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Integrating Socioemotional Learning through Critical Consciousness 
  

Despite research that shows the efficacy of 
socioemotional learning (SEL), widespread 
implementation of SEL into school curriculum 
has faced criticism from educators who doubt 
that SEL practices are differentiated enough to 
address the unique needs of individual students 
and schools, particularly older students. However, 
integrating SEL through the lens of critical 
consciousness allows schools to tailor SEL 
concepts to meet the needs of adolescents, 
including those experiencing substantial 
challenges with self-regulation.  
 
Critical consciousness provides students with the 
tools to contextualize themselves within their 
social, political and cultural surroundings as well 
as interrogate the forces of power and inequality 

that affect their daily lives. Practicing critical 
consciousness enables students to recognize their 
situation, understand there are many things 
contributing to their condition, and open up 
possibilities to take action on behalf of their own 
or others well-being. 
 
We believe that all schools should develop 
students’ critical consciousness, and that it is 
particularly important for alternative education 
schools. Schools that have been tasked with 
meeting the needs of students who are not 
accommodated by traditional schools. 
Alternative schools are often stigmatized as 
‘dumping grounds’ to remove behaviorally 
disruptive students from traditional schools, and 
seen as institutional spaces that further distance 

Dissemination of 
Trauma Responsive 

Educational Practices 

INTEGRATING SEL INTO INSTRUCTION 
 
Schools serving high concentrations of poor students often view socioemotional 
learning (SEL), which is instruction that teaches self-awareness, self-
management, social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision-
making as an “extra” that can be considered once academic competencies have 
improved. However, research clearly shows that students with low 
socioemotional skills are limited in their ability to benefit from academic 
instruction.  
 
SEL can help students from disadvantaged backgrounds overcome the cognitive 
and psychological traumas associated with growing up in stressful, unstable, and 
unsafe environments. SEL improves concentration, responding to directions, 
stress management, and many other factors that enable school success. 
 
Because many teachers and schools have limited time and must navigate 
instruction first accountability climates, these research-to-practice briefs are 
dedicated to fostering the integration of SEL into academic instruction.   
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a disproportionately low-income and minority 
student population from high quality educational 
opportunities. Since these students tend to come 
from low-socioeconomic households and have 
experienced many traumatic stressors, they are 
especially in need of educational experiences that 
build not only their academic learning, but also 
their ability to think critically about and cope with 
adverse circumstances.  
 
Successful integration of SEL into the academic 
life of alternative schools can guide the 
implementation of SEL programs that aim to 
serve similar students in the context of traditional 
schools. In one alternative school, staff members 
found that implementing SEL practices within a 
critically conscious and culturally relevant 
curriculum allowed them 
to reach students in the 
most effective manner. An 
examination of that school 
revealed four essential 
domains through which 
SEL can be integrated: (1) 
pedagogy, (2) 
relationships, (3) school 
environment, and (4) 
community integration.  
 
Pedagogy. To ensure that 
what is taught and how it is 
taught resonates with 
students, it is important to 
tailor content to fit the 
context of the greater 
society, the school, and the 
individual student. This 
can be done by making content more grounded in 
the social and political context of the community. 
For alternative schools serving disproportionate 
numbers of marginalized youth, students may 
feel more empowered when there is active 
recognition of the racial-ethnic, social, and 
economic issues that impact their lives. This 
includes powerful examples of the work, sacrifice 
and success of people who share similar social 
and cultural backgrounds to their own. Moreover, 
the curriculum should be personalized to 
students’ individual academic and 

socioemotional needs, by making a concerted 
effort to help students learn coping mechanisms 
to process trauma or adverse life experiences.  
 
Relationships. An important component of 
SEL is the extent to which students have close, 
vulnerable relationships with their teachers. 
Learning is an interpersonal interaction between 
teachers and their students, and when students 
are able to relate with their teachers, they are also 
better able to learn from their teachers. Teachers 
can help foster deeper relationships by being 
vulnerable with students, getting to know them 
outside of school, and encouraging them through 
recognizing their strengths. Knowing about 
students’ lives outside of school is central to 
teacher-student relationship building.  

 
The school environment can be another 
critical way to promote socioemotional learning. 
A positive school climate that begins with respect 
for students and staff cultivates a community 
where students feel open to emotional healing 
and are comfortable speaking about traumatic 
life experiences they may have had. It is 
important that all staff members are aware of the 
possibility that students’ educational difficulties 
may be the result of traumatic life experiences, 
and understand the importance of helping 

“… with encouragement and the recognition of their 
strengths then students are more likely to engage 
with, respect, and learn from the staff. A school 
administrator gave this perspective: So, if you were 
this young person that had all these fights and 
disruptive and all that. I'm not saying that that's what 
you are. I'm saying that I see clearly that that's what 
you've done, that's not necessarily what you are or 
what you can be. I'm interested in helping to engage 
you in a transformational type of experience.” 
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students process emotional wounds. School 
administrators should be especially deliberate in 
casting a vision of school as a physically, 
psychologically, and emotionally safe space. 
 
Community. Finally, staff members pointed out 
the importance of engaging the surrounding 
community as a source of emotional healing, 
professional development, and resources for the 
students. By sharing similar experiences with 
students, community members often help 
address their emotional needs and increase 
student engagement. Moreover, community 
organizations can support schools by providing 
resources to students and training to staff 
members. A conscious effort should also be made 
to incorporate community leaders into the 
curriculum by inviting them to teach classes on 
special topics. These classes can incorporate 
unique interests and learning styles such as 
business development, a hip-hop dance class, 
finding a local artist to teach a special class, or 
building a community garden.  

It is therefore crucial for schools to collaborate 
with students’ communities to create 
opportunities for students to develop skills and 
responsibilities that enrich their classroom 
learning, while also giving them a sense of 
belonging and purpose. 
 
While typical SEL in itself is beneficial, it is the 
added element of critical consciousness in SEL 
implementation that elevates the outcomes of 
marginalized youth. For marginalized youth, 
schools should approach SEL with an eye towards 
cultural context and relevancy. By developing 
students’ awareness of the social and political 
forces that may have contributed to their 
academic struggles, providing strong examples of 
culturally relevant growth and success and 
offering interesting and culturally-grounded 
means of content delivery, SEL implementation 
can be made more comprehensive and 
differentiated.  
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