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Schooling, perhaps understandably, has always stressed cognitive development as the pri-
mary way of learning and knowing.  Indeed, until the last half of the twentieth century most 
schooling, outside mathematics and the laboratory sciences, consisted of rote memorization 
of “factual” information.  A major breakthrough occurred with Howard Gardner’s research 
on multiple intelligences beginning in the 1980’s, research on differing student learning 
styles, and the emergence of the special education field to address needs of students with a 
variety of learning disabilities.  Today, social emotional learning has emerged as a discrete 
educational focus, not only to address special student needs but to acknowledge the wide 
range of backgrounds and cultural experiences that influence student success.   

 
Voices for Educational Equity is the online scholarly journal of the Center for Success in 
High-Need Schools posted on the Center website http://www.center4success.com.  Voices 
articles, opinion columns, and book and media reviews reflect contemporary educational 
priorities, including growing societal concerns about impacts of inequity.  Voices highlights 
scholarly research and innovative educator ideas and practices regarding emerging as well 
as persistent longtime issues and invites the perspectives of all stakeholders to promote a 
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productive dialogue.  Unsolicited scholarly articles will be reviewed by scholar referees in 
the article subject field.   
 
Articles, columns, and reviews for publication in Voices for Educational Equity should be 
submitted as Word document email attachments to Jerry Berberet, Ph.D., editor-in-chief 
(wgberberet@aol.com).  Case studies addressing equity concerns are especially welcomed. 
Articles and case studies should be approximately 2,500-5,000 words and include a short 
author bio, an abstract of 100-200 words, a brief review of relevant research literature bear-
ing on the article subject, a discussion of findings and results, a conclusion, and a reference 
bibliography. Columns are opinion pieces, ordinarily of 500-1,000 words, reflecting the 
views of the author. Book and media reviews should be 500-750 words in length. Authors 
are invited to email Jerry Berberet or call him (850-766-2656) to discuss a potential sub-
mission, request referee protocols, or to ask questions.  Past issues of the journal can be 
viewed on the Center’s website;  http://www.center4success.com 
 
The ISSN Number of Voices for Educational Equity is 2771-8328.  Voices is posted as an 
online !open access” journal twice annually. Voices is published by the Center for Success 
in High-Need Schools http://www.center4success.com. The publisher is Jan Fitzsimmons, 
Ph.D.(jan@center4success.com), president of the Center for Success.  The Center mailing 
address is: 28182 W. Savannah Trail, Barrington, IL 60010. 
 
We are most appreciative of the support of our generous sponsors and donors. 
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Publisher’s Column 
Social and Emotional Learning Reexamined: A Voices Deep Dive 

by Jan Fitzsimmons 
 
Author Bio:  Jan Fitzsimmons, Ph.D., is President and Executive Director of the Center for Suc-
cess in High-Need Schools Inc., a partnership of comprehensive college and university schools of 
education and PK-12 schools in Illinois that provides a forum for dialog and subsequent action to 
recruit, prepare and retain extraordinary teachers and leaders for all schools - especially those 
serving marginalized and low-income students. A published author, Fitzsimmons has served as a 
college administrator and faculty, principal and teacher and founder of several successful organi-
zations including the Junior/ Senior Scholars and Promise Teacher Corps serving historically mar-
ginalized youth for 35 years.  Fitzsimmons is also the publisher of Voices for Educational Equity. 
She may be reached at jan@center4success.com. 
 
For many years educators knew and thought about social and emotional learning as “soft skills,” 
a set of helpful skills, yet a distant second to hard-core content like reading, writing, mathematics, 
history, and the sciences.  But current research suggests that we did not have it quite right.  While 
social emotional learning may be more challenging to quantify, real world traumatic and pervasive 
experiences like the Pandemic implored educators and educational researchers to take a second 
and closer examination at the role social and emotional skills actually play in education.  Just how 
important is social and emotional learning?  Are SEL skills secondary and supplementary to stu-
dent learning or are they foundational?  Join us as we explore social and emotional learning inside 
and outside the classroom and examine its impact on student learning in Voices for Educational 
Equity, Volume  19, Number 1. 
 
This issue of Voices for Educational Equity begins with Berberet’s exploration of the development 
of social and emotional learning standards (SEL) in Illinois and the call for revision of the stand-
ards to reflect the increased demographic diversity of Illinois schools and the increasing numbers 
of students who have emotional, behavioral, and learning disorders compared with 2005 when the 
standards were originally adopted.  In addition, the negative impacts of the pandemic on social and 
emotional leaning are only beginning to be understood.  Finally, there is considerable evidence 
that all students benefit from SEL. 
 
Dohrer and Golebiewski’s article, Integrating Social and Emotional Learning Into Classroom 
Practice, uses the Collaborative Academic, Social and Emotional Learning, or CASEL, structure 
of social emotional learning. The authors claim that while “some schools have time set aside to 
explicitly teach social and emotional knowledge skills and attitudes,” it is not enough.  Dohrer and 
Golebiewski argue that SEL knowledge, skills and attitudes should be integrated into all content 
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areas throughout the instructional day.  The authors discuss each of the five areas of SEL devel-
opment as defined by CASEL and share some promising practices for integrating the SEL 
knowledge, skills, and attitudes into all content areas.  
 
Ma, Chen, and Shen take the development of SEL from a national to an international platform with 
a summary description of the state of SEL in east Asian countries, especially China.   The authors 
also move the conversation from its importance not only for students but for educators themselves, 
as well, an issue that will be explored in the next issue of Voices under the rubric of “educator 
wellness.”   Ma, Chen and Shen contend that while social emotional learning is critical for student 
learning, it is perhaps even more important for teachers who guide student learning. Ma et al assert 
that SEL development is an essential component of learning, development and wellness for edu-
cators that can best be accomplished through Integrated Drama Based Pedagogy (IDBP).  In this 
piece they share the IDBP philosophy, its four components, and exemplary practices for each of 
the four components.  
 
From SEL for teachers and an international perspective, the next article moves to how one educator 
developed her own wellness, as well as a methodology for working with youth to develop social 
and emotional functionality, to an Institute where that methodology is practiced.  Madeline Falcone 
is an educator and therapist who has chosen “to learn with and from --- individuals with social and 
emotional developmental issues.”  At the center of her learning she queries, “What is it within each 
person that influences the interaction between the mind and the brain and the body?”  In this article 
Falcone shares a personal history with readers to illustrate how the Falcone Method, as well as the 
mission of the Falcone Institute, has grown and developed to address “the challenges of family 
and children who experience emotional and learning challenges.” The Falcone method is an inte-
grated approach that addresses the whole child and educates the family. Falcone concludes with 
four recommendations for educators including both teacher and administrator preparation and on-
going development, classroom environment, and social emotional development curriculum from 
preschool through high school. 
 
Heather Berberet and Amie Summers explicitly explain trauma and address the impact of trauma 
on social and emotional learning and education.  The authors share findings about trauma from 
Freud to the Kaiser Permanente and CDC Study about ACEs.  The authors contend that children 
must feel safe to learn, a safety best nurtured in the presence of adults with whom they attach and 
trust.  When trauma is unresolved, the authors argue, children cannot acquire educational skills.  
 
To SEL, Lulic and Metlicka layer the integral role that culture plays in building relationships and 
developing a healthy foundation for learning that includes SEL. Specifically, their research ex-
plores the importance of congruent mentors, especially for children from marginalized groups, 
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mentors that look like the youth they mentor in after school programs.  Lulic and Metlicka discuss 
the impact congruent mentors can have on youth and subsequent learning. 
 
Like Lulic and Metlicka, Diaz and Williams reinforce the importance of cultural competence and 
responsive teaching to a sense of belonging and a strong social and emotional foundation for learn-
ing. While all teachers and mentors may not be congruent as defined by Lulic and Metlicka, they 
can be culturally competent and responsive. Diaz and Williams reinforce the importance of cultural 
competence and responsive teaching.  
 
Kristin Hovious has written a children’s book, Our Brain Book, designed to be used with youth 
and to aid teacher and parent understanding of the links among neuroscience, emotions, thoughts, 
and actions. In an interview with editor, Jerry Berberet, Hovious describes her book, its central 
message and audience, and the challenges educators face in teaching SEL effectively with all 
youth. Hovious shares ideas and resources for the ways in which educators might use her book and 
the resources that it shares. 
 
Elvira Pichardo reviews Transformative Translanguaging Espacios: Latinx Students and Their 
Teachers.  Pichardo’s book review adds still another layer of exploration as we examine social and 
emotional learning, that of language. More specifically, the authors discuss linguistic diversity and 
how linguistic practices and policies around that diversity affect the way students feel valued as 
an integral part of a learning community.  See how this book addresses translanguaging and issues 
of social emotional learning and justice as it shares ideas for better “addressing the miseducation 
of racialized bi/multilingual Latinx students and marginalized youth.” 
 
Voices for Educational Equity, Volume 19, Number 1 examines the place for social and emotional 
learning regionally, nationally, and internationally as we search for a better and more equitable 
education for all. Consider whether SEL is foundational or supplementary; the components of SEL 
and how they are implemented in classrooms and schools; the role teachers and their wellness play 
in the development of SEL and wellness of their students; how trauma affects SEL, the brain and 
behavior; and the impact of policies on cultural and linguistic diversity and SEL.  What SEL skills 
should all youth have access and opportunity to develop, what practices embrace student SEL 
growth and development and provide a strong foundation for learning, and what policies support 
the well-being of all children allowing each to create a better world for all!? 
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Illinois Adopts Revised Standards for Social and Emotional Learning 

by Jerry Berberet 
Author Bio 
Jerry Berberet is editor of Voices for Educational Equity. He has a Ph.D. in American history and 
earned tenure as a history professor in the State University of New York (SUNY). He has served 
as dean or chief academic officer at three colleges and universities; was executive director of a 
national consortium of private colleges and universities; and directed a SUNY environmental sci-
ence institute for undergraduates. 
 
Introduction: Historical Development of Illinois SEL Standards  
The movement to adopt social and emotional learning (SEL) standards took form with the Illinois 
Children’s Mental Health Act of 2003.  This legislative action required the Illinois State Board of 
Education (ISBE) to develop SEL standards and for each school district in the State to file an SEL 
policy with ISBE.  In cooperation with the Illinois Children’s Mental Health Partnership and the 
national Collaborative, Academic, Social and Emotional Learning (CASEL), the ISBE Social and 
Emotional Learning Standards Committee developed Illinois SEL standards that ISBE adopted in 
2005. The 2005 standards articulated three goals for SEL in grades 1-12: 1) Develop self-aware-
ness and self-management skills to achieve school and life success; 2) Use social awareness and 
interpersonal skills to establish and maintain positive relationships; and 3) Demonstrate decision-
making skills and responsible behaviors in personal, school, and community. Within the three 
goals, SEL should develop five core competencies embedded in the three goals: self-awareness, 
self-regulation, social awareness, relational skills, and responsible decision-making.  
 
As defined on the ISBE website social and emotional learning “is the process through which chil-
dren and adults acquire the knowledge, attitudes, and skills they need to: 

• recognize and manage their emotions; 
• demonstrate caring and concern for others; 
• establish positive relationships; 
• make responsible decisions; and 
• handle challenging situations constructively.”  

 
ISBE defines effective SEL instruction as enabling students to “learn to process, integrate, and 
selectively apply SEL skills in developmentally, contextually and culturally appropriate ways in 
conjunction with a safe, caring, participatory, and responsive school climate” to achieve the fol-
lowing “positive outcomes including: 

• promotion of mental wellness; 
• prevention of mental health issues; 
• school connectedness  
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• reduction in student absenteeism; 
• reduction in suspensions; 
• adoption, implementation and institutionalization of new practices; and 
• improved academic outcomes.” (https//www.isbe.net/sel) 

 
The standards contain detailed competencies and performance indicators that benchmark the 
child’s learning and development at each grade level 1 through 12.  A rationale is provided to 
explain why each goal is important.  For example Goal 1: “Develop self-awareness and self-man-
agement skills to achieve school and life success” is rationalized as providing a “strong founda-
tion”  for “knowing your emotions, how to manage them, and ways to express them constructively” 
in order to “handle stress, control impulses, and motivate oneself to persevere in overcoming ob-
stacles…” Related are skills for “accurately assessing” one’s interests and abilities, in “building 
strengths, and making effective use of family, school, and community resources.  Finally, it is 
critical for students to be able to establish and monitor their progress toward achieving academic 
and personal goals.”  
 
The importance of Goal 2, “Use social-awareness and interpersonal skills to establish and maintain 
positive relationships,” is rationalized in terms of cross-cultural sensitivities, “Building and main-
taining positive relationships with others are central to success in school and life and require the 
ability to recognize the thoughts, feelings, and perspectives of others, including those different 
from one’s own,” as well as “establishing positive peer, family, and work relationships requires 
skills in cooperating, communicating respectfully, and constructively resolving conflicts with oth-
ers.”  
 
Goal 3 clearly builds on the skills articulated in Goals 1 and 2 in calling for SEL to “Demonstrate 
decision-making skills and responsible behaviors in personal, school, and community contexts.”  
This goal, calling for outcomes essential for the effective functioning of a democratic society is 
rationalized in these terms: “Promoting one’s own health, avoiding risky behaviors, dealing hon-
estly and fairly with others and contributing to the good of one’s classroom, school, family, com-
munity, and environment are essential to citizenship in a democratic society.”  To achieve these 
outcomes “requires an ability to make decisions and solve problems on the basis of accurately 
defining decisions to be made, generating alternative solutions, anticipating the consequences of 
each, and evaluating and learning from one’s decision making.” (ISBE, 2005) 
 
Movement to Update SEL Standards 
In the ensuing years large-scale research studies have demonstrated that SEL led to at least a 10% 
improvement in SEL student achievement over that of non SEL students, as well as the findings 
that expanding SEL student participation could result in 22% of students having fewer conduct 
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problems, 24% experiencing improved social behaviors, 27% increasing their academic achieve-
ment, and 57% having more developed SEL skills.  More pressing was the issue of equity in an 
Illinois school system undergoing dramatic demographic changes.  The percentage of Latino stu-
dents in Illinois schools increased from 18.3% to 26% between 2004 and 2018; Asian/Pacific Is-
lander students increased from 3.7% to 5.2%; American Indian/Alaska Native students went from 
.18% to .3%; and multiracial students increased from .75% to 3.5%.  During the same period the 
number of African American students declined from 20.6% to 16.8% and the White student pop-
ulation declined from 56.6% to 48%, as all demographic groups of Illinois’ student population 
became majority minority. 
 
Moreover, the 2005 standards did not adequately address SEL student needs related to race, pov-
erty, or disabilities, key considerations in any policy designed to promote equity.  The final report 
of the 2021 ISBE Emotional Intelligence and Social Emotional Learning Task Force pointed out 
that SEL is relevant for all students in all schools and affirms diverse cultures and backgrounds, 
while acting as a strategy for systemic improvement, not simply an intervention for at risk students. 
In addition to SEL’s role in uplifting student voices, nurturing positive student attitudes, and pro-
moting civic engagement, advocates argued that schools must engage students, families, and com-
munities “as authentic partners in social and emotional development.” (ISBE, 2021) The final im-
petus for adopting revised and expanded Illinois SEL standards were the palpable effects of the 
Covid-19 pandemic that originated in 2020 and impacted learning for virtually all students but 
especially the vulnerable student populations that social and emotional learning was designed to 
benefit most. 
 
Commentary 
Noble and  common sensical as the standards are, they perpetuate a top-down view of education 
as a focus on “instruction,” an impersonal sounding process of the “teacher” opening the head of 
the “student”  (a process that comes across akin to a can opener opening a can of soup) to dump in 
knowledge that results in student learning and skill development.  This may be comfortable to 
those in the educator community who establish educational outcomes and benchmarks but is not 
helpful to teachers who struggle to establish credibility, relate effectively, and gain the confidence 
of their students who bring a dizzying array of racial, ethnic, and cultural backgrounds to the class-
room.  In addition, a growing number of students present with emotional, behavioral, and learning 
disabilities that require a sophisticated psycho-educational mix of learning and therapy for any 
realistic achievement of SEL learning goals.   
 
Voices for Educational Equity is focused on supporting the professional development of teachers, 
as well as it is committed to student-centered education that prepares students for successful lives 
and careers and the well-being of democracy.  Achievement of these “noble” goals calls for 
schools, colleges of teacher education, and the state and national agencies charged with guiding 
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them to develop a laser focus on what needs to happen socially and emotionally for teachers, as 
well as students, to proceed together in working towards SEL goals.  Teachers must undergo a 
personal transformational process that Shawn Ginright articulates in his recent book, The Four 
Pivots (2021), that enables teachers to grasp and empathize with their students’ ethnocultural back-
grounds and recognize that what the students bring to the classroom must be honored as the basis 
upon which their education must go forward for optimal success  This background represents the 
prior knowledge and skills the student presents as the foundation upon which to continue their 
education.  The recent well-publicized scandals regarding how indigenous peoples were treated in 
the United States and Canada historically in educating them to assimilate into a “white society” 
should be an object lesson today on how SEL must be managed to fulfill its noble aspirations. 
 
References 
Final Report for the Emotional Intelligence and Social Emotional Learning Task Force  
 2021. https://www.ilga.gov/reports/ReportsSubmitted/2531RSGAE-

mail4534RSGAAttachEISEL Task Force Final Report 2021.pdf 
  
 
Ginwright, Shawn. (2022). The Four Pivots: Reimagining Justice, Reimagining Ourselves. 
 Berkeley, CA: North Atlantic Books. 
 
SEL Standards. (retrieved at www.isbe.net/sel) 
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Integrating Social and Emotional Learning into Classroom Practice 
by Timothy Dohrer and Thomas Golebiewski 

 
 

Author Bios 
Dr. Timothy Dohrer is the director of teacher leadership and assistant professor in the Master of 
Science in education program in the school of education and social policy at Northwestern Uni-
versity, which prepares elementary, middle school, and high school teachers, as well as teacher 
leaders. He has worked as a teacher and teacher leader, and then as principal of New Trier High 
School in Winnetka, Illinois. He has served on a variety of boards and regularly consults with 
schools in and around Chicago and Illinois. Dr. Dohrer’s major areas of research include social & 
emotional learning, school climate, curriculum theory, teacher education, and leadership. Dr. Doh-
rer has B.A.’s in English and journalism from Indiana University, an M.A. in English from North-
western University, and a Ph.D. in curriculum and instruction from Pennsylvania State University. 
He may be reached at tdohrer@northwestern.edu. 
 
Dr. Thomas Golebiewski is a licensed clinical social worker. Having worked in schools for 40 
years, he spent 26 years as department chair of social work at New Trier High School in Winnetka, 
Illinois, a school of 4,000 students and over 700 staff members. He has served as an adjunct pro-
fessor at University of Chicago’s school of social service administration, Northwestern Univer-
sity’s school of education and social policy, and Loyola University’s school of social work. Dr. 
Golebiewski has a private practice in psychotherapy, counseling and consultation in Wilmette, Ill., 
and is currently a consultant at Wolcott College Prep, an independent school in Chicago. He also 
volunteers as a Red Cross disaster mental health responder, is a board member at A Safe Place, 
Lake County, Illinois, and advises several organizations, including Erika’s Lighthouse, the Naomi 
Ruth Cohen Institute, and the Mental Health Association of the North Shore. Dr. Golebiewski 
received his B.A. and M.S.W. from Loyola University in Chicago and a Ph.D. in Clinical Social 
Work from The Institute for Clinical Social Work. He may be reached at tomgolabiewski@out-
look.com. 
 
Abstract 
As we work with teachers, administrators, and parents in schools, they all identify social and emo-
tional skills as paramount in the development of young people today. Since the turn of the 21st 
Century, business owners and CEO’s have been clamoring for employees who are adept at social 
skills, collaboration, and self-management (Davidson, 2016; Partnership, 2010). And in the long 
shadow of a global pandemic and a period of social/political upheaval, the ability to manage stress, 
anxiety, and trauma has never been more important. With over 30 years of experience as teachers, 
school leaders, and teacher educators, our focus is helping teachers integrate social and emotional 
learning into daily lessons and classroom practices because they give students the tools to respond 
to all these needs. 
 
Social and Emotional Learning 
While there are several SEL frameworks, the most widely used comes from the Collaborative for 
Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL) and includes: 
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! Self-awareness  

! Self-management 

! Social awareness 

! Relationship-building 

! Decision-making 
 

Self-awareness refers to the ability to know oneself and to be aware of your own strengths and 
limitations, as well as the world around you. Self-management is the ability to set goals and create 
the conditions to achieve them. Social awareness is understanding others and having empathy. 
Relationship-building is the skill of connecting with others and working collaboratively. Decision-
making is thinking through a problem and making a choice of what to do (or not to do!). Each of 
these are foundational skills that can be learned and practiced by anyone (CASEL, 2022). 
 
Clearly, everyone should have some facility with these skills! Imagine if every adult felt confident 
in their ability to manage their emotions, develop relationships with others, and make good deci-
sions. But in schools, we don’t have to imagine the impact SEL skills have on kids and learning. 
Study after study shows us that when schools teach SEL skills in a regular, coherent way to kids, 
they end up learning better and feeling better about their school (Durlak et al. 2011; Mahoney et 
al., 2019). The best way to teach any skill is to make it “universal”, which means it shows up in 
both formal and informal spaces throughout a child’s school day. It also means explicitly teaching 
it through classroom lessons, activities, and classroom practices.  
 
As we work with hundreds of teachers and administrators each year, we know that many schools 
have time set aside daily or weekly to explicitly teach SEL skills, through homerooms, adviser 
rooms, or study strategies. These can be wonderful opportunities to focus and drill down on these 
skills collaboratively and individually. However, too many schools stop there. They feel like they 
have addressed SEL and “checked the box”. Unfortunately, this is where teachers and even stu-
dents start to feel like they are making some progress but not enough to tip the scales. That’s 
because they haven’t integrated SEL skills into the place where students spend most of their time: 
content area classrooms. 
 
It can be useful to look at another academic skill that has a longer history of implementation and 
integration into the classroom: reading. When we look at 50 years of research and experience 
teaching reading, we know that teaching these skills disconnected from rich content is not enough 
(Vaca et al., 2021). Yes, we can teach how to read words, but it is much easier and richer when we 
can connect those words to a student’s experience or to tell an engaging story or to explore our 
curiosity about a topic like science or politics or relationships.  
 
The same is true for social and emotional skills. Teachers who integrate these skills into their 
students ’exploration of math, science, social studies, language arts, music, and art, for example, 
create a context for students to not only learn content but also social and emotional skills. Some-
times the content itself provides examples of SEL. How can you teach Romeo & Juliet or the Civil 
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Rights Movement without looking at the relationships, emotions, and decisions that are at the cen-
ter of those topics? We can also use content matter to practice our own SEL skills. For example, 
think about the experience of solving a complex math or science problem and how helpful it is to 
simultaneously reflect about the steps you used to solve that problem, how it felt to make mistakes 
while working on it, and how you collaborated with others during the process. Content and class-
rooms are rich with opportunities to learn and practice SEL skills! 
 
Let’s take some time to delve into each of the five SEL skill areas and explore some easy ways K-
16 teachers can integrate SEL into daily lessons, activities, and classroom practices. 
 
Self-Awareness 
Pause or Mindful Moment - Any time we ask students to stop and think about what they are doing, 
learning, or feeling is a moment of self-awareness. These can be 30 seconds or five minutes of 
pause to reflect. They can also be done in a more scheduled way at certain moments in the class 
period or day. For example, a mindful moment at the start of an activity to get student focused, in 
the middle of the activity to make sure they are engaging in reflection and metacognition, or at the 
end to summarize and cement the lessons of the activity. Multiple mindful moments practiced 
many times a day can establish self-awareness as a normal part of how we learn here. 
 
Meditation - Giving students opportunities to just sit quietly can be a powerful way to spark self-
awareness but it also has lots of other benefits. The connection between the mind and body is better 
understood now than ever in our history. Through MRI and other technologies, we can see how 
the amygdala responds to stress, anxiety, and trauma, and how that response is transmitted through-
out the body and the central nervous system (Siegel, 2020; Siegel & Bryson, 2012). A moment of 
meditation at the start of a class period after a sometimes-chaotic passing period can be exactly 
what a student needs to reach a state of calm and equilibrium before jumping into a biology lab or 
problem set or poem. Elementary teachers have been very successful in teaching young students 
to identify their feelings as a first step towards self-management. As Tom often reminds teachers: 
“You have to name it to tame it.” 
 
Guided Thinking - Critical thinking and reflection can be helped along with guidance from others, 
often in the form of questions. Teachers can narrate the students through a reflection exercise or 
through a decision-making protocol to help them reflect on what they would do or a new way to 
strategize on a problem. Teachers can also provide a series of questions that can help students 
reflect on their own thinking.  
 
Journal Writing - Reflective journal writing has been used across the curriculum for decades to 
get students thinking more deeply about the content they are learning. It also helps reinforce im-
portant writing skills! But we need to recognize that these are also opportunities to learn and prac-
tice self-awareness. What am I thinking right now? How am I feeling about this? What should be 
my next steps? The act of quietly writing in response to these kinds of questions puts us in a self-
reflective mode for a few minutes. 
 
Self-Evaluations - The opportunity to have students pause and think about what they have learned 
or how they have performed on a task is an incredibly metacognitive moment. This can be an 
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informal moment of self-assessment through a quick journal or self-talk. They can be question-
naires, rubrics, or self-evaluation checklists. Some teachers have used self-evaluations after a les-
son, unit of study, or project to gain more insight into student thinking and learning. Like any SEL 
skill, being able to honestly reflect on what you’ve done well and what you need to do better 
requires practice. 
 
Self-Management 
Deep Breathing - In the same way the brain can impact the body, our bodies can be used to influ-
ence our brains, specifically the amygdala (the emotional center of the brain) and the prefrontal 
cortex (the logic center of the brain). When we are stressed or anxious, taking a few deep “belly-
breaths” can cause our bodies to pause, focus, and send a message to our brains to step away from 
the amygdala’s “fight, flight, freeze” response and engage the more rational prefrontal cortex. Just 
three breaths can help calm us and ready us to make a more informed decision or response. 
 
Count to 5 - This strategy is like deep breathing because it involves giving our brains and bodies 
something to focus on besides whatever is distracting us. And since very young children are often 
learning to count, this works well with a wide age range of kids and adults. It is easy to couple this 
with deep breathing and the additional task of counting helps focus the practice and re-engage the 
prefrontal cortex. Some teachers have also found having students count the numbers on their fin-
gers adds a kinesthetic element that helps students. 
 
Goal-Setting - One of the often-forgotten elements of self-management is the setting of goals. This 
is an essential element of self-management. It begins with us self-reflecting on our strengths, lim-
itations, and goals, then enacting a plan to accomplish a goal. Just the act of designing or writing 
a goal and plan for that goal is a powerful moment of self-management! And the recognition of 
what we have accomplished or how it felt to accomplish it is also important when coupled with 
self-awareness. 
 
Time Management - Our awareness and management of time is an important life skill and one that 
teaches us the power of self-management. For younger kids it begins with becoming aware of how 
time passes and how time is measured. Then they can begin to ascribe expectations and deadlines 
to tasks or experiences. We can teach strategies for managing the passing of time, like humming a 
song to ourselves or counting cars while we wait. For older students, being able to manage and 
meet deadlines around homework, projects, or college applications is a big part of learning time 
management skills. 
 
To-Do List - While creating a “to-do list” is a simple exercise, not everyone does it! It can be a 
powerful skill and tool in managing yourself and your life. We need to explicitly teach students 
how to create one and how to use it in a productive way. The same is true for calendars or task 
managers. Some students may want to use apps and websites to keep track of their tasks and others 
may get motivated by “gamifying” a to-do list and crossing off a completed task! 
 
Outlines - Writing an essay or planning a presentation can feel overwhelming for lots of reasons 
and it takes a lot of self-management to get them done. Teaching students how to create and use 
an outline is a great skill for accomplishing these. Outlines combat writer’s block when starting 
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out and they also keep us focused and on track when we get deep into the writing or creative 
process. They also give teachers and peers a way to “see” into someone’s planning and thinking 
to offer suggestions and feedback on whatever is being written or created. We are using an outline 
RIGHT NOW to write this! 
 
Social Awareness 
Photos/Paintings/Picture Books - Young children can sometimes have difficulty discerning be-
tween emotions, and picture books can be a great way to help them practice that skill. Teachers 
will often pause when reading a book to ask students to look at a character’s face or body and 
guess how that character is feeling right now. Photographs and paintings can also be powerful 
tools for helping students of all ages identify how someone is feeling or they might be feeling 
based on the image. 
 
Studying the Science of Body Language - We communicate with so much more than words! Stu-
dents of all ages can benefit from studying how our faces, bodies, and voices can impact commu-
nication. This can be done through role-play, watching videos or films, or listening to recordings. 
Teachers can provide mini lessons on various aspects of body language or tone and then students 
can pair up and practice them. 
 
Studying Characters or Historical Figures - One of the core concepts of Social Awareness is being 
able to empathize or put yourself in someone else’s shoes. Every time we study a historical figure 
or a literary character is a chance to practice social awareness. How would it feel to be that char-
acter in that situation? What might YOU do if you found yourself in that moment in history? 
 
Role-Play - Another great way to practice social awareness is to role-play a situation, to take on 
the role of someone else and act out what that person or character might do. This is a step beyond 
just reading or watching about someone else. We try to inhabit that person and imagine what they 
would do in a particular situation. Role-play is also a great chance to practice what a person might 
say or do before actually trying it out. Middle and high school age students are often fascinated 
with ethical dilemmas and role-playing out what they might do in a situation. 
 
Narratives - Storytelling is powerful in so many ways. As an audience or reader, a narrative has a 
flow of a beginning, middle, and an end that can draw us in. They are also usually personal so we 
can sometimes see ourselves (mirror) or peek into someone’s life (window). They are also power-
ful when we tell our own stories. In that instance, we not only self-reflect and tell our story, but 
we do so for an audience, even if it is just for one person. That act of sharing our story with some-
one else or lots of people can teach us much about social awareness. 
 
Interviews - Journalists are often very skilled at social awareness because they conduct interviews 
with people every day. They learn the art of asking questions, listening carefully, and summarizing 
what they have heard. Students can interview each other or school staff or community members 
for either print, video, or audio projects. For some, this will require lots of support to even set up 
and conduct an interview. But for any student, conducting an interview will immediately engage 
their social awareness and relationship-building skills. 
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Equity and Identity Work - At the core of social awareness is understanding oneself and the others 
around us. We don’t have to always agree with each other, but we need to listen and try to under-
stand each other. There are so many rich resources related to understanding our own identity and 
the identities and cultures of others! Any time we engage students in activities related to these, we 
are offering them an opportunity to practice social awareness. 
 
Relationship-Building 
Active Listening - The foundation of any relationship is our ability to hear and deeply listen to 
another person. It is fundamental to communication and connection. Active listening is a skill that 
can be taught and practiced. This begins with self-awareness and self-management of my attention 
to the other person. We often do an exercise where we place two people in front of each other and 
ask one person to tell a story for four minutes while the other person just listens. They can’t talk 
or respond or ask questions. Then the listener reflects to the speaker a summary of what they just 
heard. It is incredibly hard for some people! But these kinds of activities can help us sharpen our 
listening abilities and get better at truly hearing the person in front of us. 
 
Paired, Small Group, Whole Class Discussion - Classrooms are designed to be collaborative and 
one of the best ways to help students build relationships with each other is by engaging them in 
paired, small group, and whole class discussions. These activities not only place content at the 
center of the discussion but they can help teach students how to listen, present their own thoughts, 
and manage multiple perspectives at the same time. A favorite protocol of ours is the “Think, Pair, 
Share” where students think about a topic or question individually, then get with a partner to dis-
cuss their thoughts before sharing those ideas out to the larger class group.  
 
Circles - A talking circle is a specific kind of group discussion that can be used in a variety of 
ways. Students sit in a circle and the facilitator (it can be the teacher or a student) asks a question. 
Then a “talking piece” is passed around the group. When a student has the talking piece, they have 
the focus and everyone else is in listening mode. Once they are finished, they pass the talking piece 
to the next person until it makes its way around the circle. Then the next question is posed. Students 
are allowed to pass if they wish but if the question is a good one, that almost never happens! These 
circles can be used to discuss subject area content, as a check in and check out for the day or class 
period, or as a restorative circle when something has happened in the classroom or school. 
 
Cooperative Learning - Anytime we team students together to work on a task, whether in pairs or 
small groups, we create an opportunity to build relationships with each other. That means we can’t 
just put students together and expect them to be cooperative! We need to teach them what it means 
to be a good partner or team member, how to manage tasks, and how to manage conflict when it 
arises.  
 
Project-Based Learning - Project Based Learning (PBL) has become a staple of so many class-
rooms these days and with good reason. Giving students individual or cooperative ways to apply 
their knowledge and learning in an authentic way that is highly interactive and has assessment 
“baked in” is a great idea! When done with peers it also becomes a great way to practice all the 
SEL skills, especially how to navigate relationships with team members (Fitzgerald, 2020). Again, 
teachers need to support students in learning how to manage a project, stay on task, and how to 
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work with others. A classroom that is using PBL to learn content is also a classroom with deep 
student to student relationships and can lead to a more transformative SEL (Jagers et al., 2021) 
 
Icebreaker and Team-Building Exercises - Relationships develop over time and teachers can do 
so much to help nurture good relationships among the students in their classroom, just like leaders 
and CEO’s do in professional spaces. Many teachers start their classes with lots of icebreakers, so 
students start to know each other and develop relationships early in the year. Then, they continue 
to incorporate team-building exercises into the classroom to deepen those relationships. There are 
so many resources available now for teachers to use based on the students and context of their 
classrooms. 
 
Peer evaluations - If we are going to teach students how to manage their relationships with other 
students, then we need to also teach them how to communicate with each other about those work-
ing relationships. Peer evaluations can be a way for students to provide feedback on how their 
team members have done in terms of collaboration. These should be managed carefully by the 
teacher and, again, students must be taught how to fill these out appropriately but as a formative 
feedback tool on relationship-building, these can be powerful. 
 
Decision-making 
Ethical Dilemmas - Another way for students to practice decision-making is to study and practice 
ethical dilemmas via case studies or “What if?” scenarios. These can be drawn from real life, lit-
erature, or history. Any time someone has faced an ethical dilemma would be a great example for 
students to study. You can even take one of these stories and remove the final decision and ask 
students to think about: “What would YOU do in that situation?” These are rich opportunities for 
them to apply ethical frameworks or decision-making protocols. 
 
Decision-Making Protocols - We often just assume that young people can make decisions without 
giving them the tools they need. Like any skill, decision-making can be taught and it must be 
practiced. There are very simple decision-making protocols that students can follow. These all 
begin with previous SEL skills like self-awareness and self-management. Once we have engaged 
the prefrontal cortex, we can then apply a decision-making protocol, like identifying high-priority 
versus low-priority decisions, grouping things together, and identifying goals to achieve. 
 
Student Autonomy - Possibly the greatest classroom practice we can use as teachers to teach deci-
sion-making to students is to give them space to work on their own, either individually or in groups. 
Independent projects put students in the position of making decisions about everything from the 
topic to process to assessment. When students are given the support to lead their own learning, 
they will naturally encounter decision-making moments for them to practice the skills you have 
taught them.  
 
Engaging in all 5 SEL Skill Areas 
Any lesson or activity that engages students in learning subject area content and even one SEL 
skill is the kind of integration we are looking for in classrooms. If a lesson or activity can attend 
to more than one SEL skill, that’s even better. And there are some practices that involve all five 
of the SEL skills we have covered here. Note that we are not encouraging every lesson to address 
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every SEL skill! Instead, think about the following ideas as ways to hit most of them and ones you 
may want to consider in your classroom or school: 
! Project-based Learning 

! Problem solving 

! Service Learning 

! Community Service 

! Competitive teams 

! Music or theater ensembles 

! Teaching 

! Running a business 

! Maker Education 
 
There are thousands of ways social and emotional skills can be incorporated into classrooms and 
these are just a few. But, hopefully, they will spark a creative connection for you and your students 
that will lead to activities and experiences that will blend content and SEL skills together seam-
lessly. Then they will always be front and center in our classrooms and a natural part of what it 
means to learn at school. 
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Abstract 
Teacher development of cognitive, social, and emotional competencies has attracted the attention 
of researchers. This paper focuses on an approach for the social and emotional learning of teachers, 
as well as students, that originated in China and has been developed by Professor Liwen Ma of 
Beijing Normal University, known as Integral Drama Based Pedagogy. The structure of Integral 
Drama Based Pedagogy (IDBP) has four parts: “dramatic game,” “mindfulness and meditation,” 
“drama process,” and "dialogue and sharing." Dramatic game encourages teachers to become 
aware of their emotions; mindfulness and meditation lead teachers to be in the present moment; 
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drama process helps teachers work with themselves and others through embodied actions and ex-
periences; and dialogue and sharing allow teachers to communicate and learn from their own and 
group experiences in deeply reflective and responsive ways.  The four structures of Integral 
Drama-Based Pedagogy affect the social and emotional learning of teachers, their social climate, 
and the approach of the facilitator. 
 
Keywords 
Integral Drama-Based Pedagogy, social and emotional learning, teacher wellness, course structure 
 
Introduction 
As emotional and behavioral problems such as truancy, alcoholism, drug abuse, early pregnancy, 
anxiety, depression, and violence among adolescents become more severe, research to improve 
and intervene in student development and social adjustment has increased in international, na-
tional, social, and educational institutions.  In the 1990s, the Coalition for Academic, Social, and 
Emotional Learning pioneered the Social and Emotional Learning Project to “enable students to 
acquire social and emotional skills, including self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, 
relational skills, and responsible decision-making in a safe and supportive environment in order to 
reduce problem behaviors, improve mental health, and help students better cope with ‘life chal-
lenges’” (Durlak, Weissberg, Dymnicki, Taylor, & Schellinger, 2011).  
In 2005, Singapore introduced the concept of social and emotional learning (SEL), emphasizing 
its fundamental connection of core values, student social and emotional learning, and 21st-century 
skills (see Liem, Chua, Seng, et al., 2017).  It contended that among the principles of SEL core 
values guide individual behavior. It noted that students need to be grounded in core values; other-
wise they will be confused regarding their goals and actions. In addition, if students have SEL 
coping skills,  those who have a solid values foundation will demonstrate quality character and 
social responsibility (see Ministry of Education, Singapore, 2022).  
 
At the beginning of the 21st century, due to remarkable results of SEL projects in the United States, 
social and emotional learning has been introduced in the United Kingdom, Australia, Spain, Sin-
gapore, Japan, China, and other countries. Gradually, it has been put on the global education policy 
agenda through initiatives of UNESCO, OECD, and other international organizations.  For exam-
ple, the British Ministry of Children, Schools and Families proposed the concept of SEL as a 
“comprehensive and integrated approach to promoting the development of young people’s social-
emotional competences” (Emery, 2016), and the Primary Social and Emotional Aspects of Learn-
ing Programme, the Intermediate Social and Emotional Aspects of Learning Programme, and the 
Secondary Social and Emotional Aspects of Learning Programme were launched to guide the in-
tegration of SEL into the school system of the United Kingdom.  
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In 2015, UNESCO released the Education 2030 Framework for Action which stated that “educa-
tion needs to focus not only on the development of cognitive skills, but also on the development 
of social and emotional skills such as identifying and managing emotions, caring for others, mak-
ing responsible decisions, building positive relationships, and responding skillfully to challenging 
situations” (UNESCO, 2016). It recognized the development of social and emotional competencies 
as essential to  addressing student development issues world-wide. 
 
In China, SEL has been positively received. The Department of Teachers’ Work of the Chinese 
Ministry of Education, together with the UNICEF Committee and Beijing Normal University, in-
itiated the "Social-Emotional Learning and School Management Improvement" project in 2011. 
To date, the project has been piloted and replicated in a number of provinces (municipalities and 
autonomous regions): Chongqing, Guizhou, Yunnan, Guangxi, Xinjiang, Beijing, and Tianjin.  
 
Prof. Mao Yaqing, the lead researcher of the project team,  in collaboration with other scholars 
conducted a series of empirical studies and proposed SEL within the context of China's national 
culture and educational history, “today international reform and exploration activity based on pro-
moting students’ social-emotional competence development and improving the quality of basic 
education, with the aim of giving every student access to quality education and helping students 
acquire knowledge and competence in understanding and managing themselves, others, and col-
lective in their lives and learning through a school-wide improvement project” （Mao, Du, Yi, & 
Wen，2018）.     
 
At the same time, China published several books on SEL, including the Social-Emotional Learning 
Training Manual, the Social-Emotional Learning Instruction Manual, the Social-Emotional 
Learning Teaching Book, and Social-Emotional Learning and School Management Improvement 
to guide and promote social and emotional education in Chinese schools. In addition, East China 
Normal University participated in the OECD’s Study on Social and Emotional Skills project in 
2021 to construct a framework for measuring the SEL competence of Chinese adolescents. It also 
sought to analyze the developmental level of students’ social and emotional learning and its impact 
on multiple life outcomes, including academic achievement, self-satisfaction, current wellness, 
test anxiety, and behavioral performance. In addition, it explored the environmental factors of 
school, family, and community that influence the SEL development of student（Yuan, Huang, Li, 
& Zhang, 2021).    
 
The current evidence-based studies confirm that SEL is the foundation of academic learning, and 
it helps students in their personality and social development. These courses and projects dedicated 
to student wellness have shown positive outcomes in self-perception, social behavior, attitude, and 
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mental health, as well as improvement in emotional control, problem solving, and academic per-
formance (Durlak, Weissberg, Dymnicki, Taylor, & Schellinger, 2011). 
 
SEL was initially proposed to develop social and emotional wellness of students; however, because 
teachers are the facilitators of these programs, their knowledge and perceptions of these projects 
as well as their own social and emotional learning are now the subjects of increased attention from 
researchers. As shown in a study by Schultz and others (2010), the social and emotional learning 
of teachers is now listed as a factor that significantly influences the outcomes of student social and 
emotional learning projects along with administrative support, professional assistance, and project 
effectiveness (Schultz, Ambika, Stapleton, Domitrovich, Schaeffer, & Bartels, 2010).  
 
SEL of teachers correlates significantly with SEL teaching practices. Buettner, Jeon, Hur, & Gar-
cia (2016) and Jennings and others (2009, 2016) have theorized that teachers’ SEL  developed 
through healthy teacher-student relationships, successful classroom organization, and effective im-
plementation of SEL projects clearly influence the wellness as well as the academic performance 
of students. They developed training projects specifically to improve teacher SEL in a variety of 
ways, including exercises in meditation, listening, and empathy. Brown, Jones, Larusso, and Aber 
(2010) and Poulou (2016, 2017)  confirmed that the level of a teacher’s wellness impacts teacher 
and student interactions and relationships, as well as student performance. Teachers’ wellness sig-
nificantly affects their attitudes and actions, including their teaching efficacy, burnout, job satis-
faction, and mental health (Tom, 2013). For example, a study found that teachers’ social and emo-
tional learning supports their psychological needs for autonomy, effectiveness, and relatedness. 
Moreover, teachers with high degrees of social and emotional wellness had lower levels of burnout 
(Maior, Dobrean, Pasarelu, 2020).  
 
In summary, teachers’ social and emotional wellness is not only an indispensable quality for edu-
cating others, but it is also needed for their own learning and development.  It can bring cognitive 
and operational changes to teachers, effectively enhance their wellbeing, and help them face chal-
lenges in their work and growth. Moreover, it affects their implementation of SEL projects and it 
helps cultivate in students high  SEL skills. However, previous studies have either presented teach-
ers’ wellness as assumed, or they have been centered on teachers’ relationships with students and 
their classroom performance. They have  conducted experimental interventions using separate 
measures such as pre-service teachers’ social and emotional wellness development （see Tan, & 
SOO，2020） and mindfulness exercises (de Carvalho and others, 2021) to examine changes in 
teachers’ wellness before and after intervention to demonstrate whether these measures  are effec-
tive. While these studies have helped answer the question of what factors are associated with teach-
ers’ social and emotional wellness and how to improve it, they have increased attention interna-
tionally on  teachers’ wellness in schools and  society. Yet, we still do not know how to develop 
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effective SEL projects as an integrated approach to improve teachers’ wellness that are led by 
teachers. 
 
 
Integral Drama Based Pedagogy (IDBP) 
Drama in Education has been developing for over a hundred years. It  originated in the United 
Kingdom and the United States. As it developed, different forms were created such as theatre in 
education, creative drama, educational drama, educational theater, drama based pedagogy, among 
others. It does not aim to teach drama performance, but rather it uses  drama or theater techniques 
to advance students’ intellectual and social learning by promoting cognitive, emotional, personal-
ity, and social development (Ma, 2014). 
 
In China, Professor Ma Liwen of the faculty of education at Beijing Normal University has created 
Integral Drama Based Pedagogy as an effective training program for teachers to improve their 
social and emotional learning. Since 2007, Prof. Ma has been introducing educational drama into 
teacher training. Since 2009, after 13 years of teaching graduate students in school counseling and 
mental health education, she integrated educational drama and drama therapy with Yangming’s 
“Philosophy of the Mind” to create IDBP, a set of theories and practices  for cultivating  self-
integration. Her program has become an effective approach to develop the social and emotional 
learning of teachers. 
 
As a revered traditional sage in Chinese culture, Yangming developed his Philosophy of Mind 
which emphasized the Mind and Body Principle. According to Yangming, there is no principle 
outside that  of the mind and the body as the mind and they are inseparable. There is a unity or 
circularity of knowledge and action so  that knowledge is the beginning of action, and action is the 
goal of knowledge. The Philosophy of Mind uses action, meditation, and awareness as means for 
body-mind-spirit integration.  It is similar to Sri Aurobindo’s Integral Education which uses med-
itation, yoga, and awareness to integrate the body, mind, and spirit. Both provide the theoretical 
and practical foundation for IDBP.  
 
IDBP aims to integrate the body, mind, and spirit, as well as to prompt external and internal trans-
formation of behaviors, the transformation of the ego into the self, the unity of one’s personality 
and sociality, and the integration of educational and therapeutic functions. IDBP is participatory 
and experiential teaching and learning, as it places much attention on the process of education, not 
intended for stage theater performance. The participants’ cognitive, emotional, and affective ex-
periences are adjusted, coordinated, and perfected in dramatic acting. It is a way to realize the unity 
of emotion, thought, communication, and action; and it is a whole-person education that promotes 
integration of personality, enlightens the mind, and awakens the inner conscience (Ma, & Sub-
biondo, 2021). 
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Prof. Ma suggests that the teacher’s spiritual development should be ahead of professional devel-
opment; it is the starting point for pre-service and in-service teachers (Ma 2011, 2022). IDBP is 
one of the effective ways to promote teachers’ spiritual and professional development because it 
systematically connects  the social and emotional learning required of teachers. Through the four 
structural components of dramatic game, mindfulness and meditation, drama process, and sharing 
and dialogue, teachers are encouraged to interact with each other, and to develop social and emo-
tional wellbeing by examining, understanding, and accepting themselves. Through embodied ex-
perience, teachers learn to adjust and improve their relationships with others and acquire new atti-
tudes and behaviors. 
 
In the following, we will comment on the four IDBP structures as a framework to show a concrete 
and complete picture of how the SEL of teachers can be developed. 
 
Prerequisite: Group Social Atmosphere 
The atmosphere of the classroom in which IDBP is taught is one of mutual respect, acceptance, 
equality, and cordiality. The classroom is where teachers are immersed in an ongoing and deep 
theatrical journey, and where they  freely and safely explore relationships with themselves, others, 
and the world. Teachers form a simple theatrical circle ensuring that each participant is equally 
integrated into the group. The circle is a symbol of equality, as there is no top, bottom, edge, or 
center. It brings not only a change in the physical arrangement of the chairs in the classroom, but 
it also transforms the psychological distance and interactive patterns of the teachers. When teach-
ers from different backgrounds, races, and genders sit in a circle, the group is formed. The teachers 
do not ignore anyone in the group, and each participant is seen and noticed by the others. On this 
basis, the facilitator can be open and inclusive, allowing all to express their concerns freely regard-
ing the program. They discuss the rules that should be adopted, including that all participants will 
be non-judgmental, personal, and receptive. By these rules, an inclusive and safe space can be 
assured. 
 
Facilitator’s Guidance 
The facilitator acts as a whole person, body-mind-spirit, rather than relying  on mind to dominate 
the discussion. The facilitator guides the teachers in taking in and playing out different roles in 
their dramatic journey and provides them with compassionate feedback. The facilitator assures 
that in their exploration, the participants will engage in deep, uninterrupted, and equal communi-
cation. The facilitator helps the group  experience, feel, and reflect on specific situations as well 
as intensely engage in their psychological transformation and growth in the dramatic journey that 
will be driven by physical movement. 
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Four Structures of  Integral Drama Based Pedagogy  
Dramatic game 
The facilitator invites the teachers to play a series of dramatic games. The purpose of the games is 
not only to help the teachers relax, stimulate their interest, and guide them in connecting with the 
group; but it also invites teachers to experience and share their intimate feelings. For example, in 
one of the games, the Space Walk, teachers walk randomly by changing their pace, posture, path, 
and direction. They follow the instructions of the facilitator. and they keep aware of and in control 
of their bodies as they experience spatial relationships, understand their feelings, and see the emo-
tions of the others. At the same time, the teachers meet each other while they are walking. They 
exchange different interpersonal interactions by changing the styles of their greeting each other or 
by the way they make eye contact and express their different emotions. Throughout the process, 
each one observes the body movements of the others, their facial expressions, and directions of 
vision in attempting to discover and judge the feelings  of  others. The teachers also play the “part-
ner mirror” game,  in which in pairs they recreate each other’s subtle expressions, movements, 
sounds, and pace during the walking process, as well as learn from observing and communicating 
with their partners and getting their feedback. Teachers can detect characteristics by imitating the 
behaviors of others, having verbal feedback, experiencing different emotions, identifying similar-
ities  and differences, and developing empathy in imitating others. 
 
Mindfulness and Meditation 
Mindfulness and meditation are practices based on contemplative techniques, including Zen and 
Vipassana in the Eastern context, and mindfulness-based stress reduction and mindfulness-based 
cognitive therapy in the Western context (Chiesa, & Malinowski, 2011). These practices have been 
recognized by academics internationally as helping  to  improve social and emotional wellness. 
Flook, Goldberg, Pinger, Bonus, and Davidson (2013) reported that mindfulness practices reduce 
teachers’ burnout and increase emotional attention and classroom observation. Jennings (2016) 
added  that mindfulness practices contribute to teachers’ social and emotional wellness. 
 
Most teachers, as well as most people, often spend much of their time observing and learning from 
the external world. While mindfulness and meditation invite teachers to understand their inner 
worlds by constantly guiding them back to the here and now, they enhance their awareness, helping 
them become aware of their inner thoughts and feelings, and enabling them to move from uncon-
scious venting to conscious awareness. Unconscious venting is a state of non-awareness in which 
teachers automatically act in response to situations. On the other hand, conscious awareness is a 
state of reflection in which teachers perceive and think about mental events as if they were objec-
tive occurrences.  
 
For example, one teacher reflected that he usually gets angry when he sees students not carefully 
completing their work, and he scolds and punishes them. Through mindfulness and meditation, the 
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teacher is able to focus on experiencing his anger—recalling what triggered it—and allowing him 
to re-experience the situation in his imagination. Afterwards, the teacher said he was still angry, 
but he quickly became aware of his anger and realized the reason. At the same time, he developed 
a more constructive approach in helping the student. He began to realize that the student may have 
wanted to do the homework, but that something else was going on. For example, the student may 
not have been able to keep up with the teaching. When the teacher correctly understood his emo-
tion, he quickly adjusted his action and expression.  He was now acting in a state of conscious 
awareness. At that moment the teacher’s anger calmed down; he changed from harshly criticizing 
and punishing the student to gently inquiring and guiding the student. When teachers apply what 
they have learned about mind-body-presence awareness during their work, they improve their ef-
ficiency and consciously maintain their emotional stability. They are not distracted by their emo-
tions in complex situations, they reduce aggressive behavior, they improve their interpersonal re-
lationships. 
 
Drama Process 
In drama process, the facilitator consciously lets teachers  gradually slow down their steps and 
movements, and even stop them. In a game, “Here and Now,” they have plenty of time to quietly 
perceive their movements, experience their inner feelings, emotions, and thoughts that have been 
aroused at this moment, These feelings, emotions, and thoughts awaken past experiences. Some 
are positive, some negative, and some are even traumatic. The emergence of these different expe-
riences paves the way for drama process which encourages teachers’ emotional catharsis, embod-
ied dialogue, reconciled conflicts, and self--integration. 
 
Drama process represents the action process of IDBP. In a virtual drama scene, teachers actively 
take roles that they want to play,  explore conflicts in the situation, and discuss the roles of the 
characters and the surrounding environment. They experience the emotions and the feelings of the 
characters,  and they dare to take the risk of trying different problem solving approaches. Teachers 
find different ways to solve problems creatively and positively, and this process interrupts their 
usual ways of thinking and behaving. They make new discoveries about themselves and others, 
and they integrate their new thinking and behavior into their lives.  

 
As an example, the facilitator used Gianna Marino’s picture book story, The House That Grows, 
as a text and invited the teachers in pairs to take the roles of  a rabbit and an owl. The rabbit loves 
to plant vegetables that gradually grow up until they  block the light in the house of the owl. The 
owl loves to sunbathe; however, he has no choice but to raise his house higher. In the drama pro-
cess of the pairs, teachers use body movements with facial expressions, intonations, and loud 
voices to embody the conflict in the dialogue between the rabbit and the owl. They observe changes 
in each other’s eyes, eyebrows, mouths, and other bodily expressions to understand the other's 
inner worlds and emotional transitions. 
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The teachers accurately understand the feelings of the rabbit and the owl when they have personal 
emotional experiences. The facilitator then further invites the teachers to infuse their characters 
with their own emotional experiences and to continue the story.  This offers a variety of possibili-
ties for where the whole story might go, thus creating opportunities for characters with different 
perspectives to understand each other. Each pair  acts out their endings by building a new house 
or giving in to each other. The rabbit and the owl can shift from focusing on themselves as self-
interested individuals to themselves as collaborators. They can understand each other’s emotions, 
motives, and feelings; and they chose new perspectives to see each other as well as to define them-
selves and their relationship.  
 
In this way, teachers see that drama can be a rehearsal for life, and they learn different ways of 
dealing with problems through virtual roles. This may increase their abilities to deal with conflict, 
manage emotions, and promote new integration and growth. 
 
Dialogue and Sharing 
In Integral Drama Based Pedagogy, dialogue and sharing is present throughout the process. Teach-
ers authentically express their feelings, awareness, thoughts, and reflections about their participa-
tion in the process. They draw their personal experiences into the open space of the workshop 
through dialogue and sharing, learning from the individual’s and the group’s experiences in deeply 
reflective and responsive ways. Each one  has plenty of time  to express and share their feelings, 
reflections, and discoveries after participating in a particular theatre activity. 
 
The facilitator follows the 4F principle, that is “fact-feeling-finding-future.” The teachers are asked 
to reflect deeply on their physical and emotional feelings in the moment and on what actions they 
intend to change. Teachers enjoy sharing what they did, observed, and heard during the whole 
process.  Based on their self-awareness, they want to share how they felt and what their emotions 
were during the process. Then,  they reflect on whether they ever had similar experiences in real 
life. Finally, most teachers are eager to make some responsible decisions, and they indicate what 
they would do if the situations were to repeat. They are very willing to apply the experience to 
their actual work and life.  
 
Throughout the process, teachers are surprised to find that what they were sharing in the public 
space was  a rare and precious gift. Their feelings, discoveries, and confusions not only help them 
explore and discuss the public issues that are behind their personal stories, but they are also pro-
vided rare opportunities to empathize with and understand each other. Dialogue and share builds 
a sincere and spiritual connection between the facilitator and the teachers. “Speaking sincerely” 
and “Listening carefully” create a complete and positive interaction. Teachers learn how to think 
and talk from another's perspective, sense another's emotions, and understand and identify with  
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another’s inner feelings. They will have more positive emotions in their interactions with col-
leagues, and they will give them support and encouragement.  Thus, the four structures form an 
organic IDBP whole, and the combined action of the four structures promote social and emotional 
learning of teachers.  
 
Conclusion 
Figure 1 summarizes the theoretical structure of the relationship between the IDBP structure and 
that of the teachers’ SEL. There are three concentric circles, from inside to outside. The  central 
circle represents the four structures of IDBP: dramatic game, mindfulness and meditation, drama 
process, and dialogue and sharing. The second circle is the social atmosphere of the group around 
the four structures: cordial and pleasant, equal for all, accepting each other, and free and safe. The 
third circle is the facilitators’  action, guidance, participation, observation, and  feedback. These 
three concentric circles are intertwined and work together to effect the outermost circle, the 
teacher’s social and emotional wellness, and the changes in the teachers.  
 
From self-emotional awareness, teachers identify, understand, accept, regulate and manage their 
emotions. From the relationship between self and group, teachers respect different groups, under-
stand collective rules, know collective expectations, and make decisions that are in the collective 
interest. From the relationship between self and others, teachers experience their different emo-
tions, expand their empathy, learn how to prevent conflict, and manage and resolve interpersonal 
differences. From self-integration, the teachers improve their self-awareness, self-acceptance, self-
openness, self-expression, self-care, and self-adjustment.  

 
In summary, Integral Drama Based Pedagogy  does not consider  teachers’ social and emotional 
wellness as static. However, it presents the change  process in teachers’ social and emotional learn-
ing as a whole rather than as a fragmentation into individual elements. Integral Drama Based Ped-
agogy respects teachers’ autonomy, and it invites them to develop social and emotional compe-
tence through concrete actions without excessive intervention. The actual experiences and actions 
of teachers  become the embodied learning way for Integral Drama Based Pedagogy  to help teach-
ers attain social and emotional wellness. 
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Figure 1 The Theoretical Framework Diagram of the Relationship Between Integral Drama-Based 
Pedagogy (IDBP) structures and teachers’ SEL 
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Social and Emotional Learning: Evolution of the Falcone Method 

by Madeline Falcone 
 
Author Bio 
Madeline Falcone began her professional journey as a special education teacher for grades K-12. 
Early in her career, Madeline developed her skills through study of various methodologies and 
collaboration with like-minded professionals who shared her awareness that persons who face 
learning/behavioral and other challenges require wide-ranging individualized interventions from a 
compassionate, connected teacher. Through her experience in various school settings, Madeline 
realized that most public educational institutions did not allow her the latitude to incorporate her 
more holistic and individualized approach, and she departed from public education to complete a 
master’s degree and become a licensed marriage and family therapist. In 1988, she founded Fal-
cone Institute, a holistic psychotherapeutic and psychoeducational center focused on serving chil-
dren and families who experience learning and social emotional challenges. Falcone Institute’s 
mission is “Transforming lives by teaching clients the skills to learn how to learn.” Over the past 
several decades, Madeline developed the Falcone Method which integrates her lived experience 
and intuition with her formal education and diverse teaching and therapeutic methodologies.  At 
its core, the Falcone Method is based on the premise that the therapeutic process must simultane-
ously address clients' emotional and educational needs to achieve successful outcomes and true 
transformation. She may be reached madelinemft@falconeinstitute.com.  
 
Abstract 
Falcone Institute is a nonresidential psychotherapeutic and psycho-educational facility that sup-
ports individuals ages 3 – adulthood who experience cognitive, social, emotional, and academic 
skill deficits. Parents with children who frequently demonstrate learning and social emotional is-
sues that interrupt and adversely impact normal and healthy development seek Falcone’s services 
to remediate such issues. Falcone Institute’s developmental approach fosters the child’s internal 
locus of control and personal mastery of social, emotional, and academic functioning. Falcone’s 
mission is “teaching skills that change lives forever by helping people learn how to learn.” As 
founder and owner of Falcone, I incorporate what I have learned from my childhood and family 
experiences, as well as influences from my teaching and therapist careers and the energetic re-
search findings of leading scholars—critical components of my understanding of social and emo-
tional learning processes and dysfunction. The Institute's success owes to a comprehensive treat-
ment regime adapted to the specific needs and circumstances of each child implemented over their 
program duration. 
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Childhood Influences 
By the time I was four years old I knew that my destiny was to be a teacher. I would have my 
younger brother sit at the table being the “student” while I would teach him whatever I knew. I felt 
driven to learn and to teach. I had a passion for reading because words expanded my mind and 
conveyed new ideas. Although many of the ideas that I desired to share were not readily accepted 
within my family structure at that time, my reading world was a place where not to be seen nor 
heard provided a safe space within which I become a very astute observer. Consequently, as a child 
I remained quiet regarding most of my thoughts which blended well with my desire to do good 
and to be a “good” eldest daughter. My ability to become internally still and quiet, while maintain-
ing a detached observational state watching others interact, would dissolve quickly when I was the 
focus of ridicule and disapproval. In those situations, my ability to maintain an internal balanced 
state of awareness plunged into an abyss of shame, unworthiness, and incompetency. Being the 
eldest daughter, I was not a favored son in my traditional, Italian patriarchal family. Being preco-
cious was not a highly valued female attribute; in my family I was neither to be seen or heard.    

 

Naturally there are advantages to maintaining detached awareness, stillness, and invisibility. I 
learned how to listen, observe, and feel the impact of the stories and metaphors shared by the adult 
males around the family table. My father being the only family member who served in WW11 
would share stories with my grandfathers who served in WW1. They frequently told stories about 
how survival required “hunch” (intuitive) smartness and a strong mind.     

 
Throughout my development, my father was a big believer in the power of the mind. He would 
tell a story about being in army basic training—running those many miles; when his feet became 
tired he would “put them in his pocket and keep on running.” We would laugh; yet how many 
times have I used my mind to manage challenging situations? Though the mind is not the brain, 
the mind uses the brain as a vehicle to organize and convey thoughts through words and body 
expressions. I have always been curious about how or what it is within each person that influences 
the interaction between their mind and brain. Though generally speaking each person has the same 
brain composition, people present enormous diversity in their actual functioning.   
 

In addition to my upbringing with my dad’s belief in the power of the mind, I was raised in an 
extended Italian family with an aunt diagnosed at the time with what is now considered Schizoid 
Affective Disorder. If my aunt did not take her medication, she would become psychotic and re-
quire hospitalization. My aunt was a bright, lovely woman with a good sense of humor whose 
brain at times caused her mind to visit places and spaces that are not part of our three-dimensional 
reality. As my aunt lived with my family and I was the eldest daughter, I would attend the hospi-
tal’s required  “family therapy” sessions with my mother. Being an impressionable high school 
teenager, attending such “therapeutic” sessions was both challenging and painfully confusing, yet 
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emotionally expansive. While my father “put his feet in his pocket” at such times, my mother 
deposited her pain and confusion in her heart. What I did not realize then was that my family 
beliefs, pain, and healing would be the foundation for my passion to understand those I chose to 
learn with and from—individuals with social emotional developmental issues.  

 

Education 
I loved reading Scientific American magazines in college, not because I understood all the content, 
but because articles frequently described brain functioning, brain electrical circuitry, neuro-cogni-
tive development, the senses, and explained the interaction between parts of the brain. In college 
I took the only pre-med neurology class offered, not because I was perusing a science career but 
because I was so curious about the brain. The course content was way above my scientific back-
ground; I was not adept at locating the parts of the brain on those brain slides!  Yet, that course 
allowed me to glimpse the still vast unknown of the brain. I was fascinated and intimidated all at 
the same time! Although my grade was only average in that class, I gained enough confidence to 
keep dabbling in Scientific American magazines and to seek out other articles about discoveries in 
neuroscience. I became especially intrigued when I read about Roger Sperry’s research on Split 
Brain Theory, for which he won the 1981 Nobel Prize (Nobel Prize Outreach, 2022). A new inner 
world emerged for me that ventured to explain how the bodymind is directly connected and under 
the influence of the brain. 
 

I chose psychology as the focus of my college studies because of my fascination with the mind, 
human behavior, creativity, and my desire to better understand how my lovingly dysfunctional 
upbringing could contribute both to my emotional insecurity, conflict, and confusion, and yet the 
strong caring and compassion I felt. I realize now that my deep level of emotional discomfort and 
confusion was the very platform that influenced my motivation to understand how brain function-
ing, emotions, learning, and behaviors are connected. My innate passion to make sense of my 
personal conflicts and confusion propelled me to explore subject matter of which I had no formal 
training. I loved learning and my desire to understand drove me to study brain science and psy-
chology. Realizing that I could make some sense out of my experiences and confused feelings by 
learning about the brain-body interrelationship was motivating. In high school a special education 
(SPED) teacher, Mrs. H., whom I supported as a TA for one semester, was a major influence. 
Observing her skilled student-teacher interactions and how she supported individuals with physi-
cal, cognitive, and emotional developmental delays touched my heart and confirmed my choice of 
career path. So, in college I chose psychology as my major with SPED as my teaching minor.   
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As an undergraduate I worked as a SPED teaching assistant in an inner-city middle school for 
students with severe learning and emotional issues. I was fortunate to have an eccentric and crea-
tive teacher mentor who was uninterested in labeling a child’s past. Rather, she focused on ac-
knowledging her students’ experiences in relation to their current level of emotional development 
and academic skill functioning. Mrs. R. encouraged me to both understand and experience how a 
person’s social emotional development factors into their cognitive and social emotional learning. 
As a result, I learned how to informally assess and support students’ social emotional development 
and basic skills learning. It was imperative that individual and group academic basic skills be 
taught in conjunction with social skill development as a means of insuring that these “problem” 
students would have the social emotional and cognitive competence necessary to be successful in 
future educational programs and society. She mentored me and the students with the motto “none 
of these kids are bad, they are just a product of their environment and need skills…” 
     
Teaching Career 
Though I did not realize my good fortune at the time, I began my regular full-time teaching career 
in 1973 in a nontraditional “continuation school” educational environment for “last chance” stu-
dents. In the vernacular of 1973, those students were called “juvenile delinquents.”  The continu-
ation school was staffed with master teachers who mentored me based on their direct observation 
of my peer and student interactions. In the rich learning environment of my teaching intern posi-
tion, I received valuable feedback throughout my day. I was encouraged to trust my intuition and 
expand my emotional and cognitive limits, while becoming aware of areas where I was ineffective. 
Importantly, the philosophical and teaching approaches I experienced during my first full time 
teaching position as a continuation education teacher resonated with and expanded on my earlier 
TA experiences, when I worked for two years as a teacher’s aide in an inner-city school in San 
Diego, and on my college graduation as a SPED long-term sub at Lincoln High School in Stockton. 
Years later, I figured out that I was hired under the assumption (even though it was the first year 
that women and first year teachers were permitted to teach in continuation schools) that I could 
manage the students because I had survived my inner-city teaching experience. In short, I walked 
into a continuation school teaching environment that supported my introspective predisposition 
and fostered the expansion of my teaching skills while enhancing my awareness and educational 
methodologies.  

 

During those first seven years of teaching, I functioned in an “amoeba environment”—a flexible, 
holistic setting focusing on the individual needs of each student— which fostered personal intro-
spection, emotional development, and didactic learning while maintaining boundaries. In addition 
to the self-accountability I learned during these years, my personal and professional development 
earned me the privilege of mentoring incoming teachers. Overall, the ambiance was one of deep 
trust, mutual respect, and intense passion for everyone on the team to be successful in achieving 
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transformation both with each student as well as within ourselves. Each student entering the con-
tinuation school was in a high-risk position, a final opportunity to remain in public education.    

 

As an educational team, we embraced holistic teaching incorporating team sports, movement, 
stretching, emotions, and cognitive learning methods in all academic content and personal devel-
opment areas. Through the inquiry method of Socratic questioning (SQ), as applied in Bloom’s 
Taxonomy (Bloom, 1956), we ensured that students were learning through all modalities for cog-
nitive understanding and practical applications—not simply regurgitating content. The philosoph-
ical discussions regarding social emotional and other areas of learning fascinated me and nourished 
my passion to be an effective and positive teacher who created a vibrant and meaningful classroom. 
The emphasis was on my being present for the students before me and for creating a classroom 
ambiance that fostered a desire to learn while implementing Bloom’s taxonomy and Socratic ques-
tioning methods. The curriculum I learned in my SPED classes was being meaningfully applied. 
Though a challenging and very steep learning curve for me, I was excited to see positive results.    
 
Works that significantly influenced my early perspectives on teaching and my future profession 
include Neil Postman & Charles Weingartner, Teaching as a Subversive Activity (1969), and Sid-
ney B. Simon, Leland W Howe, and Howard Kirschebaum, Values Clarification, A Handbook of 
Practical Strategies for Teachers and Students (1972). Postman and Weingartner presented in-
sights pertinent to educational issues we faced in 1972 and still face in 2022. Their analysis ad-
dressed teacher attributes for an inquiry classroom, behaviors of good learners who are comforta-
ble with learning and languaging, making learning relevant, and sparking creativity and imagina-
tion. They offered advice on how educators in the classroom might best support, reframe, and teach 
bright individuals whose learning and emotional experiences are wrought with conflict.  Postman 
and Weingartner’s first principle: “There can be no significant innovation in education that does 
not have at its center the attitudes of teachers.… the beliefs, feelings, and assumptions of the 
teacher are the air of the learning environment; they determine the quality of life within it.” (p.33) 
In other words, the teacher’s perceptions and bias that affect the quality of life within the subject 
area and social emotional learning environment require that teachers become aware of their own 
perceptions and bias.   
 

As a continuation school team we learned, experienced, taught and implemented values clarifica-
tion using Socratic questioning (SQ), Bloom’s Taxonomy and various inquiry strategies as means 
of facilitating cognitive and emotional awareness. Through the values inquiry method, students 
became aware of their personal bias, choices, beliefs, feelings, and their applicability to both per-
sonal and academic areas. Whether individually or in a group setting, regardless of the subject 
matter, addressing clarification of the students’ values helped them to become aware of their own 
feelings, ideas, and beliefs. Bloom provided a structure for critical analysis, sequential reasoning, 
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and practical applications regarding their understanding of their values. As students gained self-
awareness, they began to understand how to take ownership of their beliefs and actions, thus de-
veloping personal accountability. The wonderful spillover was that I, too, became cognizant of my 
personal values and developed a higher level of emotional awareness.  

 

There are a couple of critical reasons that I survived those very intense first couple of years teach-
ing. First, I survived because I am by nature an adventurous person who likes to master challenges; 
and second, because I was raised in a large extended Italian family. Being raised in an extended 
family is a psychological and sociological study in and of itself! As one of many students choosing 
psychology as a major, I wanted to understand and unravel the various dysfunctions I observed 
and experienced in my family system. Frequently in large families (perhaps in any family!) a va-
riety of spoken and unspoken psychological/sociological dysfunctions provide a rich learning 
foundation for exposure to both life’s joyful and painful experiences. I was born into a family 
environment that created emotional confusion requiring sociological study to understand. Through 
personal experience and observation, I eventually realized that each family member’s unhealthy 
decisions were generally an expression of their unresolved pain. Their emotional pain was the 
precipitating factor for their personal suffering, unhealthy actions, and sometimes destructive be-
haviors towards others. 

 

My background as an inner-city teacher’s aide and long-term substitute teacher for students with 
severe learning and emotional issues qualified me for teaching in a continuation education school. 
Continuation education provides an alternative accredited learning environment for students who 
are unable to function successfully in a mainstream educational environment. So, my first teaching 
assignment was in an environment engaging with individuals in grades 7 – 12 who had been either 
expelled, had dropped out, were pregnant, or were just unable to function in a traditional educa-
tional setting, but desired to earn a high school diploma. I became an educational generalist who 
individualized the student’s content learning and their demonstration of content mastery according 
to the student’s cognitive and emotional developmental level.   This student population required a 
flexible and flowing educational structure where the classroom “teacher” functioned as a teacher-
facilitator who individualized student content learning into modules, with content mastery to be 
demonstrated in a variety of ways. Emotional intelligence was especially valued given that each 
student was removed from the comprehensive educational system due to some major behavioral 
issue. 
 

I was privileged to collaborate with a passionate team of exceptionally talented and diversified 
educators for whose mentorship I am forever indebted. These seasoned, creative individuals taught 
me how to organize individualized content learning packets that both met individual students’ 
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emotional interests and fostered their reading, comprehension, and writing developmental levels. 
Fashioning these learning packets that became the student’s course content taught me how to ex-
pand my creativity and to integrate relevant, multimodal, experiential learning material from 
sources outside traditional textbooks. One reason for such expansiveness was that the school pro-
vided a full-time counselor, team teaching, collaboration meetings, and implementation of group 
and individual social communication methods that encouraged both content and philosophical dis-
cussions and values clarification strategizing. The continuation school goal was to support teach-
ers’ cognitive and emotional development that in turn facilitated both the interpersonal and intra-
personal cognitive and social development of the students. Though I was the teacher, I became the 
“learner” when listening to these very bright, out of the box creative thinkers called “students” 
communicate about their experiences, perceptions, passions, and goals. They were, as Malcolm 
Gladwell wrote in his book Outliers (2008), “something that is situated from or classed differently 
from a main or related body,” (p. 3). I realized that my students just did not fit into the confinements 
of a conventional educational system and, therefore, were labeled very differently than individuals 
attending a conventional comprehensive school. Frequently, they entered the program with anger 
and mistrust because they felt betrayed not only by the conventional learning system, but also by 
their family, friends, and a society that they believed did not support their needs. These developing 
young people were struggling to understand their differences, heal their pain, and learn how to live 
meaningful lives.  

 

The continuation education structure’s secret ingredient was the rapport and respect that developed 
between the teacher and student. These students demanded my authenticity and a level of personal 
vulnerability that my teacher education courses never referenced. Thus, I was forced to draw on 
my life experience, my intuition, my previous mentors, and my student teacher experiences which 
had taught me how to maintain fluid boundaries while establishing rapport. I learned that respectful 
and heartfelt relational connections are a required foundation before gaining permission to enter 
the realm of a student’s personal and learning vulnerabilities. Each student had to believe that I 
was an in touch, emotionally developing teacher who would remain present for them as they re-
vealed their story.   

 

In his book The Four Pivots, Shawn A. Ginwright (2022) compassionately conceptualized  for me 
how, through my personal introspection and emotional healing, I was able to relate to my students 
in ways that gained their trust and confidence in my motives. Though I was dearly loved by my 
parents, I was raised as the eldest daughter in a patriarchal Italian family within which many of the 
childhood caretaking experiences that I was expected to manage were both beyond my develop-
mental level and very anxiety producing. Consequently, as I began teaching socially and emotion-
ally challenged students, I realized that I needed my own therapeutic support. Through my personal 
introspection, I learned how to transform that which was emotionally significant into wisdom and 
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understanding. Because many of the experiences during my upbringing were emotionally impact-
ful, when Ginwright  declares, “social change is deeply connected to our own healing, reflection, 
and wellbeing” (p., 36), he speaks for me a timeless truth.   Ginwright’s “healing centered leader-
ship” speaks to educators whose personal awareness must begin from within, so that when chal-
lenging situations occur with their students, the teacher can demonstrate courageous vulnerability 
and be authentically present in that moment. Ginwright communicates powerfully about these 
shifts while compassionately supporting each person—teacher and student—moving from a con-
strictive to an expansive social emotional framework, a framework that flows in an amoeba-like 
manner which incorporates and embraces breakdowns, while supporting and embracing break-
throughs.    

 

The richness of those expansive years allowed me to learn how to maintain rapport through being 
authentic and vulnerable with individuals who could not tolerate anything less. They were in the 
alternative educational system because of their rebellion against a conventional educational system 
they perceived as inauthentic and disconnected from their needs. Each student and I worked col-
laboratively to develop bonds encapsulated in Four Pivots’ principles—self-awareness, care and 
compassion, creative problem solving, and focus on what is possible— that allowed us to blossom. 
The students learned how to learn and develop emotionally maturity; I learned how to become a 
flexible creative educator able to heal many of my personal wounds and learning insecurities, in 
many respects a reflection that I was not so different from many of my precocious students. 

 

I entered teaching aware of a broad spectrum of life’s joys and painful realities, which taught me 
how to maintain excellent boundaries, notice subtle nonverbal messages, be intuitive, and respect 
the students while not being intimidated by their bravado facades. In fact, their facades touched 
my heart and allowed for more humane relatability, as I realized they lacked many of the skills I 
knew they needed to transform their lives. They just had to trust me; coming from where I came 
from, I knew how to gain their trust and respect. So, teaching emotionally complicated and highly 
expressive individuals was like going into an extended Italian family full of emotional complexi-
ties and passions.  

 

The environmental format utilized in the classroom was an informal but structured approach that 
required the teacher to function as a generalist rather than as a specific highly structured content 
teacher. Therefore, content courses were individualized contracts between the teacher and student, 
that followed a required rubric. The contract designated the number of course content hours which 
translated into the number of units the student would receive. Each contract was individually de-
signed to address the student’s cognitive and social-emotional development. The curriculum se-
lection, demonstration of mastery, and specific materials were discussed with the student. 
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After seven years of continuation education, I transitioned into a traditional elementary school 
where I was the site SPED teacher for grades K-6 for four years. After my elementary experience, 
I transitioned into a comprehensive high school where I taught as a grades 9-12 SPED teacher for 
four more years. Transitioning from an alternative educational environment with team collabora-
tion and fluid teaching methodologies into a traditional teaching environment proved to be quite 
challenging. Though the students were truly impressive, being a teacher required to function within 
a much more constricted, prescribed structure with scripted curriculum felt inhibiting. At the ele-
mentary level, teachers unaware of the long-term emotional repercussions of implementing un-
healthy, shameful disciplinary methods, used whatever means they could to manage their class-
room while teaching basic skills. The elementary students in SPED frequently demonstrated emo-
tional, social, and academic skill deficits. When teachers based their success on student levels of 
skill acquisition, SPED students frequently lost out. Developing attributes of the “good learner” 
frequently never happened, given many times the boys became unruly while the girls became in-
visible—both behaviors depressing classroom skill acquisition and reinforcement.    
 
After my first year at the high school level, I realized that too many of the SPED children I saw 
from K-12 were emotionally misunderstood and cognitively underestimated. These students who 
were in SPED for various reasons required alternative teaching methodologies to address their 
learning disabilities and/or were not learning due to some emotional trauma that the classroom 
educator was unable to massage. Consequently, by the time these students were in upper elemen-
tary, they were demonstrating unhealthy social emotional choices and were significantly behind 
academically. 
 
The wrenching issue was that many of these children had average or above average intellectual 
abilities, although demonstrating low reading levels and/or not comprehending or conceptualizing 
language at a rate commensurate with their grade level.    Frequently, many of these beautiful 
individuals became their “label.” They began acting as if they were “stupid,” exhibiting a belief 
that they would never be able to break the reading code or understand how to understand—so why 
bother? They were filled with shame and believed, true to their “label,” that their potential was 
limited which adversely affected their self-esteem and behaviors.  Frequently, educators who fo-
cused on such student avoidant behaviors and unhealthy choices unintentionally reinforced this 
vicious cycle, rather than addressing student depressed learning skills. Inadvertently, such educa-
tors were enabling these students to become socially and emotionally dysfunctional individuals 
because they were not being seen, heard, or supported in a manner that provided for meaningful 
learning and healthier emotional functioning. Even if people have a genetic predisposition to social 
emotional dysfunction, they are inadvertently enabled when they do not receive the specific inter-
ventions that they need. Many of my SPED students could not understand the rules of the social 
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game, they could not break the reading comprehension code, and/or they came from dysfunctional 
home environments. 
 
Falcone Institute: Evolution of the Falcone Method   
My holistic vision of education had begun to develop in 1982, when I was still teaching in public 
schools and embraced educational and therapeutic services for the whole individual, parents, and 
school personnel. In 1984, when I realized that my holistic vision for addressing the needs of SPED 
students could not be accomplished in a traditional high school, I resigned from public education. 
I completed my MFT internship, married, had a child, and became a licensed marriage and family 
therapist (LMFT) upon completion of a LMFT master’s degree. I began my LMFT career as an 
individual psychoeducational therapist with a passion to serve and support children who lack the 
skills required to succeed emotionally and academically in a holistic manner.  So, what began as 
the Learning Alliance serendipitously and seamlessly became Falcone Institute in the 1990s, as I 
hired individuals desiring an internship where they enhanced their psychological introspection, 
learning skills, and understanding of holistic psychoeducational therapy methods. What became 
known as the Falcone Method was based on my premise always to address the whole individual, 
whether they were employees or clients, realizing that emotions are the foundation for our overall 
development. Consequently, Falcone Institute developed a healing practice where children with 
emotional, behavioral, social, and learning disorders could learn how to master required emotional, 
social, and learning skill sets. The Falcone motto, “Falcone Institute teaches skills that help people 
learn how to learn,” applies to Falcone’s holistic focus and applies to employees as well as to the 
clients being served and supported. Learning how to learn eventually became a self-generative 
skill set that enhanced their ability to maximize and demonstrate their overall potential. In addition, 
individuals employed at Falcone Institute learned through mentorship how to address their limiting 
beliefs and values and heal their wounds through awareness, essentially to experience the Four 
Pivots transformation as I had. 
 
I also determined that the learning issues of individuals who experience them require a develop-
mentally based, individualized skills assessment and psychological treatment plan for each client. 
Therefore, the holistic Falcone Method program I developed encompasses seven related domains: 
Emotional Intelligence, Bodymind Integration, Language, Critical Thinking, Academics, Athleti-
cism, and Family Intelligence. The priority focus for each client depends on the psychological, 
somatic, and learning issues each client individually presents, plus previous assessments and 
teacher and parental concerns. I triage clients to establish priorities that expedite a decrease in 
unhealthy behaviors and attitudes. Given that the Institute functions in a holistic amoeba-like man-
ner, all team members, including administrative personnel, are required to utilize Socratic ques-
tioning with clients, attend weekly client team meetings, and participate in professional in-services 
regarding cognitive, social-emotional, psychological, and developmental knowledge and method-
ologies. A fundamental premise is that each person employed by Falcone Institute understands that 
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they will experience significant changes within themselves; their Falcone Institute experience will 
transform them.   
 
In addition to learning about the client’s learning, social emotional self, and neurological factors 
and traumas, Falcone Institute’s psychoeducational coaches and administrative team also learn 
about their own vulnerabilities and fears.  It is imperative for any person who chooses to engage 
with individuals experiencing SED issues to learn how to be comfortable feeling uncomfortable 
and vulnerable. That is what happens while in the presence of clients who are hurting so intensely 
and asking some very hard questions while presenting deep pain. My bias is that our personal 
exploration, knowledge of neurophysiology and cognition, and personal healthiness are imperative 
when supporting social emotional growth. Our ongoing SED is imperative because our own per-
sonal awareness must continue to expand so we can facilitate and model for those seeking our 
guidance—qualities of authentic connection, compassion, and heartfelt vulnerability.  We must 
transform in order for others to do so. 
 
When I decided to begin my LMFT therapeutic practice, I stepped out of the traditional teaching 
role to present my focus as a psychoeducational LMFT. I chose to enact my vision of a more 
holistic and fluid philosophy which included encompassing the whole child. Thus, I decided to 
include the child’s educational issues as well as their psychological, behavioral, and familial issues 
in their treatment sessions. Though educated in various therapeutic modalities, most of which were 
verbally based, I made the decision to expand the traditional talking or experiential approaches to 
include the child’s educational and learning requirements. Therefore, I decided to use what I refer 
to as the “Amoeba Back Door Method” which focuses on those areas where the child experiences 
much emotional learning frustration and cognitive confusion.  
 
An amoeba has flexible boundaries that maintain a structure that is not rigid; thus, the amoeba 
refers to maintaining an energetic flow throughout the client session. Evidence-based educational 
and therapeutic methodologies are implemented during the client’s sessions to address cognitive 
and emotional skill development. I also address their lack of emotional regulation and their aca-
demic and social skill issues through movement, relaxation, and sound. 
 
Briefly, the “Amoeba Back Door Method” is my conceptualization of maintaining flexible bound-
aries while addressing seriously impactful SED issues using SQ, direct instruction, and movement, 
as they related to learning required academic and social skill sets. Thus, I was simultaneously 
addressing students’ cognitive learning challenges and their immature emotional development. As 
students’ cognitive skills developed, their confidence and emotional awareness increased while 
their frustration and reactivity decreased. The back door was using their academics and learning 
challenges, which revealed their related emotional triggers, as a means to address their immature 
and unresolved social emotional issues.  An amoeba reminds me to maintain flexible boundaries 
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that encompass/surround an emotional issue that unexpectedly presents itself when the client is 
communicating about a “triggering” topic. 
 

While teaching at the continuation school, movement was a primary method used to diffuse ex-
plosive, repressed or stuck emotions. I learned that movement methodologies—breathing, yawn-
ing, stretching, dancing, running, laughing, walking, skipping, playing volleyball— even for a 
brief period of time -- would recalibrate the individual’s neurophysiological state and generally 
allow for follow-through with the previously challenging requested learning task. Consequently, 
in the early 1980’s, when I was exposed to Paul and Gail Dennison’s educational kinesiology (Edu-
K or Brain Gym®), I jumped on the material of their courses because they addressed the whole 
person. I was intrigued with the principles behind the Dennison’s Edu-K, which integrated such 
fields as psychology, neuroscience and developmental optometry in specific movements that en-
hanced learning while decreasing stress. Through their Educational Kinesiology In-Depth, The 
Seven Dimensions of Intelligence (1984, rev.1995) training sessions, I mastered muscle testing 
while integrating my own emotional and learning challenges which I discovered are similar to 
those of other human beings though with uniquely different solutions.  

 

The Dennison’s created an eclectic approach that synthesizes the work of many experts in the field 
of education, kinesiology, and movement. Concepts from Newell Kephart, Carl Rogers, Howard 
Gardner, and many others from the field of educational philosophy were integrated with concepts 
that George Goodheart, John Diamond, John Thie and others developed, with the movement ex-
pertise of masters such as Alexander, Moshe Feldenkrais, and others. Paul Dennison synthesized 
works of these experts to create a methodology where “application of specific movements which 
activate the brain for optimal storage and retrieval of information occurs … through re-educating 
the whole mind/body for greater ease and efficiency of function.” (1995) 

 

Research Contributions Since Creation of Falcone Institute  
In 1991, in his book, Brain and Perception: Holonomy and Structure in Figural Processing,  Karl 
Pribram presented his model of the holographic brain or the hologram brain. Pribram, a neurosur-
geon, discovered that the brain has waves within small neural networks that create localized holo-
grams within the larger workings of the brain. The holonomy concept meant that the right and left 
side of the brain via the corpus collosum communicate as one whole brain. Pribram’s research 
produced the fascinating finding that the brain follows the same rules as quantum mechanics. That 
is the brain functions as an interconnected whole that includes the interconnection of emotions.    
 

In 1997 neuroscientist Candice Pert, in her groundbreaking book Molecules of Emotions, elo-
quently explained that humans are fundamentally emotional beings. Prior to Pert’s work scientists 
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knew that each of our cells is a biochemical factory. Pert discovered that each cell of our body is 
a biochemical organism with opiate receptors that attract those peptides that  transmit emotional 
states. Each cell’s biochemical emotional receptors link with our opiate emotional receptors. Our 
cellular emotional biochemical opiate receptors link up with peptides (an amino acid chain) that 
biochemically transmit the emotional state we are experiencing. Very simply, our emotional opiate 
receptors search for the cell that they can hook up with, link with so that we experience a biochem-
ical state that we then interpret as an emotion. Pert's discovery was mainly focused on addressing 
addiction and aids patients. She realized that all human emotions travel through these peptide re-
ceptors that connect with our cells. So, from a microbiological or cellular perspective opiate bio-
chemical peptides that are attracted to the molecules in our cells create our emotional state. We 
use language to identify and label these molecules as emotions.  

 

Just as substance abuse addicts become habituated to certain neurophysiological states, so, too, do 
individuals become emotionally addicted to certain neurophysiological states. Just as a person ad-
dicted to a substance can learn how to change their biochemical state, so, too, can a person addicted 
to emotional states expand their awareness and change emotionally. Emotions are biochemical 
substances—molecules that we can and do become addicted to and are influenced by our percep-
tions. When thinking about the fundamental essence of what an "emotion" really is, it is a form of 
biochemical energy that is in motion (Pert,1997). 

 

Developmental biologist Bruce Lipton, in Biology of Belief: How our Language Influences our 
Perceptions (2008), substantiated Pert’s molecular research and the premise in Grinder, Bandler, 
Bandler, Dilts, DeLozier, Neuro-Linguistic Programming (Vol 1, 1980) that “words go to our 
nerves.” Lipton’s research delved into the interaction between our neuropeptides and proteins—
the building blocks of our RNA and DNA— that influence our biochemistry and  genetic predis-
position. Lipton’s research dramatically impacted the field of energy psychology regarding how 
our belief systems—what we say to ourselves that influences our perceptions—epigenetically in-
fluence our body-mind connections. Our perceptions, many of which occur automatically influ-
enced by our unconscious emotional experience, flow through us to shape our beliefs, attitudes, 
and perceptions. Emotionally impactful words affect our nerves and heighten the serotonin dopa-
mine receptors in our brain. Emotionally biochemically evoking words go directly to our nerves 
and affect our perceptions which are intimately entwined with our thoughts and language. How 
we perceive is what we say to ourselves and what we say to ourselves is what we perceive. Pert 
and Lipton’s scientific evidence documented what Grinder et al asserted twenty-eight years earlier.  

 

These scientific findings verified what I learned from childhood, i.e., the words we use go to our 
emotional nerves, reinforcing our thought patterns that eventually become our perceived reality.   
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Our perceived reality reinforces our emotional responses and subsequently directs our emotional 
and cognitive attitudes that shape our social emotional behaviors and interactions. I was excited 
because Pert’s (1997) and Lipton’s (2008) scientific findings substantiated that what was originally 
thought to be fixed DNA states were in fact malleable and influenced by what we said and did!   

 

Daniel Goleman’s 1995 bestseller Emotional Intelligence: Why it can Matter More Than IQ, em-
phasized the problematic and unhealthy consequences when emotions remain unaware and unde-
veloped. Goleman, a scientific reporter for The New York Times, discovered an article by Peter 
Salovery, a junior professor at Yale, and his graduate student John Mayer that offered a new way 
of thinking about our emotions. Salovery and Mayer proposed that emotional intelligence recon-
ciled that which initially had been viewed as opposites—our feelings and our reasoning (1990). 
Goleman’s premise is that emotional intelligence (EI) has four major domains with twelve EI com-
petencies. The major components are self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, and re-
lationship management. These domains depend on the dynamic functioning of the brain’s neural 
circuits. The neurocircuitry interplay between the executive center, the prefrontal cortex, and the 
emotional circuitry center (the amygdala) influences our upsets or stimulates our motivation. Self-
awareness and self-management depend on this brain activity. A separate neurocircuitry interplay 
between circuits in the forebrain serve to support social skills functions, including empathy.   

 

Doc Childre, HeartMath founder, contended in the early 1980’s that the heart’s electromagnetic 
field is much more powerful than the brain’s electromagnetic field (Childre,1999). Though we 
obviously need our brain’s functioning, we require the wisdom and understanding of the heart 
when managing impactful experiences and situations. SED requires emotional intelligence that 
depends on communication between our brain and heart. The brain digests thoughts, words, and 
concepts, whereas the heart integrates and processes information from our heart bodymind.  Given 
that the electromagnetic field of the heart is way more powerful than the brain’s, it is important to 
take fear-based thoughts and feelings being experienced in the body and bring them into the heart 
space for digestion and healing. Generally, when an individual experiences fear-based emotions, 
such as anxiety, anger, sadness, and others, these emotions interrupt the neurocircuitry interplay 
between executive center, the prefrontal cortex and the amygdala. A condensed explanation is that 
when in an anxiety state the thoughts and emotions highjack the executive center (cerebral cortex) 
and head straight to the prefrontal cortex (frontal lobes). This interruption causes us to repeat those 
generally counterproductive behaviors causing the body and brain to do what they know, thus 
reinforcing these counter-productive behaviors.  Consequently, this dynamic reinforces a hamster 
wheel of unhealthy repetitive patterns, emotional thoughts, words and actions. Rather than as-
sessing the situation in the moment and responding with creative awareness, the individual goes 
on automatic pilot and repeats that which defeats moving into more productive and less anxiety 
producing emotional patterns (Childre, 1999).    
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Emotions are the quiet inner foundation to our functioning existence. They are the primary signifier 
of who we are internally that demonstrates externally. All emotional experiences register within 
every cell of our body on a nonverbal level and then percolate and coalesce as our thoughts, words, 
and actions. When we experience, think, or hear the word “emotion," it is important to conceptu-
alize waves and bubbles of energy in motion. Fundamentally, emotions are “energy in motion.” 
As energy in motion, emotions function in either a "fear based" or "love based" biochemical state. 
When individuals are taught how to be sensitive to, connected with, and made aware of their emo-
tional states, they are better able to translate their emotional experiences into somatic awareness 
and understanding (Pert,1997).  

 

Max Fisher, in The Chaos Machine,~ The Inside Story of How Social Media Rewired our Minds 
and Our World (2022), brilliantly provides compelling evidence that all media platforms change 
our brain through provoking intense emotional states. For instance, the platform You Tube’s track-
ing eye knows every detail of what is watched, how long it was watched, and then what was clicked 
on next. You Tube’s algorithm’s topical affinity tool registers what captures the viewer’s attention, 
then in a subtle and systematic manner begins to present more subtle emotional material to keep 
the person watching such engaging content. The researchers and designers specifically choose 
those words that will evoke the greatest emotional potential for repeated viewing and participation. 
The algorithmic topical affinity tracking monitor looks for patterns that are going to keep the in-
dividual engaged for longer periods of time. The patterns are based on intermittent reinforcement 
which frequently leads to addictive (e.g. social-sexual fixation) and aggressive behaviors (such as 
bullying), diminishes the ability to distinguish between reality and fantasy, and interrupts self-
regulation. As a consequence, social media has created generations of individuals whose social 
emotional development is seriously disrupted and skewed.  

 

Working with Parents 
Parents that are referred to Falcone Institute generally come with diminished hope and high levels 
of fear, frustration, confusion, and concern for their child’s overall wellbeing. Frequently, they are 
frustrated with their child’s current support systems due to a lack of emotional, social, and aca-
demic progress or a very dismal prognosis by previous professionals. For many years parents only 
chose Falcone after they had seen several other professionals, given our holistic approach and 
alternative methods were frequently considered too intensive, way outside standard learning and 
psychological approaches, and not really needed. 
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Thirty years ago, Falcone began implementing methods that incorporate movement, neurophysio-
logical balancing, visualization, breathing techniques, heart center focusing, and many other meth-
ods into psychoeducational coaching and therapeutic sessions. At that time mainstream profes-
sionals considered many of these methods to be “quackery” practices since science at that time did 
not support such methodologies. As cognitive, neurological, and biological sciences matured in 
understanding the mindbody connection and integration, these practices slowly filtered into main-
stream psychology and educational methodologies. Thus, methodologies once considered “quack-
ery” are now in the forefront of educational and psychological methodologies. Falcone methods 
previously considered to be questionable are increasingly scientifically supported and considered 
evidence-based educational and developmental strategies.  
 
Though in the past, parents were frequently told that their child would “grow out of their symp-
toms,” eventually, as the child matured, parents began to realize that their child was not “growing 
out of their symptoms.” Their child was not successfully developing academically and was be-
coming more emotionally and socially distraught. Therefore, an issue that was initially considered 
a learning skill problem in elementary school developed into a secondary emotional issue as well, 
with the emotional issue demonstrating as primary in middle and high school. The child’s initial 
learning issue had now become secondary to more overtly impactful and pervasively consequential 
social and emotional issues.    
 
Given the lack of holistic and integrative services to address their child’s issues, parents frequently 
took their child to a therapist for emotional issues and to tutors for learning issues. What brought 
them to Falcone was that success was not happening in one or both areas. Then an integrative 
approach that addressed the whole child and educated the family became more  appealing since 
nothing else had worked. These parents came to Falcone because they were desperate, and Falcone 
was reputed to achieve positive, lasting results. Though the Falcone program significantly departed 
from where they had previously interviewed or attended, they agreed to become involved since 
nothing else had worked.  
 
During the initial complementary half-hour phone call I get a  pulse on the child’s developmental 
background and previous support services; hear the parent’s story of fear, anger,  and frustration; 
and  address parental impressions of Falcone based on what they have heard about our services.  I 
tune into their limiting beliefs, personal biases, and judgements relating to their child’s abilities, 
motives, and attitudes. I listen with a heartfelt focus to what is being said, and more intently to 
how it is being stated as well as to what is not being stated. Parents are human beings who are 
reaching out due to their fears, frustrations, and pain because their child is unable to optimally 
function socially, educationally, or psychologically. I calibrate the intensity of their fear, 
knowledge, personality style, and marriage compatibility to begin to develop the trust required to 
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become a  member of their child’s support team. The “safety net” for parents’ pain begins to de-
velop, as the Falcone team assures parents that their child’s issues will be systematically addressed. 
They must trust Falcone first so that we can do what we say we will do in support of their child’s 
overall functioning. 
 
I am a “what you see is what you get” type of person who communicates with compassion and at 
times passionate stridency. I present information in a direct and clear multimodal manner, mas-
saging the message as needed to optimize parental digestion of challenging statements, to allow 
for their grieving, and to overcome their limiting beliefs while educating them on how they can 
best support themselves and their child. Family healing and education is a systematic developmen-
tal process that occurs through individual and group therapeutic sessions within which parents 
learn about their personality patterns and parenting styles, and experience some of the same ther-
apeutic processes as their child. The entire therapeutic system is designed around  the parents and 
their child to optimize everyone’s cognitive, emotional, and social development.  
 
Schools, Advocacy, and the IEP 
When advocating for a client at an Individualized Education Plan (IEP) school session, Falcone 
looks for what is included and missing in the client’s overall educational  program. This includes 
addressing basic skills (reading, comprehension, writing, and mathematics), educational method-
ology, sensory integration, and athleticism. A most important area that children frequently do not 
qualify for is to receive speech and language services (SLP). Generally, the qualifying scores for 
a child to receive SLP services are very low. Many children who need such services score too high 
on these language assessments and, therefore, are disqualified from SLP services, a most vital 
support program. SLP services are designated as speech which is related to articulation or the 
enunciation of sounds and language, the ability to understand, interpret and communicate thoughts 
and ideas verbally or in writing.   
 

All languages are comprised of phonology, morphology, syntax, semantics, and pragmatics.   Suc-
cinctly, phonology relates to how speech sounds are organized and used in language; morphology 
refers to the minimal units of language used; syntax to how words are sequenced to form a sen-
tence; semantics looks at the meanings in language; and pragmatics the use of appropriate com-
munication in social situations. I am emphasizing language because the ability to manipulate and 
understand oneself and to relate to the world requires intact language processing skills. Language 
processing skills are vital because they directly correlate to the individual’s ability to comprehend 
and manage all verbal and nonverbal social emotional interactions, including higher order thinking 
skills. When educating parents and attending IEP meetings, language processing is an area that 
requires detailed attention and focused advocacy in addressing the child’s depressed language 
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skills. Frequently, subtle, uneven language skill development and language variations highly im-
pact the child’s overall pragmatic and social emotional development and academic functioning.   

 

Falcone’s advocacy style is to carefully observe how goals and objectives are worded and assessed 
and to  “team” with the school personnel in support of the student. Looking for what is missing is 
important because school personnel may require education regarding the interrelatedness between 
the student’s cognitive processes and academic and social emotional functioning. Though, at times 
stridency is required to assert that specific services are needed, Falcone presents itself as an adjunct 
support service that aligns with the school to optimize the student’s success.   

 

Schools would benefit from increased understanding of cognitive, language and SEL development 
in relation to student foundational learning skills, emotional resiliency methods, and familial ex-
periences. Far too frequently, students in middle and upper grades with average to above average 
cognitive abilities possess underdeveloped primary learning skills but are required to demonstrate 
content competency on grade level material. These individuals, many of whom do not qualify for 
or are not SPED identified, cannot read, comprehend, write or sequence required material. Some 
of these students present as highly motivated with the desire to demonstrate competency, others 
withdraw and become disengaged and disruptive learners.  Regardless of their response patterns, 
such students most frequently have underdeveloped  basic skills. Others are SPED identified stu-
dents who frequently demonstrate serious learning and emotional challenges which are not ad-
dressed by the goals and objectives written. Though the educational system does have constraints 
there continues to be far too many students falling through the cracks due to educators’ lack of a 
comprehensive understanding of brain-based learning related to the student’s language processing 
and SED issues.  

 

Conclusion and Recommendations 
It takes a village! Therapies are frequently similar; implementation of a treatment program depends 
upon the assessment of immediate presenting issues that determine the appropriate mix from a 
treatment toolbox of somatic and energy therapeutic methods, such as BodyTalk, EFT, Brain Spot-
ting, exposure therapy, yoga, music, drumming, movement, aroma therapy, and cognitive methods 
such as Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT), Cognitive Behavior Modification with Insight 
(CBMI), and others. As a public-school educator, I learned how to establish meaningful and trust-
ing relationships with my students. My continuation education mentoring taught me how to main-
tain appropriate boundaries while creating long term, meaningful relationships that nurtured the 
healing of severely emotionally impacted individuals.  Some of these relationships fostered the 
educational, social, and emotional development of my students over my six years at the continua-
tion school. Thus, I realized as a private practitioner that focusing on clients’ SED and cognition 
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required establishing and  maintaining rapport and a long-term relationship so that the skill sets 
could be learned, mastered, and generalized into their daily lives. Consequently, I have established 
long-term relationships with many of the families whom I have served throughout the years of my 
practice. Given that the practice is developmentally based and addresses the child’s cognitive, 
educational, emotional, and social skill sets, children can remain connected to Falcone through 
their adulthood. 
 

My long career as a teacher and psychoeducational therapist leads me to the following recommen-
dations for educators seeking to address the social emotional needs of their students:  

! Teacher preparation and in-service professional development programs are needed which 
go beyond education in student instruction to include didactic and experiential training 
units that foster both teacher and student self-awareness, self-care, and emotional self-man-
agement.  

! Teacher preparation and in-service programs should educate candidates and teachers on 
how to create, explain to students, and maintain the classroom as a fluid emotional envi-
ronment where each individual is educated about emotions as “energy in motion.”  

! Multimodal, didactic, and experiential SED curricula are needed for pre-K through high 
school students that develop student internal locus of control, student and teacher collabo-
ration, and accountability.   

! Administrative personnel with SED knowledge and discernment are needed to provide sup-
port and encouragement for teacher creativity, team collaboration, and diverse assessment 
and educational methodologies.   
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Appendix: Falcone Client Case Studies  
The experienced therapist learns how to see with a “third eye” and “hear with a third ear,” while 
feeling with a compassionate heart that which is said and unsaid. Sorting for what is missing and 
what is not said and what is denied and filling the holes in the “Swiss cheese” with scientific 
evidence-based alchemistic methodologies (integration of cognitive and energetic methodologies) 
allows for “miracles” to happen. The professional who demonstrates a compassionate and detached 
but highly aware presence understands that the child is always doing the very best they can in that 
moment, even when the child’s behavioral and verbal expression in the moment appears chaotic, 
aggressive, or withdrawn.  

TS – Adopted 3-year- old  

For example, the reactive attachment disorder (RAD) adopted child who was born tox positive 
(born with addictive substances in his system) as a toddler, head-butted his parents and could not 
tolerate being held because of his traumatic gestation and birth did learn how to reconnect and 
develop into a bright, humorous adolescent who dearly loves his family. His Falcone sessions 
began when he was three years old attending the public school system early childhood intervention 
program and terminated when he was 16. The Falcone team designed and monitored an individu-
alized developmentally appropriate program that supported his cognitive, social, emotional, edu-
cational, and familial changes. Parent, sibling, and extended family education were included 
throughout his program. Falcone attended his Individualized Educational Program (IEP) meetings 
and advocated as necessary for the schools to create appropriate goals and objectives and to im-
plement methodologies that maximized his cognitive and social emotional success. Throughout 
the years program intensity varied, with scaffolding in all areas to insure skill acquisition, mastery, 
generalization, and situational adaptation. Currently TS is successfully completing his 11th grade 
with the intention of attending college.  

 

PQ Adopted 4-year-old  

Falcone Institute specializes in treating trauma in adopted children. There is a disproportionately 
higher percentage of adopted children who demonstrate with trauma-based emotional social chal-
lenges and learning disabilities than those found in children who remain with their biological par-
ents. When PQ, a bright, physically coordinated, and adorable adopted four-year-old came to Fal-
cone, he presented highly impacted emotional dysregulation as intense tantrums and violent phys-
ical aggressive, oppositional defiant behaviors, or passive detachment. Given that PQ experienced 
prenatal trauma, was tox positive at birth and had a legacy of paternal violence, his adoptive par-
ents were very concerned about his future wellbeing. PQ’s parents had sought counsel from pre-
vious child professionals who ascertained that the parents had the following choices, given that 
PQ’s prognosis for a successful future was very poor. They could medicate him as soon as he 
turned five and hope that medication would  manage some of his impulsiveness and defiance, 
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otherwise he was headed for incarceration by the time he reached adolescence, as had four gener-
ations of males on his paternal side.   

 

Therefore, given PQ’s history and presenting behaviors, his Falcone developmental program be-
gan with a therapist who supported an intense somatic and aroma therapy program that included 
massage, sound, breathing, energy therapy, play and emotional awareness and language; and an 
SLP whose skills interfaced with the therapeutic sessions in an atmosphere of play that developed 
PQ’s self-regulation and emotional language processing. The nonverbal therapeutic methods in 
conjunction with specific physical movements began to support his nonverbal release of intense 
anger and foster internal awareness and behavioral self- management skills that eventually were 
linked to support his emotional language development.   PQ’s family included his mom, a former 
SPED teacher, and his father, and two older sisters, all who dearly loved PQ. Given his mother’s 
professional skills and family dedication, Falcone services supported parental education, home 
visits, and exposure therapy that were woven into the therapeutic program to facilitate develop-
ment of cognitive, language and social emotional self-regulation.  

 

As PQ’s self-regulation became less reactive and he developed trust, he participated in a Neuro-
CodeX QEEG mapping analysis procedure which provided real time analysis of PQ’s brain func-
tioning when performing cognitive tasks. The NeuroCodeX integrates classic neuropsychological 
measures with modern neuroelectric brain wave activity, personal cognitive abilities, brain devel-
opment, brain function performance, and brain systems connections, and then compares these 
measures against normalized databases to determine brain dysfunction.   After the NeuroCodeX 
evaluation, analysis, and report of findings, PQ began the NeuroCoach BrainChild program which 
provided computer-based tools to retrain his brain for normalized function and development. 
Given that PQ presented a variety of neurocognitive and neurodevelopmental issues, participation 
in the NeuroCoach program accelerated normalization of his brain’s development. The 16-week 
computer-based neuro-cognitive bio-social approach to healing, retrained PQ’s brain to facilitate 
normalization of his functioning and development. The NeuroCodeX program is a proprietary pro-
gram designed by Dr. Curtis Cripe.      

 

Currently PQ is a six-year-old who has successfully integrated in a comprehensive education Kin-
dergarten program. He continues to receive Falcone therapeutic services that include focus on so-
cial emotional development regarding reading and comprehension, pragmatic awareness, social 
integration, and behavioral management. PQ’s current prognosis is very positive as he increasingly 
demonstrates developmentally appropriate social emotional behaviors and above grade academic 
skills.   
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RS 14 year old 9th grade Male  
RS entered Falcone’s program the summer before his freshman year. His parents sought Falcone’s 
support because RS’s tantrums, previously contained in the home, were spilling into his academic 
environment in his refusal to cooperate behaviorally and academically, especially his verbal dis-
respect for his teachers. RS also experienced social teasing at school due to his vocal and motor 
Tourette Syndrome tics. His parents were very concerned because their bright son was being asked 
to leave the private school that he had attended for many years, due to his inability to maintain 
emotional control and to complete required academic assignments upon entering high school.  

Previously, such emotional outburst and behavioral management issues were solely demonstrated 
in the home environment and were buffered by his older siblings. Upon entering middle school his 
older siblings were no longer living at home; consequently, as RS’s familial and emotional dy-
namics changed, his emotional containment system was unavailable. This, combined with his bud-
ding adolescence, caused counterproductive behaviors to spill into his academic environment.  

 

Falcone’s skill assessment results indicated that RS was cognitively gifted and that he possessed 
an extensive vocabulary and advanced critical thinking and reasoning abilities. RS’s assessment 
also showed that he was highly anxious and underdeveloped in emotional and somatic awareness 
and self-regulation, pragmatics, and executive functioning skills, all which exacerbated his Tou-
rette’s symptoms. The triage was to keep RS in his current school by supporting school personnel, 
educating, and supporting the family system for healthier functioning, and educating RS on how 
to emotionally self-manage and become a less anxious and more verbally appropriate human be-
ing. Falcone, parents, and school personnel agreed to allow RS to remain in attendance at his pri-
vate school on the condition that he attend an intensive Falcone program for a minimum of one 
year. Falcone, RS’s parents, and the school personnel agreed on goals and objectives and main-
tained communication regarding social emotional behaviors, academic assignments, and follow 
through. The primary focus was to ensure that RS’s social emotional behaviors were appropriate, 
and academic competency was demonstrated with a minimum of  a “C” grade in each class.    

 

RS’s developmental program included psychoeducational coaching focused on personal and aca-
demic sequential reasoning, organizational management, and frustration tolerance development. 
Psychological therapeutic methods included intense somatic awareness, social contextual prag-
matics, family education, and emotional intelligence methodologies. Therapeutic modalities in-
cluded, though were not limited to, emotional education and awareness, energy therapy (tapping, 
sound, movement, BodyTalk), educational kinesiology, cognitive behavior modification with in-
sight, and relaxation with visualization and mindfulness. RS also participated in the NeuroCodeX 
QEEG mapping analysis procedure and NeruoCoach program which facilitated a decrease in anx-
iety and Tourette symptoms, while fostering emotional management and resiliency. 
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Falcone supported RS through high school with periodic “tune up” sessions during college. RS is 
currently a successful first-year law student. 

 

KA Middle School Female 
I first observed KA when she was in the second grade at a Montessori school that allowed her to 
pursue her natural interests and activities, rather than formally teaching her through a structured, 
direct instruction methodology and foundational student behavioral methods that foster primary 
skill acquisition. KA’s Montessori classroom placed an emphasis on hands-on learning and devel-
oping real-world skills, but the child decided whether to participate in what was being offered. 
Though such educational methods are beneficial for many children, KA was not one of those chil-
dren. Rather than being attentive and responsive to the teacher’s requests, KA would completely 
ignore the teacher and other students to pursue her own interests such as drawing and wandering 
around the room or school yard. When the teacher approached KA, she would demonstrate oppo-
sitional behavior, becoming verbally loud and disruptive to the teacher and other students, and 
leave the situation. Though very petite, KA was a very strong-willed child who knew how to ma-
nipulate situations to avoid expectations and activities she did not understand or like. 
 

When administering her skill-based assessment it was evident that KA displayed impactful social 
emotional, behavioral, and academic developmental delays. She was a non-reader unable mathe-
matically to demonstrate understanding of base 10, experienced fine and gross motor developmen-
tal delays, and had articulation challenges due to an oral overbite and uneven oral-motor move-
ment. Parents indicated that KA, an only child who as a baby presented failure to thrive symptoms, 
mostly socialized with her extended family. Though her failure to thrive symptoms were no longer 
an issue, her parents continued to be very protective and over caring towards KA, due to her initial 
medical diagnosis, petiteness, and emotional outbursts. Mom and dad could not make emotional 
demands on KA because her emotional disruptions frightened them. The trauma of KA’s initial 
medical diagnosis, failure to thrive, and her continued below average weight and height stifled 
their ability to appropriately parent a strong-willed petite daughter who controlled the household. 

 

Falcone’s initial program interventions began with parent education about behavioral emotional 
management, social emotional development, communication, and parental stress reduction meth-
ods. A request for a SPED psychoeducational assessment that included SLP, OT (occupational 
therapy) and PT (physical therapy) for an Individualized Education Program (IEP) that would per-
mit SPED support at her local public school. Our initial therapeutic sessions with KA were focused 
on somatic awareness, play and movement therapy, and articulation and language processing 

Falcone  25 



 

 
Voices for Educational Equity 19 (1) 
February 2023 
 

59 

skills. Due to KA’s depressed social emotional and academic skills, I strongly advocated for sec-
ond grade retention, which the public school district policy denied.     

  

KA attended a very intense Falcone summer re-educational program during which she learned the 
following: how to regulate frustration, demonstrate internal emotional control, increase attention 
and time on task, coordinate fine and gross movements, develop oral/motor articulation, compre-
hend and conceptualize language, understand basic mathematical procedures, and increase her at-
tention span. KA entered public school where an astute third-grade teacher understood the early 
educational skill deprivation KA had experienced and, painstakingly, individualized material, 
while teaching her other students. KA also received SPED, SLP,  OT, and Adaptive Physical Ed-
ucation (APE) services. Falcone teamed with an excellent school SPED team who individualized 
her program to support KA’s overall development. The following year the entire team decided that 
KA would greatly benefit from repeating third grade.  Though such retention is generally not ad-
visable, in this case it was the appropriate developmental solution in light of KA’s petiteness, 
social emotional immaturity, and depressed academic skills.  

 

KA continues with the Falcone program today, receiving support in all seven areas of develop-
ment. She continues to require support in pragmatics, executive functioning, emotional manage-
ment, and higher order thinking skills. The most amazing aspect about KA is that after about eight 
months of attending Falcone’s program and receiving public school services, her previous therapist 
was pleasantly shocked by KA’s rapid social emotional and educational transformation. KA also 
participated in the NeuroCodeX QEEG mapping analysis procedure and NeuroCoach program 
which helped her increase attention and develop sequential reasoning, language processing, and 
emotional resiliency. Currently, KA is a seventh grader who demonstrates a passion for learning 
and loves to read, write, and participate in Dungeons and Dragons.  
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Besel van Der Kolk, arguably the parent of modern trauma science, said during a training Heather 
took with him over ten years ago, “Trauma is, fundamentally, the inability to be in the here and 
now.” When I was a psychology intern at one of the local universities, I treated my first client with 
severe PTSD. She was failing several classes and, after disclosing to a professor that she had re-
cently been sexually assaulted, the professor referred her to the student counseling center. The only 
way this young woman felt safe leaving her apartment was to map out the fastest escape route for 
every single place she visited, including her classrooms. This was particularly problematic when 
she went grocery shopping; the multiple, long aisles required constant re-calibration. She went 
grocery shopping as infrequently as possible.  

 
Trauma symptoms negatively impact our ability to learn. They interfere with focus, experience 
processing, and memory formation, making learning to read and calculate challenging. However, 
traumatic responding can completely hijack our ability to react to the world accurately, undermin-
ing our ability to cope with even everyday challenges. It is almost impossible for a traumatized 
child, while in an environment perceived to be unsafe, to engage in SEL. Subsequently, the inabil-
ity to acquire any of the skills offered by education changes the trajectory of a child’s entire life. 
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Both modern western medicine and psychology have yet to fully grasp the pervasive role of trau-
matic responding in human functioning. In the mid-1890’s, Sigmund Freud initially proposed that 
childhood sexual abuse caused “hysteria”  (the original terminology for traumatic symptoms) from 
which many of his patients suffered. However, by 1896 Freud had recanted, either due to pressure 
from the medical establishment or to his own discomfort with the ramifications of his finding 
(depending on the historian). One hundred years later, between 1995-1997, Kaiser Permanent ex-
plored the impact of childhood trauma (labeled “ACE” for “adverse childhood events”) in the 
health and well-being of over 17,000 of its HMO members. An ACE was defined as a potentially 
traumatic event that occurred between the ages of 0-17.  The study found that fully two thirds of 
the study participants had experienced at least one ACE and 20% had experienced three or more. 
Overwhelmingly, the study showed a positive relationship between ACE scores and negative 
health outcomes, including in the absence of high risk behaviors. In all areas of health and well-
being, the higher your ACE score, the worse your health. Despite over 100 years of exploring the 
pervasive and debilitating role of trauma on human functioning, it has yet to be integrated into 
either medicine’s or psychology’s primary conceptual frameworks and operational functioning to 
improve health and well-being.  
 
The American Psychiatric Association, the authors of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual all 
mental health providers use to diagnose patients, still does not recognize the full extent of traumatic 
experiences, nor the broad spectrum of symptoms that can arise from traumatic events. Not only 
can we not agree on exactly what traumatic responding is and what isn’t, we still don’t have a 
cogent understanding of what causes it in the first place. Why do bad events sometimes result in a 
lifelong disorder, but not always? What actually causes the symptoms? What can we do to treat it? 
Although there are theories, and a slowly growing body of evidence that PTSD is a dysregulation 
of the autonomic nervous system, neither medicine nor psychology has settled on a definitive an-
swer. What causes PTSD is the modern equivalent to “What killed the dinosaurs?” 
 
This is even more true in education, which has neither the power to diagnose nor to treat traumatic 
responding, but may be the discipline to suffer the greatest impact from it. Between students and 
their families, educational settings serve as a social and vocational hub of life for large swathes of 
our population. When it comes to the effects of trauma, educators must cope with significant num-
bers of people accessing educational activities who are unable to actually benefit from them and, 
in the case of children, may also interfere with the education of their non-traumatized peers. 
 
Trauma can be understood as the autonomic nervous system (ANS) putting out too much or too 
little survival energy for the situation; the ANS loses calibration with the outside world. As a result, 
thoughts, feelings and actions that would be appropriate when your life is threatened, hijack your 
understanding of the situation and turn on a survival response, creating a kind of “survival energy” 
in the body, (sympathetic arousal/fight or flight response), even if the situation is perfectly safe. 
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Or, a traumatized ANS read a situation as safe, when you actually need to do something to protect 
yourself. In children, this loss of calibration can result in either acting out behavior and/or overly 
compliant behavior, both of which create difficulties not only for the child, but for the teacher and 
the entire classroom. 
 
Because teachers aren’t trained to understand acting out behavior as trauma responses, the assump-
tion is that children are making choices when they act-out, and so interventions are designed to 
support children in controlling their behavior and making different choices. Taking this approach 
with a traumatized child is akin to telling them NOT to duck when a ball is thrown at their head; 
both the demand, and the consequences when the demand isn’t obeyed, are obviously problematic. 
Because we understand that ducking is an appropriate and healthy response to a ball being thrown 
at your head, a reasonable adult would never make this request. Instead, an adult would intervene 
by changing the context of the behavior -stop the ball from being thrown at the child’s head.. When 
adults intervene with the acting out behavior of traumatized children by working with them to 
make different choices, we are asking them to not duck. 
 
A child who acts out behaviorally is mis-perceiving a situation as threatening when it’s not, result-
ing in a form of disorientation (not being in the here and now). To support behavior change, edu-
cators need to understand what the child is experiencing as threatening, and then to address the 
threat in a developmentally appropriate way, which may include changing the situation. This strat-
egy doesn’t depend on the student making better choices (not ducking) to be successful, but rather 
focuses on compassionate support for a disoriented system. Some situations are more likely to be 
triggering than others, such as inadequately supervised playgrounds, overly stimulating classroom 
environments, or critical communication from adults. Other contexts are child specific. For exam-
ple, a child whose parent recently died may be triggered by having to read a story involving the 
death of a pet or another child. This facilitates changing the child’s context as a means to changing 
the behavior-stop throwing the ball at people’s heads.  
 
Sometimes, however, a child’s response is perfectly oriented, given their unique situation. For 
example, foster children rarely come out of the foster care system without PTSD. If they have lived 
in several homes, they may be unable to make friends (too much survival energy), or may make 
friends indiscriminately (too little survival energy). Either way, their experience has taught them 
that connecting with others isn’t to be trusted. They have learned that their living situation is un-
stable, could change at any time, and is out of their control. Given this reality, a perfectly rational 
coping strategy would be to take control whenever they can, thus establishing a sense of power 
and predictability for themselves. 
  
There is a scene in the movie Good Will Hunting that demonstrates the choice to take control as a 
method of self-preservation, regardless of personal cost. In the scene, the primary character, Will, 
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is told by his abusive father to pick a tool with which he will be beaten: a switch, a belt, or a 
wrench. In order to maintain a sense of control over his own destiny and to defy his father’s belief 
that he has power over him, Will chooses the wrench. For Will, the wrench will give him the most 
severe injuries, but it will also preserve his sense of control and autonomy. 
How often do children choose the wrench for the same reason, while the adults around them see 
defiance, rather than courage? 
 
Social Emotional Learning can not happen when humans feel threatened, powerless, out of control, 
and unable to utilize relationships in a healthy and helpful way. Our biology evolved to direct all 
available resources to survival, then to growth and development. A human infant’s first survival 
strategy is to get at least one older human to care enough to pick it up and protect it when the 
wolves come. If an infant can’t do this, it usually dies. When it works well enough for the infant 
to grow into childhood, but then fails, a child learns to survive without, even to the point of fearing 
and avoiding, human connection. Alternatively, the child learns to sacrifice everything in order to 
maintain connection with others, regardless of the cost. Looking at children through this lens, it 
becomes evident why SEL doesn’t occur in children with unresolved trauma; their bodies are run-
ning in survival mode, trying not to get eaten by the wolves. 
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Abstract 
Culturally congruent mentors are a positive influence for social and emotional learning for minor-
itized youth. The development of culturally conceptualized mentoring relationships and a clear 
understanding of racialized discourses in schools is required to turn the tide of disproportionate 
opportunity (Ladson-Billings, 2006) experienced by minoritized students. This narrative inquiry 
explores how culturally congruent mentors conceptualize their relationships with minoritized 
youth as a way to interrupt a path to incarceration and offer social and emotional support. The 
researchers conducted a narrative inquiry with seven mentors and approximately 14 male youth in 
an afterschool program called PATHS. PATHS serves Black boys aged 10 to 17 who live in a 
particularly economically depressed section of the city that often experiences violence, drugs, and 
crime. The mentors all have close ties to the local community. Each mentor has a college degree 
and has faced many of the same challenges that the youth of the after-school program continue to 
face. The mentors’ voices are at the center of the research as they enter into alliances with minor-
itized youth based on culturally congruent values with an understanding of the students’ challenges 
that is non-judgmental of the students’ experiential context and supportive of their social and emo-
tional learning. 
 
Research Support:  
Social and Emotional Learning (SEL), the process of regulating social and emotional skills and 
behaviors in order to achieve success in schools, career, and life, has been conceptualized in many 
ways (Brush et al., 2022). Explore SEL (n.d.) identified six SEL domains: cognitive, emotion, 
social, values, perspectives, and identity. Three fundamental psychological needs of students found 
in most SEL models, social connectedness, motivation, and self-regulation, are the basis for a 
sound SEL model. (Gehlback & Chuter, 2020). There is extensive evidence supporting positive 
benefits of social and emotional learning. Mahoney, Durlak, and Weissberg (2018) confirmed the 
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benefits “on a range of behavioral, attitudinal, emotional, and academic outcomes” in an exami-
nation of four meta-analyses. SEL can promote equity through an asset-based perspective, ac-
knowledging and recognizing youths’ culture and experiences, and building supportive relation-
ships with adults that can mentor them in their personal development (Schlund, Jagers, & 
Schlinger, 2020).  
 
After-school programs (ASPs) aimed at supporting youth are also an effective intervention show-
ing positive effects on the achievement of academically at-risk youth and their social and emo-
tional learning (Durlak, Weissberg, & Pachan, 2010; Lauer, et al., 2006). The most recent meta-
analysis of ASPs revealed that most effective programs shared four characteristics: (1) the lessons 
and activities used to obtain skill development were connected and coordinated; (2) learning was 
active; (3) the program had a component dedicated to developing personal and social skills; and 
(4) the personal and social skills were taught in an explicit manner (Durlak et al., 2010). Integrating 
social and emotional learning with ASPs is a natural fit. One important factor to mention is the 
potential harm that can occur when mentors are not a racial or cultural match. Lindwall’s (2017) 
study supported other researchers who have looked at the harm done in mentoring relationships 
and concluded that such relationships can do more harm than good in cases of a cultural mismatch 
based on race or ethnicity. 
 
A key component to an ASP is the adult participant or mentor. Research supports the importance 
of a mentor with the same background or cultural identity, referred to as a culturally congruent 
mentor. Lindwall (2017, p. 79) found that “healthy racial, cultural, and ethnic identity development 
is crucial for young people and requires greater access to concrete identity examples for kids from 
marginalized groups.’’ She explains the reason for same-race matches with youth and mentors was 
to support youth as they learn to navigate a world where the color of their skin plays a significant 
role in how people see and interact with them. Mentors from the same community as the mentees, 
giving the mentors the ability to provide culturally appropriate guidance filled a much needed gap 
by providing children from a high-risk community with positive role models (Irwin, 2002). Owora 
(2018) conducted a study that implemented culturally congruent mentoring in an elementary 
school. The results demonstrated a reduction in disruptive behavior, suggesting cultural congru-
ence should be a key factor in supporting students. Culturally congruent mentoring was utilized to 
expand the diversity in the Maternal and Child Health profession (Belcher, 2022).  Some of the 
results indicated the importance of knowledge “of the unique psychosocial stressors faced by many 
underrepresented scholar or scholars from disadvantaged backgrounds.” Stephens (2019) argues, 
“an intentional cultural relevancy lens could improve and transform the way mentors help mentees 
acculturate…” leading to improvement in academic achievement.  
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The research on ineffective mentoring supports cultural relevancy between the pairs. Indiana 
School of Medicine named cultural barriers as something that may impede the mentoring relation-
ship. (n.d.) Ineffective mentoring pairs were also identified as a challenge in the mentoring rela-
tionship (Mentoring, n.d.). Culturally congruent mentors can reduce these challenges because the 
mentor innately understands the social and emotional pressures faced by the youth that they men-
tor. Because research has established the value of culturally congruent mentoring, the need for a 
deeper understanding of how an effective culturally congruent mentoring relationship works is a 
gap in the literature. This study provides insight into the main themes that drive the behaviors and 
perspectives of culturally congruent mentors at the PATHS program. 
 
Both ASPs and the mentors involved in these programs are known to have a significant influence 
on minoritized youth and their social emotional learning. These programs are most effective for 
minority youth at risk of academic failure, with behavioral difficulties at school (Dubois et al., 
2011). The mentor’s impact is most lasting in a situation of cultural congruence to promote healthy 
and concrete identity formation (Lindwall, 2017). 
 
Findings 
This inquiry explores the values and motivations that culturally congruent mentors carry in a suc-
cessful after-school program that is known to have a positive influence on youth social and emo-
tional wellbeing and utilizes a narrative analysis research methodology. Importantly as researchers 
we recognize and name our positionality as white women. Amy Aldous Bergerson (2003) pro-
posed that CRT can help white scholars committed to fighting individual and structural racism. 
For whites, this means seeing the privilege that comes with our race and rejecting that privilege, 
along with challenging observed manifestations of racism. We recognize that we carry the privi-
lege that comes with our perceived race and acknowledge that our understanding of racism doesn’t 
come through lived experience. However, by using the framework to mediate our engagement with 
racism we add to the collective voice arguing that race is an important factor. Our use of CRT adds 
to the collective in the field, thereby insisting that the academy recognize the experiences of people 
of color as legitimate sources of knowledge and in possession of their own stories. As researchers, 
we bring diverse educational experiences, values, and beliefs to guide our understanding of mi-
noritized students.Narrative analysis uses first-person accounts of experience with emphasis on 
the narrative’s relationship to the social context (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990).  
This narrative analysis was underpinned with CRT as a framework.  One of the tenets of CRT, is 
experiential knowledge. The choices to conduct a narrative analysis provided space to center the 
mentors’ knowledge, in their own words. According to Solorzano & Bernal (2001),  “The focus 
on experiential knowledge positions the knowledge of people of color as a strength of the frame-
work.” The data was collected through a series of interviews over a period of ten months using 
observations of students and mentors while at the after school program, semi-structured interviews, 
a third-party assessment of program quality, and follow-up notes about discussions with adult 
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mentors both by phone and email. Interviews and thick descriptions were transcribed and coded 
using NVivo, where coding and validity construction was conducted. The NVivo program tool 
calculated the prevalence of codes which became themes, giving particular weight to those com-
mon among multiple subjects as well as anomalies. Major themes were validated through follow-
up interviews focused on clarifying the subjectivity and assumed meanings of particular phrases 
that frequently emerged during the interviews. 
 
The most prevalent themes from this study include: 
 
1.  Awareness of students’ home and community context and being part of the context. As a theme, 

the data indicate mentors’ awareness of challenges and difficulties that students face in their 
homes and communities because they experience similar challenges and difficulties. Values, 
challenges, and barriers are part of this theme.  

 
2.  Keepin’ it real. This theme is named Keepin’ it real due to the prevalence of the phrase; all 
mentors used the phrase several times. Keepin’ it real, though difficult to define succinctly, honors 
the mentors’ words as a referent to their values and their honest approach to the youth at PATHS. 
The theme explains how mentors DO mentoring, how they share advice, and the tools that they try 
to pass on to the youth in PATHS.   
    
Theme 1: Awareness of Students’ Home and Community Context and Being Part of the Context. 
In many ways, the mentors see themselves in the youth that they serve. All mentors express not 
only an obligation to help, but that being a mentor is an essential part of their identity. The mentors 
have a detailed awareness of challenges and barriers that students face in their homes and commu-
nities. They feel that, fundamentally, the home is the first place where youth experience a lack of 
structure and social and emotional support. Mentors cite absent parents and poverty as the main 
contributing factors that leave the youth without a proper role model to instill important values and 
behaviors. Follow-up discussions revealed that the mentors blame structural inequalities like mass 
incarceration as the basis of the breakdown of family structure (Personal communication with Mr. 
Gaff and Miss McCron October 3, 2019). Mentors take ownership in the role of guiding the youth 
to cope with the dangers of the streets. All mentors see both home and the streets as places of risk 
where youth may be subjected to drug abuse or gang affiliation by peers or others they come into 
contact with. Mentors view institutional or systemic racism as a barrier for the boys in the program, 
specifically citing barriers when entering the workforce with a college degree and finding that 
securing employment they were prepared for wasn’t open to a Black male. Finally, the mentors 
demonstrate various levels of hope regarding their ability to positively impact youth in the pro-
gram. Overall, for the mentors, knowing the challenges and barriers youth face is the foundation 
for reaching youth in order to make an impact in their lives.  
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All mentors explained ways that they have been there. The mentors explain their own connection 
to the youth: similar life experiences. They all demonstrate a motivation to give back by guiding 
the boys at PATHS as they grapple with the challenges that come with being minoritized youth. 
Each mentor has experienced some or part of the same issues that the youth of the program col-
lectively face. Those barriers, both named and experienced by mentors, are single-parent house-
holds, absent family members, drug abuse in their families or communities, pressure or affiliation 
with gangs and drugs, abuse, poverty, poor performance in school and homelessness. They have 
clarity on the challenges that youth face, and they insist on helping mentees to recognize and deal 
with these biases.  
 
All of the mentors place a high value on their education as a means of achieving a better life than 
if they had not earned a degree in higher education. Because of this, mentors discuss the importance 
of school work and academic achievement with the boys at the program.  
 
Descriptions from Mentors  
In each interview, mentors demonstrated intimate knowledge of the students’ home lives and spoke 
about challenges the youth face. According to the mentors, knowing the challenges and barriers 
youth face was the foundation for reaching youth in order to make an impact in their lives. Mentors 
described various challenges the youth face: homelessness and being in foster homes, absent par-
ents, poverty, lack of structure in parenting, the lure of the streets, peer pressure, and the presence 
of drugs. Mentors’ statements also reinforce their relationships with students as a culturally rele-
vant practice. 
 Miss Staros - I think the biggest challenge is the family structure. Like a lot of our boys 

now, I still have to work with and put in that trust and build that relationship because some 
of them don’t have mothers that they can look to as a mother. Some of them have been 
abandoned or fallen into the system and well, everybody is losing hope in them… So one 
of the biggest challenges is their family. Honestly, in this culture you have the majority of 
kids going through the same things. They see their family making those same decisions.  

  
 Mr. Witt: Kids are sitting in class, thinking, “You are worried about this math test and at 

home I don’t have any food. I got all these people in the house. My mama got all these 
bastards in the house and I gotta clean up after them. I gotta clean up all the kids and shower 
them. I’m sixteen and I can’t even have a life. It’s all kinds of things; like mom’s on drugs, 
father’s dead, I’m living with my grandma and we can’t even afford a pair of shoes.”  

 
Four of the six mentors shared that students’ parents are too young. They feel that this leads to a 
lack of structure wherein young parents don’t teach their kids how to cope with the dangers of “the 
streets.” Mr. Witt goes further, explaining an example: 
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            Mr. Witt: We have some mothers whose kids sell drugs so they can eat, I mean so they can 
have stuff. We got parents who be on their kids’ social media perpetuating gang stuff. So 
it’s not just the kids, it’s the kids’ behavior because of the bad parents. They’re young and 
don’t give the kids structure.  

 
All of the mentors discussed drug abuse as a risk that is easy for the boys to fall into. Mr. Witt, 
Miss Staros, and Miss McCron all spoke about the home potentially being a place where the youth 
come into contact with drugs and “the street” as a place where youth are certain to encounter drugs. 
All mentors talked about “the street” as a place of risk, alluding to violence, drugs, and gangs. Mr. 
Welsh described “the streets” as a place of risk in his young life and for the boys in the program. 
He explained that when he was a young man, the lure of fast money from “hustling” [selling] drugs 
was something that he succumbed to. Mr. Welsh also recognizes peers, on the street, as part of the 
pressure to use or sell drugs. All mentors made statements that convey PATHS is an important 
place to learn how to avoid falling into gang affiliation, drugs, and behaviors that would bring the 
boys into contact with law enforcement. 
 Miss McCron: We’re realistic in realizing that our boys are going to be subjected to things. 

There’s a lot of peer pressure. There’s a lot of things that happen on the street that I couldn’t 
handle – that these boys are handling. So when they’re subjected to drugs or they’re sub-
jected to their friends that are in gangs or all these things, so that they can make the best 
decision possible at that given moment. If they DO choose to use drugs, they know the 
effects because we’ve done that during Education. They’ve taken that risk they’re taking 
that chance of this happening to their bodies. We’re coming at them with the perspective 
like, “Hey, we’re not saying that you’re never gonna do this, but if you ARE gonna do it, 
these are the possible consequences to your body and to you legally.” In this way, we are 
trying to build them up . . . help them be one step ahead of other people. 

 
All of the mentors described a deep understanding of the barriers and challenges youth face cou-
pled with the idea that their role is to be the structure or the role model and the social and emotional 
support that the youth should have at home. The lessons developed by Miss McCron and Miss 
Staros, referred to above as “Education,” are designed to prevent youth from engaging in risky 
behaviors. Miss Bell explained her position in reference to being a role model. She worried 
whether her efforts were enough. “I hope [the program] it’s enough to carry them through. A lot 
of them look up to us more than they do their own parents. After they leave us, they still have to 
go home.” 

 
All mentors acknowledged that many of the youth they work with experience trauma at home. The 
fact that the mentors have overcome similar challenges influences their position that risk factors 
are hurdles to be overcome rather than barriers. Lack of family structure and good parenting, as 
well as the presence of drugs in their homes and communities, are significant challenges that are 
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known factors putting youth at risk of not graduating high school or being pushed out of school. 
An important thread within this theme is the mentors’ critique of society and their understanding 
of institutional or systemic racism as a barrier for the boys in the program. Their perspective in-
volves understanding challenges students face outside of their home, on a wider societal level, and 
is often connected with issues of racism. Understanding these challenges and having a wider cri-
tique of racism informs how the mentors attempt to help youth steer clear of a path to incarceration. 
This disposition is culturally relevant in that mentors prioritize understanding barriers in order to 
support and teach the youth. 
 

Mr. Welsh: I give kids the tools to be successful, the coping skills. You know it’s different 
for every race, but for Black males, it’s really different. It’s systematically designed for 
you not to make it. Even though I went to college and everything, when I got out, I ended 
up going to prison. The job market wasn’t open for me. I turned to the streets and started 
hustlin’ for that fast money. For a lot of people, their recidivism has been so high because 
they don’t have the skills before going in. I never liked school but I never quit going be-
cause in order to be in the battle – this is a battle – in this system. But in order to be in it, 
you’ve got to know what you’re up against. Either you will end up getting killed, going to 
prison, you’ll end up mentally incompetent. You’ll end up somehow systematically side-
lined. And it’s easy, so many people behind bars. 
 
Miss Staros: I think it’s good that the staff are the same race and we have experienced 
things in this way. I think it’s pretty bad because society has made it like it’s all of us 
against each other. I think it’s hard because the kids can see that too and they’re not as open 
to somebody white or another color. 
 
Mr Gaff: [Talking about when African Americans graduate from college.] They can’t find 
a position in their field. But it isn’t about what you can’t find. It’s that, “We’re not hiring 
right now.” That’s that systematic shit. That’s a big thing that we teach the kids at the 
program here, because our kids come to us with a lot of anger. The fact that they are dealing 
with racism but they don’t know how to deal with their emotions. Here in [city name], they 
lock you up for 6 months, let you out, lock you up, let you out. Then when they finally get 
you of age they say [smacks table top] “Let’s give him six years off the top!” 
 
Miss McCron: I get why they might come into the classroom and have an attitude, but 
someone else [a classroom teacher] might not get that. So helping them to see that not 
everyone is coming into their day the way they’re coming at it is an important lesson. And 
helping them identify how they can be successful in working with a middle-class white 
woman as a teacher when they’re dealing with all these struggles and she wants them to sit 
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down and open a book and behave and they’re worried about all this other stuff that they’re 
going through. 

 
Miss Staros has a deep faith that every single child can be positively influenced by a mentor. She 
described an example of one of the boys at PATHS. Ultimately, even incarceration doesn’t mean 
that her influence was not a success. For Miss Staros, it’s important that she had a positive impact, 
no matter how long it took the child to be influenced. 

Miss Staros: I never think nobody is too far off where they can’t be redeemed. So, I have 
a kid now where I have to go to a hearing for him tomorrow for school. And we have been 
working with him and it seems like nothing is happening. . . . So um, I have to go to that 
and I could have said no, but me, I always think that even if you can’t see what right now 
going on in front of you. Just that little seed will start to burst. I think that it looks bad, but 
I’m sure that somewhere down the line, if we [mentors] are putting in the work and trying 
to make a difference, speaking those words over them, they are going to HEAR it. They 
might have had to go to jail to hear it. But I’m pretty sure in their heart, they’re going to be 
like, “Man, somebody tried to tell me this, somebody tried to do that.” So I don’t just write 
them off.  
 

Theme 2: Keepin’ it Real. The phrase keepin’ it real appeared in data analysis as the second most 
prevalent code. It is a phrase that the mentors all use with the assumption that the meaning is 
widely understood. Keepin’ it real is a difficult phrase to define because it has widespread usage 
in the interviews. Mentors use the phrase in three major ways; being genuine, being truthful with 
themselves and the kids, and warm demand (Ware, 2006). The purpose of keepin’ it real, for the 
mentors, is to form a relationship based on truth, respect and social and emotional support. Once 
such a relationship is in place, the youth are willing to take direction and advice – mentors can 
give them the tools to overcome barriers. 
 
Mentors practice keepin’ it real with the boys at PATHS by taking the time to gain trust and build 
a relationship with the students to be able to provide social and emotional support. The relationship 
and trust is built on a shared understanding of the challenges marginalized youth face. The mentors 
describe being genuine by taking ownership of their past experiences and being truthful and open 
about those experiences with the boys as a way to form a relationship based on trust and honesty. 
Once such a relationship is in place, the youth are willing to take direction and advice—mentors 
can give them the tools to overcome barriers. The advice given can be considered the tools youth 
use as and may be conceptualized as part of the mentors’ praxis. 
 
Keepin’ it real serves to define mentors’ approach to communicating issues of racial bias in order 
to prepare the youth for situations that they will encounter. The mentors believe that when students 
understand racial bias they can be prepared and protected. Finally, keepin’ it real involves a “warm 
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demander” approach (Sandilos, Rimm-Kauffman, & Cohen 2017; Ware, 2006). The mentors’ 
warm demand approach often takes the form of an assertive stance of moral authority, both because 
they’ve been there and because of their position as adults who have overcome barriers. They use 
warm demand in establishing boundaries and in shaping behaviors. The mentor’s unwillingness to 
accept excuses or bad behavior from students sets expectations and boundaries that enable the 
mentors to advise and guide the boys to make informed choices.  
 
Descriptions from mentors. Miss Staros explained that getting youth to open up is a process be-
cause they have been written off by people before. She explained that the students’ perspective is, 
“They’ve got to feel you out before they open up to you.” She further explained, “I put that off on 
institutional racism. It makes it so the kids are not as open to other people.” This statement under-
scores the trepidation marginalized students feel with the other while signaling the importance of 
a culturally congruent mentor. Miss Staros feels that the students have been marginalized by other 
races and sees this as a reason for being genuine and taking the time to form trust. If they don’t 
trust you, it is difficult for them to accept the social and emotional support. Miss Bell shared that 
the boys in the program “can spot you easily. They know you’re real when you’re telling the truth 
about the things you’ve been through.” This statement shows that being genuine and honest and 
having experienced the same barriers is an important part of gaining the trust of the youth for the 
purpose of opening a line of communication. The mentors can immediately attend to the social 
and emotional needs of the youth when they need it most. Miss Bell makes an important compar-
ison between the after school program’s mentor relationship with youth and the teacher relation-
ship with youth:  

I believe that we are authentic. We can be ourselves with kids, we are 100% honest. In 
schools, the teacher is there to teach. They don’t have time to have that one on one. Here, 
if a kid is having a hard time we can pull him in the office and have those difficult conver-
sations. We can talk to them, you know like a mentor, like a parent, and have that one-to-
one relationship with them. Whereas a teacher has 28 kids she has to focus on. 
 

Mentors use keepin’ it real to describe taking ownership of their past experiences and being truth-
ful about those experiences with the boys at PATHS. Mr. Welsh recalled a time when he was 
driving some of the boys home from the program: 

When we go ride places, I tell them about stuff that I used to do and they look at me like 
(makes a surprised face). You know I’ve been there and they identify with the fact that I’m 
not bullshitting them. “I’ve been in the world you thinking about. I’ve been there, dude. 
I’ve been hiding under the porch with the police ‘round looking for me.” I’ve been in some 
situations, you know what I’m saying? So when they come to me they just know that I 
don’t play games with them. 
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This statement by Mr. Welsh describes how he communicates openly with the boys to gain credi-
bility and trust by taking ownership of his past.   
Keepin’ it real is about sharing the truth of students’ positionality as Black male youth within the 
context of challenges, home, and community contexts. Mentors keep it real by openly sharing their 
perspectives of how racial bias and “the system” are challenges to be faced. Miss Staros explained 
that being truthful to her mentees about how society defines marginalized youth is a part of keepin’ 
it real.  
 Race is definitely another thing we talk to the kids about. You can’t act like it doesn’t exist. 

“Let’s be real with how they’re looking at you. You’re just a number and pretty soon you’ll 
be off to prison. If you are failing school, you automatically know where you’re gonna 
be.”’ 

 
Miss Staros made it clear that the boysint the program are labeled both institutionally and by their 
families. Part of her work is to be truthful about how they are unfairly labeled and to overcome the 
labels. She stated, “Words have been spoken over them that are not necessarily true. So it’s im-
portant to have somebody to talk with you [the boys], to speak those positive words over you and 
not just throw you out.” Miss Staros’ linguistic phrasing about words spoken over a person is 
consistent with African American religious beliefs about the power of words in naming or labeling 
a person (Alkebulan, 2013). This is another example of being culturally relevant because she is 
framing truth around her sociopolitical consciousness and helping to push back on deficit labels 
of the students in the context of spiritualism found within the Black community.  
Continuing with the idea that keepin’ it real involves being truthful with mentees by being trans-
parent about issues of racial bias, Mr. Gaff discusses the importance of education but has a critique 
of society that just having an education wasn’t enough of a tool for the boys. Mr. Gaff explains:  

We are real with kids. We ain’t about to sit here and sugarcoat shit. Because why would I 
sugarcoat something? And then, “Oh Mr. Gaff told me . . .” No Mr. Gaff didn’t tell you 
THAT. I wouldn’t put you in a bad situation, no.  

 
Mr. Gaff’s statement reflects his propensity to counsel the mentees with the intent to keep them 
out of bad situations. He went on to discuss the need for a diploma and higher education, but 
tempers the importance of a degree with teaching the boys about injustices they may face. Mr. 
Gaff’s statement is keepin’ it real by openly discussing racial, socio-political, social-emotional, 
and systemic barriers that he believes boys in the program are likely to face. Transparency and 
truth are part of the mentors’ approach to keepin’ it real. 

At the same time they’ve got to understand what’s in front of them really. If we’re giving 
kids the tools, but we don’t tell them how to use them. Like, “Here, here’s this (indicates 
diploma on the wall), but I forgot to tell you that the police might pull you over for nothing 
or that your boss might say some racist shit at the job. Oh, I forgot to tell you that one of 
your classmates who might be a different skin color than you might call you a nigger.” I 
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just want them to understand that it ain’t always the right. You can stand up for yourself, 
you can use the right tone and be forceful in what you’re saying, but you’ve got to under-
stand your surroundings and understand where we are at in this time and age. 

 
The final expression of keepin’ it real is the role of the warm demander. The literature on culturally 
responsive teaching supports teachers adopting an assertive stance with urban students. The warm 
demander has been referenced in literature as a characteristic of a culturally responsive teacher 
who is caring, does not lower expectations, and is an effective disciplinarian (Sandilos, Rimm-
Kauffman, & Cohen 2017; Ware, 2006). Teachers can act as a caring ally as well as hold students 
accountable with high standards, not allowing minoritized youth to accept learned helplessness 
(Hammond, 2015). Linda Darling-Hammond explains that a key feature of the warm demander is 
building rapport and trust, earning the right to demand effort, and viewed by students as someone 
who cares (2015). All of these characteristics were clearly evident in the culturally competent 
mentors at PATHS.  
 
Miss Bell and the other mentors don’t accept excuses from the boys in the program. She tells the 
boys, “You can’t have no excuse like your mom can’t bring you today! We’re picking you up and 
we’re dropping you off so you’re gonna go to program.” When Mr. Welsh participated in the 
lesson about time management and realized that parents don’t enforce a bedtime, he took it upon 
himself to ask the boys what time they got to sleep each day as they entered PATHS. Mr. Welsh 
is very clear about being tough with the boys he mentors. He explains, “I love kids, but I am not 
their friend. I don’t care if they don’t like me. All I care about is if I give you the tools you need 
to be successful.” Mr. Welsh framed a couple of notes written to him by the boys he mentors at 
PATHS. One of the notes reads, “Thanks for keepin’ it real with us and you know, tellin’ us like 
it is.” He explains what the note means to him, “They respect the fact that when they come to me, 
they get what they ask for. And they know that I’m gonna help them do whatever I can.”  
Mr. Welsh shared a bit about a very meaningful relationship he has with one of the boys in the 
program whom I will call Marquise (pseudonym). He explained, “If I never work this job again, I 
would be so happy for the work that I’ve done with Marquise and the way that he has come 
around.” Mr. Welsh begins with the first day that they met: 

He was right out there (common area). I told him to do something and he told me what he 
WASN’T going to do. So I said, “Okay we need to talk in the office.” So after that he didn’t 
want to get up. I pulled him on into the office, we get right here, (motions to the floor vent 
next to his desk) I’m standing right here. This dude looked up at me and swung at me. Yes, 
he told me what he wasn’t going to do then he looked up and swung at me! This has been 
two years ago, so he had to be about ten. But by then he had been through the court system. 
Through a whole lot of systems . . . and so after he did that, I told him, “Dude, you’re lucky 
I don’t step on you.” Now people will take that and say “Oh that’s harsh” but it’s not harsh 
when you got a kid that goes to school and jumps on the teacher. You got a kid that goes 
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to school and talks back to the principal and tells the principal what HE’s going to do. You 
got a kid that goes home and tells his mom what he IS and what he AIN’T going to do. 
And since then, I’ve been to court with him, spoke on his behalf in front of the judge. I’ve 
been to his house, spoke to his mom. She used to come in here and cry. Tell me how she 
was going to send him back to the foster program because she can’t deal with him anymore 
and all the stuff that he’s done to her and her family over the years. Then I had her come 
in here, maybe a year or so ago, she sat here and she was so happy. She smiled and talked 
so much about how Marquise is changing. What the after-school program has done for her. 
And now she had another son that was coming up, following in Mariquise’s OLD footsteps 
and wanted to know what we could do for him. That’s why we have her other son out here. 
 

Mr. Welsh’s story describes a warm demander approach. Important in this narrative — Marquise 
was being pushed out of his home and into foster care because of his behaviors. Marquise had been 
violent at school, had been expelled, and had been sentenced to spend some time in the juvenile 
detention center. In fact, he arrived at the after-school program, on the day this story took place, 
in handcuffs. Mr. Welsh explained that he believes that Marquise was already on the path to in-
carceration. Mr. Welsh cited this day as the beginning of a turning point for Marquise. Mr. Welsh’s 
mentor role involved many types of interactions, apart from being a warm demander. As described 
earlier when defining these themes, the purpose of keepin’ it real is to form a relationship based 
on truth and respect. Once such a relationship is in place, the youth are willing to take direction 
and advice – mentors can give them the tools to overcome barriers. Mr. Welsh explained that he 
established respect with Marquise beginning with the day-one interaction. He developed close 
communication with Marquise’s mother to understand Marquise’s context and challenges. Mr. 
Welsh took several steps to guide Marquise to make positive choices in interacting with school 
personnel and with his family. 
 
Conclusion 
The purpose of this inquiry is to explore the impact of mentoring relationships as a culturally 
relevant intervention for minoritized youth and a device for building equity through social and 
emotional learning. This research has direct implications for advancing more equitable practices 
in supporting minoritized youth. Mentoring relationships may have the potential to create oppor-
tunities for and to improve the lived experiences of marginalized students by offering a positive, 
culturally relevant approach to supporting minoritized youth and pushing back against the societal 
and institutional forces that could set these marginalized students on a path toward incarcera-
tion. Mentoring relationships support the SEL needs of minoritized youth. This research should be 
generalized to school, social, employment, and other settings where mentoring is implemented. 
Additional studies in a variety of settings would add to the knowledge base of culturally congruent 
mentoring. 
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It is imperative that educators and policymakers learn how persistently disciplined and marginal-
ized students’ life trajectories can be impacted. This research, about a culturally congruent men-
toring relationship as a culturally responsive intervention and social and emotional support for 
minoritized students, calls for a larger dialogue about the inequities minoritized students experi-
ence and the value of community-based programs and social and emotional learning.  Roffman, 
Pagano, & Hirsch (2001) found that after-school programs provide a positive alternative for mi-
noritized youth who face dangers and challenges of their neighborhoods during unsupervised after-
school hours. Their research demonstrated a significantly higher level of functioning for older boys 
when strong relationships with staff members are in place. 
 
School efforts should focus on ensuring that minoritized youth have access to meaningful relation-
ships with culturally relevant pedagogues, including those who serve youth in community-based 
and after-school programs. Proponents of approaches to schooling that place culture at the center 
(culturally relevant, culturally responsive, and culturally sustaining) in conjunction with social and 
emotional learning, recognize that frameworks based on the mainstream normative schooling ex-
pectations hold inherent bias that limits minoritized students. Students from backgrounds that don’t 
align with those of a white public space will be denied cultural support and valuation (Ladson-
Billings 2009; Brown & Brown, 2012). This is problematic for minoritized students because the 
expected behaviors are based on the norms of the dominant group, thereby making these social 
skills the skill-set of a white public space. According to Vincent et al, “Although few of us are 
conscious of how the sub-texts of our native language shape our own behavior, we intuitively tend 
to interpret the behavior of others within the parameters of the familiar subtext.” (2011). In other 
words, educators and students of differing backgrounds have a constant tension based on how 
actions and communicative interactions are both enacted and interpreted.  Training staff on the 
varied dimensions in which cultures tend to diverge is an essential component of culturally respon-
sive practice in schools for academic and behavioral support (Vincent et al., 2011). This research, 
about the impact of a culturally congruent mentoring relationship as a culturally responsive inter-
vention for minoritized students, offers an alternative to a common approach to school-wide inter-
ventions. School programming should be carefully implemented with extensive and ongoing cul-
turally responsive training for educators to be conducted before, and in conjunction with, the im-
plementation of programming.  
 

The current approach to supporting minoritized youth in schools that lack comprehensive staff 
development in implicit bias and culturally responsive pedagogy is grounded in a practice that 
conceptualizes minoritized youth in a deficit perspective. School-based interventions often seek to 
instill acceptable behaviors based on white middle-class norms that function to create and maintain 
inequitable opportunities for minoritized students. Minoritized youth may be affected by a host of 
other societal ills including systemic racism and a long history of socio-historical oppression in 
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many forms. Brown and Brown (2012) explain how society’s normative ways of being are aligned 
to the culture, expectations, and behaviors of the white and middle class, the dominant group. 
Conversely, this means that “people who think, approach, value, act, or experience things different 
from the norm get positioned as abnormal, deviant, or strange” (Brown & Brown, 2012, p. 17). 
The cultural difference theory has given rise to ideas such as culturally responsive teaching, cul-
turally competent teaching, and culturally relevant teaching. While each of these theories differs 
in approach, the critical constant is the acknowledgment that U.S. schools operate in normative 
ways that marginalize alternative perspectives in favor of white, middle-class norms. These theo-
ries also recognize how school approaches that are “limited to white middle-class norms function 
to create and maintain inequitable opportunities for minoritized students” (Brown & Brown, 2012, 
p. 19).  

 

This research has the potential to offer schools and communities an alternate approach to support-
ing the social and emotional wellbeing of minoritized students. The potential benefits for minori-
tized students are: access to someone who has a concern for the student’s wellbeing, an under-
standing of the sociocultural background of the student, and experience in navigating white public 
spaces. The potential benefits of a positive culturally congruent mentor might enhance intrinsic 
motivation to work through conflict, enhance socio-emotional skills, and enhance self-esteem and 
self-efficacy. The potential benefits for educational stakeholders: a positive means of cultivating 
social emotional skills and increased protective factors against a path to incarceration. Enhancing 
these areas often correlates to improved attendance and academic motivation. Consideration 
should include an expanded idea of programming that supports not only academic achievement, 
but social, emotional, and political dimensions of achievement. Toward that end, we must include 
an expanded consideration to include culturally congruent mentors whose values, insights, and 
lived experiences position them as culturally sustaining contributors.  
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Introduction 

A focus on the landscape of cultural competence in the educational system today is a necessity. 
Given our diverse student populations it is a requirement to have an evolving understanding of 
how educators' personal cultural identity, beliefs and value systems impact how they think and 
behave. Cultural competency involves interpersonal awareness, cultural knowledge, and a skill set 
that together promotes impactful cross-cultural teaching and learning. Educators must understand 
the role of culture in education and understand how people identify with culture, use cultural filters 
to bridge understanding of their experiences, and adhere to the values and expectations of their 
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respective cultures.  Cultural competence is foundational to effective teaching if the goal is to pro-
vide instruction that not only informs, but also reflects on the experiences of the learner and values 
those experiences as part of students' global academic journey (Pang, 2010). 

The primary goal of providing culturally competent instruction is to provide all students with eq-
uitable access to quality education that addresses learning deficits, achievement gaps, and social 
disparities.  According to V.O. Pang, “Culture is all encompassing and refers to explicit elements 
such as language, dress, food, artifacts, songs, symbols, and stories.  However, the most essential 
level of culture comprises the values, beliefs, norms, philosophy and/or expectations of a cultural 
group” (2010,  pg. 561).  Embracing diversity by employing these core values and beliefs will 
direct and motivate students throughout their career as learners. Also, as educational leaders we 
must develop these diverse relationships with our students in order that they might know and un-
derstand their cultural background and family ancestry. Teachers who lack a deep understanding 
of their students’ cultures are at increased risk of causing misunderstandings and hurt feelings and 
exposing explicit and implicit biases.  

Our Experience as Educators of Color       
 As educators of color, we have seen firsthand the inequality and lack of support for minor-
ity students. Minority students are oftentimes geared towards a trade school track and the oppor-
tunity to attend a four-year college is seldom mentioned. Also, as an English language learner, one 
of us has experienced the shortcomings of the educational system for emergent bilinguals. Often, 
little emphasis is placed on maintaining our native language, rather the focus is on making the 
native language disappear in favor of assimilation disregarding our cultural identity. Thus, we have 
to ask ourselves as transformative leaders: Why the push for diversity and inclusion in educa-
tion?  One of the biggest reasons is there are still huge racial disparities between our diverse student 
populations and the heterogeneity of teachers and administrators (Dhaliwal, 2022). When educa-
tors are unaware of the cultural differences that exist between them, and their students’ tensions 
will surely rise. A lack of awareness of students’ cultural backgrounds may mean that teachers and 
administrators lack the necessary skills to interact with students of all cultures and ethnicities.  

Exercising cultural competence while teaching is not a strategy.  It should be a mindset for teaching 
that embraces, values, and incorporates diverse cultures into daily instruction in order for learning 
to connect with students.  Students’ cultural differences should be viewed as assets.  Students bring 
valuable hands-on experiences that are very useful from which we can all learn and benefit, a 
pedagogy we might call teaching the whole child (Gonzalez, 2018).  Educators must develop cul-
tural competencies because this growth mindset and related skills enable teachers to reach all stu-
dents.  Applying these skills both creates equitable opportunity for minority students and, equally 
important, allows for open and transparent intercultural education for students who have a shel-
tered knowledge and understanding of how other cultures experience life.  According to Pang, 
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“Educators with cross-cultural skills are more effective because they can identify and utilize cul-
tural contexts and cultural content that can serve as cross-cultural bridges in their instructional 
interactions with students” (2010, pg. 561).  

Four Areas of Cultural Competence 
There are four areas we wish to address when it comes to cultural competencies in our schools and 
in our own practice:1) competencies in understanding our own biases, 2) competencies in provid-
ing effective instruction for emergent bilingual education, 3), competence in interdisciplinary con-
tent, and 4) competence in teaching higher order thinking skills.  First, to be effective educators 
we must be reflective in our own practice. We must assess our own prejudices, values, and behav-
iors regarding other cultural groups. We also must examine ways in our own schools in which 
prejudice can be found in school policies, practices, and curriculum. In addition, as responsive 
leaders we have to study the cultural world views of others and identify ways in which differences 
may arise in our schools. Finally, we must lead by example and interact with culturally diverse 
individuals and organizations in an effort to expand our knowledge and conceptions of others and 
be willing to modify our behaviors if necessary.  
 
The second competence of providing effective instruction for emergent bilinguals promotes edu-
cational equity for linguistically diverse students, but also depends on the abilities of educators to 
leverage the language acquisition skills of their students. In order to do this, we must utilize and 
appreciate students' language spoken at home and their ethnic identity, while promoting these to 
teach academic language and content skills.  Equally crucial is to make sure the curriculum allows 
students to see themselves—their home cultures, native languages, and cultural experiences (Pang, 
2010). Finally, for emergent bilinguals it is essential to discuss the differences between school 
systems in the United States and other countries. The diversity among emergent bilinguals is also 
quite vast. They come from a variety of language and literacy backgrounds.  
 
An emergent bilingual might be a newcomer, an immigrant that has been in the United States for 
several years, or a first generation American citizen. Culturally responsive educators will take the 
time to help emergent bilinguals to  become acclimated and familiarize themselves with school 
routines and expectations. For example, emergent bilinguals may not be accustomed to being in a 
classroom for long periods of time, using uniforms, being in a co-ed school, working quietly, or 
having to raise their hand. All of these educational expectations may also be a culture shock for 
emergent bilingual students. A supportive and culturally competent teacher and school system can 
help make this transition much easier (U.S. Department of Education, 2016). One coauthor re-
members as a five-year old newcomer starting kindergarten that the school was big and very scary, 
“I recall being dropped off at gym class and being left there. I immediately started crying because 
I did not understand what was happening or why I was being left there. One of my classmates 
explained to me that the teacher would return for us; it was only then that I calmed down a bit.”  
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The third competence in interdisciplinary content is meant to develop meaningful instructional 
practices that are reflective of students' culture and experiences. In order to keep students engaged, 
learning should address intricate social issues in a democratic nation and global society so they 
can be active participants. This form of instruction in high level discipline content allows students 
to make meaningful correlations between subject matter and their lived experiences. Along with 
drawing on students’ cultures and experiences, educators need to set high academic expectations 
for all students to help them perceive the potential they possess (Pang, 2010). 
 
The fourth competence—teaching higher order thinking skills—relates to culturally responsive 
teaching as well. As culturally responsive teachers and leaders we have to provide interdisciplinary 
opportunities for diverse student populations while encouraging and mentoring those students to 
expand their knowledge of complicated societal issues.  We must scaffold and model how to be 
reflective and demonstrate how to use strategies to achieve social transformation while continuing 
to query and challenge traditional schooling.  As one co-author noted, “One of the skills that I 
teach my students is point of view. We tackle history such as the arrival of Christopher Columbus 
or the true significance of Cinco de Mayo and look at the topic through numerous lenses. We all 
have our thought process and belief systems and I encourage my emergent bilinguals to question, 
challenge, gain understanding, and provide a counter argument.”  
 
As a Black administrator in an affluent, predominately White school, where the African American 
student population (a whopping 16%) dominates discipline referrals at a disproportionate rate, one 
coauthor’s approach to working with students of color has been infused with cultural considera-
tions—informing them of preconceived notions of who they are and their capabilities and then 
arming them to recognize when they are being triggered through exclusionary cultural designs or 
fear growing out of cultural incompetency.  In lieu of SAT preparatory classes, this coauthor runs 
voluntary “Think First '' anger management groups to ensure students recognize the emotion and 
respond in ways that are culturally acceptable in THIS  school environment. An “unacceptable” 
response could land them outside of the learning environment temporarily or as seen in some cases, 
permanently.   
 
Students often ask, “Why don’t they like us, why don’t the White kids get disciplined?”  Well, the 
truth is, when students, regardless of race, violate provisions within the code of conduct, a pre-
scribed disciplinary action occurs.  Because intercultural experiences are seldom shared culture 
and people seldom seek to truly understand anything outside of their native cultures, behavior by 
Black students especially is almost always perceived with negative intent.  The experiences that 
have shaped the young person's responses are not considered and, furthermore, their ability to learn 
how to  make a better decision is never calculated into their disciplinary response. To allow this 
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disheveled thinking to rule the educational experiences of Black and Brown children in this coun-
try is insufferable.  Thus, we heed the call to answer the cry,  we will be the voice, the answer, and 
the safe space for the unseen and unheard Black and Brown youth within our wing spans. 
 
Again, having educators who are culturally competent can help bridge the cultural differences 
among the schoolhouse and communities. Connecting the two can grant “students’ families, teach-
ers and administrators’ insight into the influence home environments may have on attitudes and 
behaviors as well as how students learn best” (Hawk, 2017, pg.3). Having these cultural compe-
tences pushes the needle towards educational equity forward. Culturally competent educators are 
better prepared to welcome and promote parent and family involvement. Parents are their chil-
dren’s first teachers; therefore, they know the complexities and sophistication of their children’s 
thought processes and cultural backgrounds. It would be to the benefit of everyone to engage par-
ents in the learning process (Hawk, 2017).  Moreover, culturally responsive teachers and leaders 
have the opportunity to try various teaching and leading styles to reach diverse learning commu-
nities to secure academic success.  

Every student deserves a culturally competent teacher and leader. Unfortunately, our cultural his-
tories, customs, values, beliefs, experiences, administrations, and legislation have been chronicled 
in ways that place students of color and students living in poverty at a flagrant disad-
vantage.  Throughout history there is plenty of evidence of this ideology in schools and much 
documentation of the disparate educational outcomes resulting for brown and black students. If 
every educator demonstrates cultural competence, we can all make huge strides and gains in our 
ability to create and fabricate a more equitable educational system for all of our students (Mayfield, 
2020). 
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Our Brain Book: an Interview with Author Kristin Hovious  
by Kristin Hovious and Jerry Berberet 

 
Author Bio 
Kristin Hovious, MSPsy (she/her/hers) is a lifelong learner.  In 2017, Hovious founded SEL Chi-
cago to support adults in the important, urgent work of creating mutually respectful, dignity cen-
tered environments with intention. Hovious provides training and facilitation to help adults em-
body the practice of Authoritative Leadership, and clients include Chicago Public Schools, 
teacher preparation programs including Illinois State University, Columbia College Chicago and 
the School of the Art Institute Chicago, and youth serving organizations including Chicago Park 
District.  Hovious wrote Our Brain Book, a children’s rhyming book explaining the brain anat-
omy of self and co-regulation, in 2019.  
 
Our Brain Book and the Spanish version Nuestro Libro Del Cerebro are available at the SEL 
Chicago website here.  Interested adults can access the Read Aloud handbook here 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jFhQ77RtOIM.  Contact Kristin Hovious at Kristin.hovi-
ous@selchicago.com 
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• Please de-
scribe your 
children's 
book for 
Voices read-
ers.   

Our Brain Book, a children’s book for all ages, explains the neuroscience of 
self- and co-regulation through playful illustrations and rhyming.  
 
The book supports readers in understanding the link between neuroscience 
and the habitual behaviors (feelings, thoughts, and actions) we might exhibit 
when we are at varying states of emotional regulation, regardless of age.  
 
Inspired by Dan Siegel’s Hand Model of the Brain, author Kristin Hovious, 
MSPsy, and illustrators Eva Paetsch and Kelsey Wright, MEdT, set out to 
support children and their families, care providers, and teachers to better un-
derstand and build these regulation and connection skills.  
 
In Our Brain Book you will find accessible tools for growing the skills of 
navigating upset in ways that support connection and strengthen relation-
ships. A Notes for the Curious section aids readers in exploring the science 
behind the text of the story, offering additional research and explanations. It 
also shares the research supporting authoritative leadership and conscious and 
positive discipline approaches in classrooms and families. Educators will ap-
preciate the included guide for leading a self-regulation lesson in the class-
room. Readers are encouraged to visit SEL Chicago’s website for digital 
classroom posters and read aloud resources.  
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• What is your 
book's cen-
tral mes-
sage?   

The book strives to take a reasonably complicated topic for adults to under-
stand, and bring it to a level of child understanding, while honoring the great 
possibility of children to understand complicated topics.  I was teaching anat-
omy in a post secondary massage school program when my kids were 3 and 
2.  As a mother of young children who worked, my textbooks were 
comingled with children’s books most of the time.  One morning I was giving 
liquid vitamins to my kids, and my then 3 year old son began coughing when, 
instead of swallowing the vitamins, he took some into his lungs.  I sat with 
him on my lap and rubbed his back as he was having this violent coughing 
spell, all the while saying, It’s ok Julian.  Those vitamins went down your tra-
chea to your lungs instead of your esophagus to your stomach.  The coughing 
is keeping you safe.  Your body is doing exactly what it is supposed to do.  
Six months later, my daughter started coughing, and my son rushed over, be-
gan rubbing her back and saying in a 3 year olds language “Its OK Eva, your 
trway-chia is keeping you safe.”  In that moment, I learned that when we em-
power our very young people with concepts about their anatomy, they can 
use these concepts to soothe each other and themselves.   
 
Secondly, I think adults have the idea that they are responsible for managing 
children’s emotional responses while sometimes forgetting that our children 
learn self-regulation from the presence of a calm adult. AND because we are 
wired to connect, mirror neurons make it challenging for adults to respond 
with grace and more likely to react with frustration or anger.  I hope this 
books helps adults give some grace to themselves in the process, and create 
an better understanding of our natural responses and ways for us as caring 
adults to provide a calm response even in someone else’s upset.  

• What audi-
ence(s) do 
you hope to 
reach? 

This book is written for everyone – certainly children and their educators, 
parents, family members and anyone else who care for young people.  
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• You men-
tioned to me 
a dramatic 
school inci-
dent that in-
spired you to 
write the 
book.  Please 
share that 
with readers. 

Here's some text from a blog I wrote in 2019 
 

 
In November, 2018, I was visiting a school for a series of teacher visits dur-
ing their  prep time. As I was waiting in the office for teachers, a student inci-
dent unfolded.  Over a 25 minute period, a 10 year old student had exhibited 
behavior that escalated to the adult response to include a security hold after 
the student physically and verbally lashed out with possible harm to himself 
and others. 
 
Because a school is filled with human beings, and human beings often mirror 
other's feelings, this student's actions in his dysregulated state created the op-
portunity for  dysregulation in so many others.  
 
I had just read Heather Forbes terrific Help for Billy, and her lens of "a stu-
dent misbehaving is a student seeking safety" and the importance of "regu-
lated" adults was fresh in my mind. 
 
In my work with schools, I'm very clear that I'm there for the adults in the 
building - and it was evident that many of the other adults were also dysregu-
lated.  I caught the eye of the administrator and said, "I believe I can be help-
ful." 
 
She threw up her hands and said “take it” 
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With the administrator's permission and presence, and with everyone's safety 
assured (the child was in the security hold),  I got down to his heart level by 
sitting cross legged on the floor, said "______ (name withheld for confidenti-
ality), my name is Miss Kristin.  It looks like you are having a really hard 
day.  I'm right here with you."   
 
Dr. Tina Payne Bryson describes three steps of taming a tantrum on the Joy-
ful Courage Parenting Podcast, Episode 100  as 1) get down to heart level, 2) 
say something empathetic and 3) say something along the lines of "I'm right 
here with you." (http://www.joyfulcourage.com/podcast/100) 
 
Children in their upset are seeking safety.  He melted, softened, began regu-
lating. The administrators at this school had a great stash of calming play-
dough and fidgets. From a nearby box, I took out some purple, blue and red 
play-dough and "crafted" a brain - and explained the Hand Model of the 
Brain, Dr. Dan Siegel's tool that had been shared in his classroom). 
Over the next 20 minutes as everyone regulated, we co-created a list of those 
that were harmed by his actions that day, and things he could do to repair the 
relationships that were solutions - reasonable, related, respectful and helpful, 
which come from the work of Positive Discipline in the Classroom.  
 
In our brainstorm, the student came up with apologizing to the AP for his lan-
guage, and an apology of action creating a PowerPoint presentation to ex-
plain the Hand Model of the Brain  to his classmates. 
 
An idea was born - what if students and adults could have a rhyming book 
for the 3 parts of the brain, mirror neurons, and the importance of being 
the regulated calm responder.   
 
I've been using the Brain in the Palm of the Hand lesson from Positive Disci-
pline, layering in the "essential questions" of each brain part from Becky Bai-
ley's Conscious Discipline (which I first saw in Sound Discipline's video 
Building Resiliency, and then found on the Conscious Discipline website).   
 
Our Brain Book is a rhyming, rhythmic and fun exploration of brain struc-
tures, functions and how to be a helpful responder.  I've attained permissions 
from Dr. Dan Siegel for the "flipped lid" reference and Conscious Discipline 
for the Essential Questions.  The art was created through a collaboration with 
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my daughter and Kelsey Wright, a teaching artist who is a former high school 
teacher. In reviewing the completed work with the student earlier this month, 
he wanted to make one correction - he said that his limbic system responses 
come from where he is fighting for his rights.”  
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• What influ-
ence do you 
feel the 
COVID pan-
demic had 
on children's 
social and 
emotional 
learning? 

That’s a big question!  
 
For me, there are a multitude of answers based on the age of children, their 
development, and the resources in their personal worlds.  For some children 
who were teenagers, the beginning stages of the pandemic when some places 
(in the United States) had shelter in place orders, the children were focused 
inward, and their worlds became physically smaller, and if they had reliable 
internet access, their online worlds may have become more diverse with 
friends – and potentially challenging with content that was hard for parents 
and care providers to filter.  For some children, they were able to dive deeply 
into a craft, have time to build a skill or practice without disruption, and use 
technology to create friend groups outside of their geographic boundaries.  
Other children had to take on parenting duties and online schooling for 
younger siblings when parents had to leave to work.  Specifically toward so-
cial emotional learning, we are going to be uncovering the answer to this 
question for the next 12-15 years as the kids who were preschoolers in 2020 
grow into the educational system and the educational system grows (hope-
fully) with these children.  I’m wondering if we will see some research and 
data around the anecdotal stories that I am hearing about more misbehaviors 
happening across the grade levels.  How educators lean into the behaviors 
and model and support responses that build communities of caring could be 
an incredible outcome.  Also, looking at behaviors as If social and emotional 
learning is used as classroom management (which if it is, may be used in a 
way to control or demand compliance vs grow SEL skills. 
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• What chal-
lenges do ed-
ucators face 
in teaching 
SEL effec-
tively with 
children?  In 
managing 
children's 
and their 
own SEL 
dysfunction? 

I believe that recognizing our SEL challenges in our adult selves first is the 
most important step.  AND recognizing that the systems often prioritize com-
pliance and obedience of children in our care vs. the messiness that comes 
from grow the skills that help us navigate conflict and problem solving.  
Sometimes, our adult internal reaction (supported by systems) makes us want 
to be misbehavior extinguishers.  When we can be adult detectives, and get 
really curious about the beliefs behind the behavior, then we can see a misbe-
havior as a puzzle to solve.  
 
This takes time and commitment – which is a second challenge.  When we 
rush to get to the learning before the classroom feels safe for all learners, the 
learners who don’t feel safe will communicate their felt sense of safety with 
misbehaviors.  Educators may feel pressure to address “learning loss”, and as 
result, feel increasing pressure to more harshly discipline the “misbehaviors” 
so that the rest of the class can “catch up.”   Before the pandemic, restorative 
practices were gaining traction to reduce suspensions and expulsions.  IF the 
misbehaviors are indeed increasing in frequency, I’m worried that a return to 
more punitive discipline responses will be supported.   
 
There are also some communities that are framing SEL practices in the con-
versation of critical race theory, and in some states, SEL is becoming a target 
in legislation (see https://www.newsweek.com/social-emotional-learning-be-
comes-latest-battleground-school-curriculums-1671698) I’m concerned for 
teachers under enormous pressure and scrutiny – even teachers deeply com-
mitted to growing SEL skills and creating caring communities may be legally 
challenged to do so.  This summer, I spoke to a person who had just received 
their teaching degree in one of the states that is legislating against SEL prac-
tices.  She relayed a conversation with a professor that warned her “I’m 
teaching this to you, but don’t share with parents that SEL is your goal in the 
classroom.”  This is going to have negative consequences for a generation of 
teachers as well as students.  
 
Some communities had the resources to share with children, and children’s 
families had the position to weather the pandemic with greater ease.  In Cook 
County, IL, different districts within close geographic proximities experi-
enced different levels of learning growth due to the resources that the fami-
lies either had or did not have.  
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• How might 
educators 
use your 
book in nur-
turing their 
students' 
healthy SEL 
development 
and in man-
aging SEL 
dysfunction? 

I’m not sure that I’m comfortable with the term SEL dysfunction.  How about 
growing SEL skills.  
 
My book focuses on the anatomy behind self-regulation, with the hope that 
by better understanding our anatomy, we can have more grace with others 
and ourselves when we are dysregulated.   
 
What if the goal was not to decrease the time that we are dysregulated, rather, 
we could increase our awareness about being dysregulated so that we can 
take proactive action to move toward regulation. 
 
Educators can use the book as a read aloud to their students to normalize up-
set.  They can use the lesson plan to help create shared understanding and a 
signal to communicate upset and calm.  In the story, the book offers an idea 
about a “calming spot” to go when we are upset, and the notes for the curious 
provides steps for adults to help create such a place with kids.   
 
The notes for the curious also provide adults with additional resources for 
learning about the science behind the rhyme. 
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Transformative Translanguaging Espacios: Latinx Students and Their Teachers Rompiendo 
Fronteras Sin Miedo, edited by Maite T. Sanchez and Ofelia Garcia, Multilingual Matters, Jack-
son, TN, 2022.   

Book Review by Elviro Pichardo 
 
Author Bio: Elvira Pichardo is a bilingual instructional coach for a suburban Chicago school dis-
trict. She holds a BA in Anthropology and Psychology from the City University of New York-
Lehman College, a MA in Urban Bilingual Education (1-6) from Hunter College, and a MA and 
PhD in Evolutionary Anthropology with research focused on immigrant family investments in 
education. Currently, she is an educational leadership doctoral student at Lewis University and her 
research interests include translanguaging, raciolingusitics, dual language education, and anti-rac-
ist bilingual education. She can be reached at elvirapichardo@lewisu.edu.  
 
This edited book is a welcome addition to literature and research on translanguaging as pedagogy, 
praxis, and political act. Transformative Translanguaging Espacios: Latinx Students and Their 
Teachers Rompiendo Fronteras Sin Miedo explores the use of translanguaging, desde adentro y 
sin medio, in the classroom and the collaboration of academics, teachers, Latinx students, families, 
and communities to transform educational spaces and institutions in order to challenge dominant 
narratives around bilingualism. The translanguaging educational spaces, tejidos, and classrooms 
in this book confront traditional discourse around  the achievement gap, questioning deficit-laden 
labels and terms that have been used to name the educational trajectories and dynamic languaging 
of racialized bi/multilingual Latinx students. Teachers understand the power of collaboration in 
opening up transformative translanguaging espacios and centering their work with students, com-
munities, researchers, and academics to realize the full linguistic repertoires and academic poten-
tial of racialized bi/multilingual Latinx students. Sanchez and Garcia summarize their contribu-
tions to translanguaging in their introduction, focusing on the impact of the COVID pandemic and 
remote learning for Latinx students and Black students as well the anti-racist work of 
translanguaing after the renewed focus on antiracist efforts due to the murder of George Floyd 
(Sanchez and Garcia, 1). The introduction also provides a powerful outline centered on their posi-
tionalities and  translanguaging as doing language; most of the chapters in the book show how this 
focus on doing language in collaboration with teachers and classroom environments disrupts def-
icit constructions of language and academic failure through the opening of transformative 
translanguaging spaces (Sanchez and Garcia,pp. 4-5). 
  
This book is divided into six parts with a total of twelve chapters, including a foreward by Dr. 
Nelson Flores and a final reflection by Dr.  Guadalupe Valdes, whose work on raciolinguistics and 
doing language has reframed Latinx students as language architects (Garcia and Sanchez, pp.4). 
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The sections are as follows: Section 1: Latinx Children and Youth, Translanguaging and Transfor-
mation; Section II: Good and Agency: ¿Para Quien?; Section III: Possibilities from La Frontera; 
Section IV: Corridos y Cuentos Across and Beyond; Section V: Raising the Potencial of  “Los 
Otros” Latinx Bilingual Children and Youth; and Section 6: Conclusion. This text is grounded in 
the educational experiences of racialized bi/multilingual Latinx students in the United States, in 
particular, how we can focus on the educational and language experiences of Latinx students 
through the use of translanguaging. Translanguaging is defined as “ the use of language as a dy-
namic repertoire and not as a system with socially and politically defined boundaries (Sanchez and 
Garcia, pp.8).  In the twelve chapters of this book, educators use “translanguaging as the lever to 
pull this weight from Latinx bodies.”  The transformative power of translanguaging is realized 
through reconfiguring power, disrupting established knowledge, developing Latinx students’ crit-
ical consciousness, and humanizing education for Latinx students  (Sanchez and Garcia, pp.9). The 
view of the students is desde adentro, focusing the lens on classrooms and students and on the 
language practices of communities. 
  
This book review focuses on the foreward and on Section III: Possibilities from La Frontera. The 
Foreward: “The Transformative Possibilities of Translanguaging” providing the positioning of the 
book as a person-centric position of languages that focuses on the meaning making of racialized 
bilinguals in direct opposition to a code-centric perspective that focuses on named languages and 
linguistic features (Flores, xix). Flores develops a counter-narrative to dominant narratives of bi-
lingualism by focusing on the perspectives of the students themselves, transcending the limiting 
boundaries of named languages  identified as English and Spanish.He identifies the aim of the 
book as a centering of translanguaging as more than an academic concept and supporting its use 
as political commitment and act. The political stance is the focus on Latinx experiences, perspec-
tives, and needs and on the cultural and linguistic practices of Latinx students (Flores, xx). He 
opposes the use of best practices and academic language for supporting bilingual Latinx students 
and other racialized bi/multilingual students because they reinforce deficit discourses around lan-
guage practices. Instead, he theorizes about the role of education in facilitating transformation and 
the role of translanguaging, specifically, in decolonizing education and dominant language ideo-
logies and the institutionalization of processes that maintain and reproduce these language ideolo-
gies (Flores, xxi). He ends the forward by framing the cultural and linguistic practices of bi/multi-
lingual Latinx students as the norm while questioning the use of linguistic borders that maintain 
the status quo and label racialized bilingual communities as aberrant (Flores, xxi).  The chapters 
in Section III, as discussed in the book review, continue this re-centering and repositioning of 
voices and perspectives and of cultural and linguistic knowledge in order to challenge existing 
social and linguistic hierarchies    
 
The four chapters in Section III clearly delineate the transformative potential of collaboration and 
of translanguaging.  This section provides clear examples of translanguaging as praxis and as a 
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political act, through the constant collaboration of academics, teachers, and students. Chapter 4 
(Martinez, Vieyra, Ahmad, and Stovall) focus on daily instances of translanguaging, prefigurative 
spaces, defined as “ sites where bilingual Latina/o/x students and their teachers foreshadow forms 
of interaction and instruction that may be envisioned as part of a more translingual approach to 
schooling and society” (p.95). The chapter expresses how dual language bilingual education is 
impacted by policies of language separation that can lead to dual monolingualism or parallel mon-
olingualism, still centering English and English speakers in dual language classrooms. Two eth-
nographic field sites, one at an English only middle school and another one in a dual language 
elementary school classroom, show how students disrupted strict language boundaries in favor of 
translanguaging and dynamic bilingualism where students made meaning, creating spaces for 
agency where language is used flexibility and fluidly (p.105).Teachers worked with students to 
transform monoglossic spaces into prefigurative spaces,  flexible and dynamic translingual learn-
ing contexts. Prefigurative spaces can inform theory, research, and teacher practice. 
 
Chapter 5 (de la Piedra and Esquinca) elaborates on nepantlera translanguaging pedagogy in a 
DLBE classroom in an El Paso school. Translanguaging is defined within the context of commu-
nity cultural wealth and nepantlera translanguaging pedagogy analyzes the lived experiences and 
languaging  of transfronterix students who reside en la frontera and are located in-between nations, 
languages, experiences and ways of knowing (p.116). Nepantlera teachers are characterized as 
experiencing “un sitio entre dos mundos”, building bridges across los mundos and ways of know-
ing, and integrating different knowledge, from home and school, through convivencia (p.116). 
Together, students and teachers conceptualize, implement, and enact translanguaging spaces as a 
decolonized lengua in which teachers and students make sense of school and content but also show 
care, empathy, and solidarity through their convivencia in a dual language sitio. Through the use 
of nepantlera translanguaging pedagogy, emergent bilingual students resisted raciolinguistic ideo-
logies through the creation of a translanguaging sitio,  participated in transcaring with their teacher, 
including carino, confianza, and convivencia, transformed knowledge production and reproduction 
in the classroom, and transformed transfronterix students identity by positioning them as experts 
(p.130-131).  
 
Chapter 6 (Sanchez, Espinet, and Hunt) highlights how the development of a translanguaging in-
quiry unit focused on the language practices of the students and surrounding communities in NYC  
expanded the understanding of third grade teachers and students around the dynamic nature of 
language; consequently, the connection between language and power transformed the school 
through the positioning of dynamic bilingualism desde adentro, not desde afuera. The researchers 
and academics collaborated with the principal and teachers in a DLBE school to change under-
standings around language and language allocation policies. The findings included shifting the 
presence of two separate instructional spaces towards dynamic translanguaging, acknowledging 
the multilingualism of students and the school community, and the connection between language 
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and power (p.142). Teachers and students positioned themselves as learners and linguistic beings 
who valued the use of language across contexts and for contexts and worked to understand lin-
guistic variation. Through the exploration of how communities use language(s), students saw the 
power that English had and how languages are valued differently, including through language pol-
icy in state testing (p.151). Through a collaborative learning experience in which academics, teach-
ers, and students were learners, students developed critical consciousness and schools designed an 
educational experience that emphasized Latinx students, their communities, and their languages. 
 
Chapter 7 (Mateus, Henderson, Téllez-Arsté, and Palmer) investigates the use of translanguaging 
as humanizing pedagogy in which students can be themselves. A translanguaging pedagogical 
framework consists of the stance (beliefs and ideological orientation), design (language as re-
source), and coronet ( the flow of students dynamic bilingualism, and planned and unplanned ac-
tions around bilingualism) (p. 158), and is coupled with humanizing pedagogy in which the focus 
is the development of the whole individual. Data was collected in Mrs. Tellez’s one-way dual 
language classroom and her humanizing  pedagogy was illustrated through daily routines that cen-
tered students, respected children as whole people, including getting to know them and their lan-
guage practices and leveraging her own and her students’ translanguaging and linguistic flexibility 
through metalinguistic awareness and the co-construction of bilingual identities. Students learned 
and languaged through play and humor, leading to linguistic creativity and meaning negotiation 
(p.172). The collaboration between the researchers and the teacher led to the creation of a trans-
formative, humanizing translanguaging space where students were given autonomy and space to 
be themselves—linguistically, culturally, and humanly. 
 
This book provides a framework for K-12 educators, teacher educators, researchers, and school 
staff on how to center linguistic creativity and conduct anti-racist bilingual education. The chapters 
explored in this review provide clear examples of curricular changes, the creation of translanguag-
ing spaces and purposeful translanguaging lessons, and the inclusion of families and communities 
in the classroom and in education. The collaboration between teachers, researchers, students, and 
communities transformed traditional dual language and bilingual classrooms into spaces of lin-
guistic creativity and flexibility and acknowledged the community cultural wealth and linguistic 
variability found within our students, teachers, and schools. The centering of racialized bi/multi-
lingual Latinx students in classrooms, schools, and programs is a manageable task, as elaborated 
in the chapters above. Education and bilingual education specifically can then fulfill its promise 
of justicia and start addressing the mis-education of racialized bi/multilingual Latinx students and 
other marginalized youth. 
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Voices for Educational Equity — 

Future Issue Themes and Call for Submissions 
1.  Educator Wellness  -  Submission deadline, June 15, 2023 

2. Global Education - Submission deadline, September 15, 2023 

3.  Literacy - Submission deadline, January 30, 2024 

Voices for Educational Equity is the online scholarly journal of the Center for Success in High-
Need Schools posted on the Center website http://www.center4success.com/.  Voices articles, 
opinion columns, and book and media reviews reflect contemporary educational priorities, includ-
ing growing societal concerns about impacts of inequity.  Voices highlights scholarly research and 
innovative educator ideas and practices regarding emerging as well as persistent longtime issues 
and invites the perspectives of all stakeholders to promote a productive dialogue.  Unsolicited 
scholarly articles will be reviewed by scholar referees in the article subject field.   
 
Articles, columns, and reviews for publication in Voices for Educational Equity should be submit-
ted as a Microsoft Word document in Times New Roman 12 point font, 1.15 line spacing, 1 
inch margins, and with footnotes and references in APA format.   Email documents as Word 
attachments to Jerry Berberet, Ph.D., editor-in-chief (wgberberet@aol.com).  Case studies ad-
dressing equity concerns are especially welcomed. Articles and case studies should be approxi-
mately 2,500-5,000 words and include a short author bio, an abstract of 100-200 words, a brief 
review of relevant research literature bearing on the article subject, a discussion of findings and 
results, a conclusion, and a reference bibliography. Columns are opinion pieces, ordinarily of 500-
1,000 words, reflecting the views of the author. Book and media reviews should be 500-750 words 
in length. Authors are invited to email Jerry Berberet or call him (850-766-2656) to discuss a 
potential submission, request referee protocols, or to ask questions.  Past issues of the journal can 
be viewed on the Center’s website;  http://www.center4success.com 
 
The ISSN Number of Voices for Educational Equity is 2771-8328.  Voices is posted as an online 
"open access” journal twice annually. Voices is published by the Center for Success in High-Need 
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Schools http://www.center4success.com. The publisher is Jan Fitzsimmons, Ph.D.(jan@cen-
ter4success.com) president of the Center for Success.  The Center mailing address is: 28182 W. 
Savannah Trail, Barrington, IL 60010. 
 
 
Voices Future Issue Call: Volume 19, Number 2,  “Educator Wellness” (Submission Dead-
line, June 15, 2023)      
Educator wellness has emerged as a significant issue as schools have assumed, willingly and un-
willingly, an expanding list of responsibilities in our fast-paced digital society.  In part the need to 
pay attention to wellness reflects a larger concern for employee well-being that corporations, non-
profits, and governments have been forced to respond to in a pandemic environment in which all 
employers are scrambling to recruit and retain skilled employees.  But, as well, the need to address 
educator wellness reflects inattention to the needs of teachers and other school employees at a time 
when educators are leaving the profession in record numbers.  As a result schools and school dis-
tricts find themselves in dire straits made more difficult because adequate investments have not 
been made to enable the new educator pipeline to respond adequately to demand.  The lack of 
sufficient educator numbers to fill teacher vacancies has become, perhaps, the leading issue jeop-
ardizing the future of American preK-12 education, as teacher shortages extend beyond urban and 
rural schools to also affect affluent suburban areas.     
 
Various factors have contributed to the need for attention to educator wellness.  Not only do nearly 
all parents work, but the growing number of single-parent families has strained the ability of many 
parents to work closely with schools in the education of their children.  A steady increase in the 
past several decades in the percentage of students with learning disabilities, due to a variety of 
causes, along with society’s ever-growing academic and social expectations and frustrations with 
public schools—reflected in the rise of charter schools and increases in home schooling— have 
added pressures on educators, as attested to in federal and state measures of school accountability.  
School safety concerns have increased, witness the explosion of gun violence in schools, and the 
impacts of the Covid 19 pandemic on learning have made this accumulation of pressures almost 
unbearable.  Through it all, educator salaries remain low on the whole and the educator profession 
continues to suffer from a lack of public respect commensurate with educators’ critical role in 
society.   
 
The cumulative effects of stressors on educator health are increasingly alarming.  A Learning Pol-
icy Institute national survey prior to the pandemic found that one in six teachers had left their jobs 
each year in recent years.  A Rand Corporation survey prior to the 2020-21 school year found that 
one in four teachers said they were likely to leave.  Among African American teachers the propor-
tion was almost half leaving their jobs each year.  Indeed, the definition of the audience for social 
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and emotional learning, once reserved as a feature of learning focused on students, must be en-
larged to include the health and wellness needs of teachers, as well, to avoid catastrophic conse-
quences for the nation’s schools.  Moreover, teacher education programs are largely unable to 
prepare new teachers in adequate numbers to fill the void.  In many parts of the country teacher 
salaries have failed to keep up.  A variety of old and new approaches are being considered, e.g., 
alternative certification, school district certification programs bypassing college teacher prepara-
tion altogether, and career-changer incentives, to refresh the educator pipeline.   
 
Contributors to this issue of Voices for Educational Equity are invited to consider questions such 
as the following in preparing submissions. 
 

1. How might educator wellness be identified and addressed as an important factor contrib-
uting to educator well-being and school effectiveness?        

2. What diagnostic methods, treatments, and supports show promise of alleviating stress and 
other conditions that adversely affect educator wellness? 

3. Do programs exist that show promise of serving as best practices in supporting educator 
wellness?  Are teacher education programs preparing candidates adequately for the rigors 
and challenges teachers are facing at the present time? 

4. What steps are being taken in other sectors of society, such as in the corporate and nonprofit 
worlds, that might help improve educator wellness.  What innovations internationally 
might also be helpful in the American educational setting? 

 
  
Voices Future Issue Call:  “Global Education,” Volume 20, Number 1 (Submission Deadline, 
September 15, 2023)        
The increasing tensions and conflicts in our contemporary world—whether due to a rise in author-
itarianism, global food shortages, mass migrations of peoples seeking safer and more prosperous 
lives, or the Russian invasion of Ukraine that threatens to destabilize a post World War II interna-
tional order—collectively press schools to expand the social studies curriculum to improve student 
international awareness and cross-cultural understanding.  In addition to these critical issues, social 
media worldwide bombards parents and children alike with international propaganda and disinfor-
mation often more harmful to global stability than helpful for gaining understanding and develop-
ing empathy for cultural differences internationally and the circumstances and needs of people 
around the globe.  
 
If anything, the school curriculum has reduced its emphasis on civics and social studies in favor 
of vocationalism and other subjects.  Yet, it seems imperative that the school curriculum do its part 
in providing a solid educational grounding that both informs and counters the rash of disinfor-
mation and conspiracy theories adding to alarming divisions and disarray around the world.  
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Clearly, emphasis also needs to be placed on pedagogies that enliven these fields for students, as 
well as efforts to communicate the purposes and content of global education to parents.  As global 
threats such as climate change, nuclear proliferation, environmental devastation, and deprivations 
related to food insecurity and violence contributing to mass migrations of peoples illustrate, the 
very survival and sustainability of our planet is at stake. 
 

1. Are model curricula and promising pedagogies being developed that are energizing social 
studies and increasing their appeal to students and parents? 

2. How might international language programs optimally contribute to international under-
standing? 

3. What role do youth international travel and international service projects play in contrib-
uting to global understanding? 

4. How might teacher education programs better prepare teachers to play more effective roles 
in global education?  
 

 
Voices Future Issue Call: Volume 20, Number 2, “Literacy” (Submission Deadline, January 
30, 2024)      
Perhaps no subject is a more fundamental educational building block than literacy.  Learning to 
read is the sine qua non to other learning, whether in literature and social studies, or in science and 
mathematics.  Yet, American student scores on  reading achievement tests and other literacy 
measures show that the needle has either hardly moved or actually declined in recent decades.  
Major attention has been given over several decades to lagging scores of African American and 
Latinx students whose numbers are rising in the student population.   Adult illiteracy continues to 
be a significant issue, as well, especially among recent immigrants, people of color, and in low 
income communities.  Major attention, fairly successfully, has been given to bilingual education 
in recent years, an effort whose importance remains high in the wake of continuing levels of Amer-
ican immigration.  The importance of efforts to improve literacy will not go away as a literate 
population is essential for the effective functioning of the increasingly complex economic and 
technological organization of American and global society. 
 

1. What do recent studies show to be leading causes of illiteracy and how it is affecting stu-
dent achievement and societal functioning?  Are teacher education programs doing their 
part in preparing teachers for literacy education? 

2. To what extent have advances in early childhood education contributed to improving liter-
acy rates in recent years?  What are examples of best practices in early childhood education 
related to literacy?  What examples exist of outstanding adult literacy programs? 
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3. Is teaching and learning in disciplines other than language and literature contributing to the 
literacy problem?  What pedagogical best practices is these areas are contributing to liter-
acy education?     

 
 


