casel.org/sel-as-a-lever-for-equity/equity-considerations-for-sel-implementation/
https://drc.casel.org/build-foundational-support-and-plan/align-resources/
https://files.constantcontact.com/2b18842b001/337ea568-8725-47b3-a148-a747f20cebfe.pdf
https://drc.casel.org/strengthen-adult-sel-competencies-and-capacity/strengthening-adult-sel-and-cultural-competence/
https://drc.casel.org/promote-sel-for-students/evidence-based-programs-and-practices/
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Classroom and school climate: As you’re developing your evaluation plan, pay careful attention  
to classroom and school contexts. Data on how students, staff and families perceive the climate will 
help to drive thoughtful conversations around how to create more equitable learning environments. 
The National Center on Safe Supportive Learning Environments (NCSSLE) – from the American Institutes 
for Research (AIR) – maintains a School Climate Survey Compendia of valid and reliable surveys, 
assessments, and scales of school climate that can assist educators in their efforts to identify and  
assess their conditions for learning.

Social and emotional competency assessments: Assessments of students’ social and emotional competence 
can be used appropriately as a formative measure to guide and improve equitable practices. However, we 
also urge caution: social and emotional competencies are not stable over time or across contexts, and ratings 
can be influenced by implicit or explicit bias. You’ll also want to avoid narrow assessments that focus only on 
student competencies such as emotional regulation or self-management, and ensure you’ve paid attention to 
issues of identity (self- and social awareness) that are pivotal to healthy development of students and adults. 

If you use an SEL competency assessment, ensure a strengths-based approach to SEL assessments and use 
additional measures to focus on equitable learning environments. CASEL does not recommend SEL measures 
be used to screen students for services. For more information, read more at CASEL’s MeasuringSEL website.

5.  Engage students, families, and community partners in SEL continuous improvement. Pay careful 
attention to the cultural responsiveness of data strategies, including how data is captured and used, 
who it’s shared with, and whose stories it represents. For example, concerns around how disparities in 
academic performance data may be used to blame or shame families or students rather than address 
inequities in resources or district practices. 

These concerns can also arise from a lack of trust in the district’s commitment to serving marginalized 
communities, or when youth and families from those communities do not feel their community, cultures 
or needs are reflected in the district staff or priorities. By engaging students, families, and community 
partners in the continuous improvement process, you help ensure diverse perspectives and more robust 
data is included. Consider ways to:

•  Engage students, families, and community partners in regularly in informing problems of practice that 
shape a districtwide data agenda. For example, Minneapolis Public Schools’ Youth Participatory Evaluation 
teams research topics related to school climate or student engagement and make recommendations to 
their schools, district, and city council. The district also partners with parents to better capture parent and 
family voice around issues of school climate and culture using a Parent Participatory Evaluation process.

•  Capturing data on whether students feel like their needs are met and that they have opportunities 
for success in your schools and district. For example, Cleveland Metropolitan School District surveys 
students on Conditions for Learning and a Student Advisory Committee reviews the data to make make 
suggestions for improvement. 

•  Capturing data on whether students, family members, and community partners believe that your 
schools and district value their voices and perspectives, embrace their languages and cultures, treat 
them respectfully and fairly, and reflect their personal and cultural values. For example, Washoe County 
School District engages a broad range of stakeholders in debriefing school and district climate.

http://drc.casel.org/superintendent
https://drc.casel.org/blog/resource/school-climate-survey-compendia/
https://measuringsel.casel.org/assessment-guide/considerations-for-sel-competency-assessment/
https://rea.mpls.k12.mn.us/youth_participatory_evaluation
https://rea.mpls.k12.mn.us/parent_participatory_evaluation
https://drc.casel.org/blog/resource/clevelands-conditions-for-districtwide-learning-summary-report/
https://www.washoeschools.net/Page/13264
https://www.washoeschools.net/Page/13264
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Partnering with School Boards to Promote SEL 

Collaborate with board members to analyze and address SEL gap areas: It’s important to 
update board members about any patterns of underachievement that are revealed through 
disaggregated student achievement data, disciplinary referral data, and school climate survey 
data. Successful leaders ensure that board members understand these gap areas and have a 
forum for providing suggestions and input.

First Steps

If you or your school district are in the beginning stages of aligning SEL implementation to equitable 
outcomes, you can start the conversation with the SEL and Equity: Beliefs and Actions worksheet with your 
district leadership team. This worksheet is intended to promote reflection on beliefs and actions that shape 
how your district leverages SEL to advance educational equity.

Resources

CASEL Resources for Learning How to Leverage SEL in the Service of Equity

•  District Resource Center: SEL as a Lever for Equity. CASEL has developed a rationale, guidance, and 
resources for school districts to utilize SEL to advance equity, including equity connections to SEL 
competencies, equity considerations for SEL implementation, and equity resources.

•  Brief: Equity & Social and Emotional Learning: A Cultural Analysis. This brief examines how CASEL’s core SEL 
competencies reflect issues of equity, including programs and practices that support the development of 
the competencies to promote educational equity. 

•  Blog post: Why We Can’t Have Social and Emotional Learning Without Equity. A blog post by CASEL Vice 
President of Research Robert J. Jagers about the importance of equity and the intersection of equity in 
CASEL’s five core competencies.

•  Infographic: Guiding Questions for Educators: Promote Equity Using SEL. This reflection tool helps 
educators explore the CASEL core competencies through an equity lens.

•  Reflection Tool: SEL and Equity: Beliefs and Actions. This conversation starter is intended to promote 
reflection on beliefs and actions that shape how your district leverages SEL to advance educational equity.

http://drc.casel.org/superintendent
https://drc.casel.org/uploads/sites/3/2019/04/SEL-and-Equity-Beliefs-and-Actions.pdf
https://drc.casel.org/sel-as-a-lever-for-equity/
https://measuringsel.casel.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/Frameworks-Equity.pdf
https://drc.casel.org/uploads/sites/3/2019/05/Jagers-Equity-Blog-.pdf
https://files.constantcontact.com/2b18842b001/337ea568-8725-47b3-a148-a747f20cebfe.pdf
https://drc.casel.org/uploads/sites/3/2019/04/SEL-and-Equity-Beliefs-and-Actions.pdf
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•  Webinar Recording: Leveraging SEL to Promote Equity—What Educators Need to Know and Do. Equity in 
education requires a physically and emotionally safe and positive school climate for all students. Building 
strong social and emotional competencies, for both teachers and students, can play a key role in ensuring 
educational equity. CASEL’s 2018 February webinar shared some of the ways in which CASEL is advancing 
work on equity and SEL.

Relevant Equity Resources from Other Organizations

•  National Equity Project: Social & Emotional Learning and Equity. This webpage provides additional 
resources for using SEL as a lever for equity.

•  Robert Wood Johnson Foundation: Applying an Equity Lens to Social, Emotional, and Academic 
Development. This paper describes barriers that prevent equitable access to SEL and identifies 
opportunities to increase access.

•  Education Week: Social Emotional Learning Won’t Happen Without a Culturally Relevant Start. In Education 
Week, Daryl C. Howard explains why educators must understand students culturally before helping them 
learn new social skills and behaviors.

•  U.S. Department of Education’s Institute for Education Sciences: Integrating a Focus on Equity into Social 
and Emotional Learning. This brief offers strategies for grounding SEL programming in equity.

•  ASCD Education Update: Why We Can’t Afford Whitewashed Social-Emotional Learning by Dena Simmons.

Resources for Superintendents to Learn about SEL Assessment and Continuous Improvement:

•  CASEL District Resource Center: Practice Continuous Improvement contains four key activities to build into 
the SEL implementation plan, each with an overview, a detailed process, and resources and tools to support 
your work.

•  Data Sources to Analyze SEL Implementation and Outcomes will provide you with ideas for what  
can be measured and tools for collecting data, in order to analyze the quality and equitability  
of SEL implementation and outcomes. 

•  CASEL Data Reflection Protocol provides a facilitator guide, participant materials, and prompts  
for equity-minded data reflection. 

•  Considerations for SEL Competency Assessment is a thorough yet brief set of recommendations from the 
CASEL Assessment Work Group, along with resources for follow-up. Start here before your district considers 
assessing the SEL competencies of individual students.

•  Ready to Assess is a framework from the American Institutes for Research for determining if your district  
is ready to assess student development and social and emotional competencies.

http://drc.casel.org/superintendent
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=o2bB-08hikM&feature=youtu.be
http://nationalequityproject.org/about/social-emotional-learning-equity
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1TN7PeBRUuEVfWdrNJ4d33NQ949pqsykg/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1TN7PeBRUuEVfWdrNJ4d33NQ949pqsykg/view
http://blogs.edweek.org/teachers/intersection-culture-and-race-in-education/2019/02/social_emotional_learning_wont_happen_withouth_culturally_relevant_pedagogy.html?utm_source=Psych+Learning+Curve&utm_campaign=cc888b5bbb-Roundup-Mar-1-2019&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_ff6044c3a5-cc888b5bbb-174482937
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/infographics/pdf/REL_MW_Integrating_a_Focus_on_Equity_into_Social_and_Emotional_Learning.pdf
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/infographics/pdf/REL_MW_Integrating_a_Focus_on_Equity_into_Social_and_Emotional_Learning.pdf
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1HNA6QsXTCjFzI4zci64mf4YauWC_A9kA/view?usp=sharing
https://drc.casel.org/practice-continuous-improvement/
https://drc.casel.org/blog/resource/continuous-improvement-quality-assessments/
https://drc.casel.org/blog/resource/sel-data-reflection-protocol/
http://measuringsel.casel.org/assessment-guide/considerations-for-sel-competency-assessment/
https://www.air.org/sites/default/files/SEL-Ready-to-Assess-Stop-2019.pdf
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The Districtwide SEL Essentials for Superintendents is a product of a partnership between CASEL and AASA,  
and is based on CASEL’s District Resource Center (drc.casel.org). 

Collaborators that contributed to the development of this toolkit include:

From CASEL: Rob Schamberg, Melissa Schlinger, Justina Schlund, Claire Schu, Karen Van Ausdal,  
Ann McKay Bryson, and Kay Daly

From AASA: John Brown, Bernadine Futrell, Lois Maiden-McCray, Mort Sherman, and Valerie Truesdale

This toolkit is part of a suite of CASEL SEL Essentials, which also includes toolkits curated for school teams, 
principals, and district teams. The Essentials series -- along with additional content, resources, and tools  
to support SEL implementation -- can be found at CASEL’s District Resource Center(drc.casel.org) and Guide 
to Schoolwide SEL (schoolguide.casel.org). For more information about CASEL and additional resources, 
please visit casel.org

To learn more about AASA’s Leading Social and Emotional Learning Initiative visit aasa.org/czi.aspx or contact: 
Bernadine Futrell, Ph.D. at bfutrell@aasa.org and Lois Maiden-McCray at lmaiden-mccray@aasa.org

https://drc.casel.org/
https://drc.casel.org/
https://schoolguide.casel.org/
https://casel.org/what-is-sel/
http://www.aasa.org/czi.aspx
mailto:bfutrell%40aasa.org?subject=
mailto:lmaiden-mccray%40aasa.org?subject=



