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EL Advocacy Case Study #2:
Social Emotional Learning and ELs
During COVID-19

Present Issues & Examples

This case study is the second of three that will focus on advocating for English learners (ELs) during
the Covid-19 pandemic. We developed this case study based on conversations we have had with

teachers of ELs as well as research and best practices we read about.

Prior to emergency school closures and the continuing instructional shifts brought on by the
Covid-19 pandemic, many school districts around the country had already begun to incorporate pro-
grams or practices aimed at supporting students’ social-emotional learning (SEL). Walking the halls
of an elementary school, you might have heard students practicing breathing techniques, engaging
in role plays dealing with difficult social situations, or taking part in lessons where they learned how
to name and identify their feelings. At the secondary level, you might have seen students working
collaboratively on projects in the classroom or seen posters in the hallways seeking members for the
Kindness Club.

As the uncertainty around the pandemic fist unfurled in March 2020, opportunities for teachers,
students, and families to interact in person ground to a halt. Many teachers found it challenging to
check in with students and gauge their social-emotional status and readiness to learn. Pressed to
teach using unfamiliar digital tools and platforms, teachers often had to focus on teaching academic
skills in a compressed amount of time and did not always have time to incorporate SEL practices in
their lessons. English learners in particular lost a vital connection when school buildings closed and
learning became virtual. Many ELs rely on the support of teachers to navigate the school day. Teach-
ers work especially hard to help ELs recognize that they are important members of their class com-
munity and create a safe and comfortable learning environment. Without this strategic in-person

support, many ELs were left to feel isolated, disconnected, and stressed.

While many teachers acknowledge that virtual learning provided another avenue for connection with
students by providing them insights into ELs’ home environments, being out of the school building
and away from the regular routine of school has been challenging for many other students. Also,
that small peek into a student’s home doesn't tell us the full story of students’ experiences during
the pandemic. Many have missed out on participating in sports and other activities and celebrating
milestones with friends or family. Some had to take on additional responsibilities at home that lim-

ited their time for schoolwork, friends, or even their ability to decompress. Many have experienced
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illness themselves or the loss of family members. We can say with certainty that nearly all students
at some point during the pandemic have encountered increased stress and anxiety in one form or

another.

Most of us have returned to in-person instruction during the current school year. Although we are
still managing the ever-changing Covid pandemic and the uncertainty around new variants and lack
of substitute teachers (Staehr Fenner, 2022), our return to school offered some sense of hope that
students and teachers could be together safely and learn in a classroom environment. As educators,
we want to build on this feeling of hope and create some excitement for an enhanced school ex-
perience for the rest of this year. We know there is still work to do to recover from the effects of the
pandemic and manage the waves of new variants, but the return to in-person classes has offered a
great opportunity to reconnect with students and families and to rebuild classrooms in a way that will
support academic and social-emotional needs. We hope through this case study you will be encour-

aged to advocate for the social-emotional learning all students need this year and beyond.

We first present a definition and framework for social-emotional learning. Next, we focus on possi-
ble advocacy issues related to SEL for ELs and share a case study that serves as an example of how
teachers can advocate for ELs. We apply a five-step EL advocacy framework as a guide for steps that

you can take in your own advocacy work. Finally, we conclude with some closing thoughts.

What is Social Emotional Learning?

The Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL) defines SEL as “the pro-
cess through which all young people and adults acquire and apply the knowledge, skills, and atti-
tudes to develop healthy identities, manage emotions and achieve personal and collective goals,
feel and show empathy for others, establish and maintain supportive relationships, and make re-
sponsible and caring decisions” (casel.org/what-is-sel/, n.d.). The skills all students will need to

develop are further categorized into five core competencies outlined in the CASEL framework: (1)
self-awareness, (2) self-management, (3) social awareness, (4) relationship skills, and (5) responsible
decision-making. CASEL proposes that it is essential for all students to acquire these skills if they
wish to pursue higher education, find gainful employment, and maintain meaningful relationships
throughout their lives. The framework is a solid starting point for envisioning social-emotional learn-
ing in classrooms, but for the sake of ELs, it is important to remember to begin with ELs" unique
experiences and cultural backgrounds as a foundation for their learning and engagement (Teich &
Staehr Fenner, 2021).
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Focusing on One Advocacy Issue

We know that many EL students have faced trauma, stress, and a variety of unexpected challenges

during the pandemic (Breiseth, 2020). As a result, we may see struggles in the classroom that will
impact both learning and relationship building. Implementing appropriate SEL practices can support
students in healing and in building their capacity to handle future issues. While the CASEL frame-
work provides broad categories of social-emotional needs, it will fall to teachers to determine the
specific SEL skills to teach and how to teach them. When making these decisions, teachers of ELs
will need to consider ELs" unique contexts, such as learning language while simultaneously learn-
ing academic content, cultural norms that are likely different than dominant U.S. American cultural
norms, and perhaps the stress of the uncertain immigration status of themselves or family members.
When advocating for SEL for ELs, teachers must advocate for SEL practices that will acknowledge
these unique contexts. Teachers must also select and develop SEL lessons and practices that will be
culturally relevant, meaning that they are reflective of students’ cultural backgrounds, and lessons
are taught in a way that is accessible to all students. Through collaboration across school buildings,
teachers will be able to collect the information they need about all students in order to best ac-
knowledge, explore, and support ELs" unique assets and needs. They can then strategically select
and implement lessons and instructional practices that take into account the variety of students’
cultural experiences. Working collaboratively will also ensure that there is a shared language around
social-emotional practices used consistently across the school building as well as eliminate overuse
or excessive reliance on one or two strategies. While there are several areas in which you could ad-
vocate for SEL for ELs, we recommend that teachers narrow their focus to one area to start.

Many students have returned to full-time in-person instruction after more than a year of some combi-

nation of virtual or hybrid learning. It has become clear that the pandemic has had a disproportion-

ate impact on EL families in the following areas (Uro, Lai, Alsace & Corcoran, 2020):

Rates or impact of illness

Job loss and financial concerns

Availability of public resources

Access to digital resources and learning opportunities

Stress and mental health concerns
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At the same time, many ELs and their families are struggling with the additional fear and trauma as-
sociated with the acts of violence we’ve seen directed towards specific cultural groups. As students
strive to manage the effects of these various impacts and return to in-person learning, teachers may
see changes in student engagement in the classroom.

Again, we suggest focusing on one area. In order to identify a priority area of SEL for your students,
start by brainstorming a few advocacy issues. Think about the challenges your students have faced,
and use the CASEL Framework to consider the SEL competency area and skills that might address

them. Then try to select an area in which you are likely to be able to make a change. To learn more
about steps you can take once you have identified your area for advocacy, take a look at the follow-
ing case study: SEL Support for ELs at River Edge Middle School'.

Case Study: SEL Support for ELs at River Edge Middle School’

River Edge Middle School is located just outside a large city in the Northwest where about 1100 stu-
dents attend 7th and 8th grade. The district is made up of nearly 20% English learners, with Span-
ish being the top language spoken. After Spanish, the other top languages spoken are Arabic and
Russian with a small number of students speaking Swahili. There are four full-time ESOL teachers at
the school. Tomas Vargas is the lead ESOL teacher and has been at the school for over ten years.
During his time at the school, EL student numbers have nearly doubled. Students had the option to
return to in-person instruction in January 2021 after being fully virtual in spring 2020 and for the first
semester of the 2020-21 school year. While the majority of students, about 80%, chose to return to
in-person instruction, attendance at school has been inconsistent ever since. In the 2021-22 school
year, there is no virtual option; all students receive in-person instruction. Students are following

county guidelines around mask-wearing and social distancing.

During virtual instruction, Mr. Vargas attempted to keep in touch with his students and understand
the needs of their families. He also kept abreast of news reports, so he was aware of the impact that
Covid had on EL families. He knew that students would need social-emotional support after being
physically away from school for so long. Upon returning to school, he made time for observation and

discussions with students so he could be sure to focus SEL support in a meaningful way.

While working directly with EL students, he recognized many students needed to understand their
strengths, and they needed to see that instruction and assignments could support and build on
those strengths. In discussions with students, he found that when it came to written assignments,
they mostly focused on what they could not do, and he wanted to help them recognize and focus on

what they could do. He also realized that there were some structures in place in the classroom that

"The school and teachers’ names are fictitious.
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drew too much attention to what students were not capable of, such as writing detailed sentences or
speaking using correct English grammar. He wanted to help set up structures and language in the
classroom that promoted a growth mindset.

He discussed his idea for promoting a growth mindset with Ms. Watson, a seventh-grade history
classroom teacher, who agreed that all the students in her class would benefit from learning some
SEL practices. They decided to work together to bring the needed SEL practices to the classroom.
Their administrator, Ms. Evans, had shared some SEL practices at staff meetings, so Mr. Vargas felt
confident she would support this idea of taking some class time to provide this support for students.
Subsequently, Mr. Vargas decided to advocate for relevant and culturally responsive SEL support for
Ms. Watson'’s class. A culturally responsive approach would ensure that his 7th grade EL students’
unique linguistic and cultural attributes could be built upon so that the students could gain confi-
dence and develop a growth mindset that they could then apply to their history class assignments.

Keeping his goal in mind, Mr. Vargas used the 5-step process for EL advocacy as a framework for his
advocacy efforts. First, he familiarized himself with the 5-step EL advocacy process? (Snyder & Staehr
Fenner, 2021), outlined below.

5-Step Advocacy Process for ELs

Isolate the issue

Know students’ and families’ rights and relevant research

Develop your allies

Identify your outlets for change

Organize and educate others

2The original 5-step process can be found here.
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Step 1: Isolate the issue

The issue at River Edge Middle School was that EL students had low motivation, and they were not

working independently, especially on writing assignments even with appropriate scaffolds in place.
Mr. Vargas wanted to advocate for in-class SEL practices that were relevant and culturally responsive
for ELs so they would develop confidence and a growth mindset that they could then apply to their
history assignments.

Step 2: Know students’ and families’ rights and relevant research

Before he began advocating, Mr. Vargas made sure he fully understood his students’ and families’
rights. In addition, he searched for relevant research on SEL practices and strategies so he had the

information he needed to support his advocacy efforts.

Mr. Vargas knew that his students’ families had the right to receive information in their home lan-
guage about the SEL practices the teachers would be bringing into the classroom. He planned to
send information home in students’ home languages that explained the rationale for the new prac-
tices and described some of the types of activities students might be doing in class. He also planned
to engage his school’s parent liaison to call a group of parents who preferred to communicate orally

using an interpreter.

Mr. Vargas also knew that his students had the right to language support through scaffolding as well
as culturally relevant instruction during the SEL lessons.

In his research on SEL, Mr. Vargas learned that participation in SEL instruction has many positive
outcomes for students: they perform better academically, have fewer negative behaviors, and have
more motivation to learn and spend more time on schoolwork (Durtak et al., 2011).

Mr. Vargas found additional research by the Learning Policy Institute that showed integrating SEL

leads to “higher graduation rates, less bullying, and lower teacher stress” (2017).

Research focusing specifically on a social emotional learning program for adolescent Latino ELLs
called Jévenes Fuertes (Strong Teens) found that a culturally adapted program benefited the stu-
dents involved. Lessons and materials were delivered in Spanish and content was adapted to reflect
the students’ cultural experiences. Results showed students in the program had stronger social emo-
tional skills and emotional resiliency (Castro-Olivo et al., 2020).
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He also learned through his research that educators across the country recognized the need to prior-
itize students’ social emotional health during the pandemic (Walker, 2020).

Step 3: Develop your allies

Once Mr. Vargas was clear on the rights of his students and families and discovered some research

to support his advocacy issue, he needed to start thinking about who he could find to partner with
him in this effort. By finding allies, both within the school building and in the community, Mr. Var-
gas knew he had the potential to access additional resources and expertise. He also knew he had a
greater chance of success if he had the support of his colleagues, students’ families, and community

members.

He started by brainstorming a list of people in the school and people from the community who
might have expertise that would further this advocacy issue. While there were many who he thought
would be likely to support him and bring their expertise, he thought he would be best served by
intentionally developing a team that represented and connected various stakeholders. He already
had the support of one classroom teacher, Ms. Watson. He also reached out to his ESOL colleagues,
the school counselor, the school’s parent liaison, a counselor at a community center, and leaders at
religious institutions attended by school families.

With his committee formed, Mr. Vargas and his school-based colleagues met to discuss a plan. After
their first meeting, each member was charged with investigating SEL practices and strategies. The
team met again two weeks later to share information, discuss the best approach, and ensure the

inclusion of culturally relevant strategies and materials in history class.

Step 4: Identify your outlets for change

While the group learned about many “packaged SEL programs,” they felt the best approach for
their school was to start small and focus on the specific area of need they noticed in Ms. Watson’s

classroom.

Mr. Vargas then served as a scribe to write up a formal, descriptive proposal to share with the school

administration, including the following ideas:

- Mr. Vargas and Ms. Watson will co-teach the SEL lessons. They agreed it was best to

provide these lessons to the whole class, rather than pull out a group of EL students, as this

would contribute to creating a safe, comfortable learning environment for all students.
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- They will implement the lessons in a Morning Meeting format during homeroom first thing
in the morning and follow up with support and reinforcement of lessons throughout the
school day. During the Morning Meeting, students and teachers can greet each other using
language and gestures from a variety of cultures, engage in a fun warm-up activity or game,
assess their emotional state, and learn strategies to identify and build on their strengths and
manage their emotions. The activities will be carefully designed with the principles of
culturally relevant teaching in mind, which begins by recognizing the value each student
brings to the classroom and the teacher’s responsibility to use students’ cultural knowledge

as a scaffold to promote new learning.

The teachers anticipate that as students begin to engage in the Morning Meeting activities, they

will find them enjoyable and meaningful, and these activities will encourage them to get to school
on time. As students discover their strengths and practice activities that help them build on these
strengths, they will gain confidence. The teachers will support students in applying their SEL skills
when faced with a challenging assignment, such as the writing assignments. Teachers will reinforce
the SEL learning throughout the school day. For example, they can post student-created positive af-
firmations written in home languages and including visuals. Students and teachers can use the post-
ers as reminders of their strengths and as motivation throughout the day. Students can add posters

as they further develop their self-awareness and discover new strengths.

- Before beginning the daily lessons, the teachers will survey students to find out their SEL
strengths and needs. Based on this information teachers will develop lessons and help
students set and document personal learning goals. Setting goals will help students
develop a growth mindset.

O The teachers will plan regular check-in meetings with students to assess their
learning, get their feedback, and consider new goals. During these meetings,
students will be encouraged to participate in the language in which they are most
comfortable, so teachers will be sure to schedule them at a time when they have
appropriate home language support and/or access to translation tools. Materials
used to document goals will be scaffolded to be comprehensible and meaningful
for ELs.

o The teachers will co-plan lessons to ensure the content and language are
appropriately scaffolded for ELs and align with their students’ linguistic and
cultural experiences. They will explore topics that students can relate to and will
help them further develop their self-awareness. For example, in a morning activity

students may be asked to list 2 or 3 of their strengths. Some students may struggle
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with this activity as their culture may be more collectivist and not encourage as much
self-analysis. Teachers can support students to participate by encouraging them to
describe themselves in terms of their social relationships or roles within their culture

group, such as “l am a helpful son.”

o They will provide opportunities for students to share their own experiences and express
themselves using a language in which they are comfortable. In addition, the teachers
will develop hand gestures and visual cues that will help students at an emergent level

of English engage with the lessons.

O The teachers will work to connect social-emotional learning with academic lessons
beyond history. For example, in an ELA class, students might analyze a text to identify

a character’s emotions or ways in which a character shows their strengths.

Step 5: Organize and educate others

Mr. Vargas also worked with his parent liaison to develop a plan for sharing information about the
SEL lessons and plans for implementation with EL parents. Together they decided to hold a meeting
for all parents as well as send out written information in home languages. While the parent liaison
was instrumental in setting up the meeting and providing language support, the parents who attend-
ed the meeting were reassured to see that the history teacher and administrator were also in support
of this effort. The parents of ELs were encouraged when Mr. Vargas shared his research and plan for

culturally responsive SEL instruction that supported students learning English.

Mr. Vargas also worked with his school counselor and parent liaison to plan for opportunities to re-
ceive ongoing feedback from EL families. They discussed using surveys and holding one in-person
meeting at the end of each school term. He also encouraged the families of the EL students to join

his committee.

After working together with this class for several weeks, Mr. Vargas and Ms. Watson documented
some successes, including student reflections on how the SEL practices have helped them recognize
their strengths and feel more confident and better able to work through some of their writing as-
signments. Many students demonstrated a growth mindset through their goal setting. He shared the
results at a grade-level meeting and encouraged his colleagues to think about how they could incor-

porate SEL lessons and strategies in their classes.
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Despite his successes, Mr. Vargas had anticipated some pushback from his grade-level colleagues.
He expected that they would be concerned about lost instructional time. He had met with his com-
mittee and together they had developed talking points (Snyder and Staehr Fenner, 2021) to address
these anticipated concerns. These talking points included information on the length of their morn-
ing meetings, documented lower rates of tardiness, and increased submissions of completed assign-
ments. Mr. Vargas was also prepared with some anecdotal notes where he had collected examples of

language students used to demonstrate their growth mindset.

Mr. Vargas also discussed his successes with his school administrator and shared the importance of
whole-school SEL practices. Again, Mr. Vargas anticipated some pushback from the administrator.
He expected that his administrator would not want to bring yet another initiative to her already over-
worked staff. He was prepared with some strong but succinct statements to respond to the potential
pushback (Snyder & Staehr Fenner, 2021). He highlighted the decreased tardiness in Ms. Watson'’s
class as well as the increase in submission of completed assignments. He suggested a whole-school
initiative modeled after a poster activity he and Ms. Watson had completed in their classroom. He
suggested posting student created work that highlighted student strengths on the walls in school
hallways. The posters would include visuals and writing in students” home languages. He and Ms.
Watson offered to take the lead on this effort, hoping that the visual reminder would serve as a first

step for some students and staff who were struggling to recognize their own strengths.

Conclusion

As school districts continue to consider the myriad needs of students as they engage in full time
in-person instruction, many will be discussing SEL. Educators know that students need to feel con-
nected with each other and that they are in a safe learning environment. One way to address the
need for belonging is by advocating for using linguistically and culturally relevant SEL strategies. We
have chosen to highlight the advocacy efforts of one ESOL teacher as he works to ensure that SEL
practices used in his school addressed the strengths and met the unique needs of his ELs. Students
will have many new challenges and many new opportunities as they continue learning in person, and
you may have a different priority for advocacy. We hope this case study will serve as a helpful frame-
work for thinking about the steps you will take to approach your own EL advocacy issue.
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