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A B S T R A C T

This SEL in Practice article describes the content, methods, and lessons learned from three cohorts of imple-
mentation of the SELove (pronounced S-E-L love) program in the context of a university partnership with the 
early childhood education community in Hawai‘i. The series is a 9-month long professional development 
experience with two primary aims: 1) To build teachers’ social and emotional learning (SEL) skills for use in their 
interactions with students, and 2) To increase teacher wellness and retention by acknowledging and providing a 
modicum of direct relief from the crisis of low morale and high turnover that besets the teaching profession 
today. Key aspects of the model that were specially designed to center the adult experience and create a healing 
space for teachers through the lens of SEL are highlighted, such as the use of reflective insight circles, and how 
they helped teachers access their inner wisdom. Preliminary program evaluation information as well as the 
perspectives of participant authors are included, and suggest that the program has promise for building teachers’ 
capacity to nurture SEL skills in children and themselves, lightening their burdens, and helping them reframe 
their challenges in ways that renew their love of their chosen vocation.

SELove showed us the powerful need we all have for a gentle place to bring 
our experiences. A place we can all release ourselves from trying to solve 
the problem or do things the way someone else would. A chance to wonder 
and be curious about ourselves and others, that keeps us connected to our 
common humanity in so many supportive ways. I felt myself shift from the 
role of fixer to “reflector” instead. This has helped me care for myself in 
the same way I do my keiki [children], one of my primary goals when I 
signed up for SELove. – Participant author Abbie

Introduction

Approaches to deepening adult learning have existed for decades, 
such as co-constructing and activating adults’ pre-existing knowledge, 
values, and skills in service of the desired new learning (Beavers, 2009) 
or engaging in “reflective practice,” which involves being provided op-
portunities to think critically about their work in order to manage the 
complexity of day-to-day practice (Curry & Epley, 2021). However, such 

models have also been extensively critiqued for being applied in ways 
that are overly individualistic and inconsiderate of systemic issues, 
“mechanistic” as opposed to emotion-based or embodied, or too prone to 
“confessionals,” surveillance, and control (Botelho, 2021; Bradbury 
et al., 2010; Saltiel, 2012; Tremmel, 1993). In our recent years of 
providing professional development (PD) in the area of social and 
emotional learning (SEL), we have come to believe that the SEL field, 
because of its focus on emotions and relationships, is uniquely posi-
tioned to redress or even heal some of the demoralization that has 
become prevalent in the teaching profession (Santoro, 2021), resulting 
in all-time crisis levels of both recruitment and retention (Irwin et al., 
2023; Kotowski et al., 2022; Robinson et al., 2022). We are certainly not 
the first to consider the relevance of the concept of healing in education 
as scholars of color, from Indigenous backgrounds, and those employing 
trauma-responsive frameworks have long been calling on schools to take 
up their role in healing the wounds that they have created and those they 
haven’t (Garcia, 2019; Ginwright, 2015; Regnier, 1994; Sosa-Provencio 
et al., 2020; Villanueva, 2013). This article describes one initiative that 
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aimed to answer that call, and help bring closer together the intuitively 
compatible fields of SEL and healing-centered education. Our focus is 
adult-forward in order to honor teachers’ full humanity (Reid, 2024) 
and finally offer to them what the SEL field demands they offer to others.

The professional development series we will describe here, entitled 
SELove (pronounced S-E-L love), was a university partnership with the 
early childhood education community in Hawai‘i, developed between 
2018 and 2020 and implemented with three cohorts of teachers thus far. 
SELove is a 9-month long program with two primary aims: 1) To build 
teachers’ social and emotional learning (SEL) skills for use in their in-
teractions with students, and 2) To increase teacher wellness and 
retention by acknowledging and providing a modicum of direct relief 
from the crisis that besets the teaching profession today. The model 
curates diverse wisdoms and theoretical frameworks relevant to SEL 
including attachment theory and trauma-responsive care (e.g., Lips-
comb et al., 2019), the neuroscience of stress (e.g., Perry, 2006), and 
non-violent communication (Rosenberg, 2002), and is focused on sup-
porting teachers in becoming more reflective and intentional about their 
“ways of seeing and being,” i.e., how teachers bring their selves, 
including beliefs, attitudes, and past experiences to their work 
(Dall’Alba, 2009; Dencev & Collister, 2010; Ergas & Ritter, 2020). This 
article provides an overview of the content and structure of the series, 
highlights three aspects of the model that were especially important in 
our attempts to support adult SEL and promote healing, and shares 
lessons learned through program evaluation and the experiences of the 
participants, two of whom are authors on the present article.

Why all the focus on adult SEL?

Although the amount of attention and resources devoted to the 
teaching of social and emotional concerns in schools has waxed and 
waned over the years depending on the economic and political tug-of- 
war of the day, the pendulum continues to swing back to the idea that 
even if one’s primary concern is global economic competitiveness, an 
education that focuses on academics alone is wildly inadequate. 
Developmental neuroscientist Adele Diamond puts it this way: “Want to 
optimize executive functions and academic outcomes? Simple, just 
nourish the human spirit” (Diamond, 2013; p. 205). While there are 
valid cultural debates and inevitable messiness around about what sort 
of social and emotional education should be provided, the evidence for 
the effectiveness of a variety of SEL approaches and for a variety of 
student populations is nevertheless undeniable at this point (e.g., 
Cipriano et al., 2023; Cipriano et al., 2024; Corcoran et al., 2018; Durlak 
et al., 2011; Durlak et al., 2022; Taylor et al., 2017).

Yet, even amid growing evidence and appetite for SEL in schools, it 
wasn’t long before it became obvious that SEL was somewhat unlike 
other curricular content in that it is even more dependent on teacher 
dispositions and “ways of being,” which could not be assumed to be pre- 
existing. Efforts to characterize and advocate for a systemic approach to 
SEL increased, and of course, teacher training and support was identified 
as a critical element in any SEL system (Mahoney et al., 2021; Mart et al., 
2015; Meyers et al., 2019). In particular, Schonert-Reichl and colleagues 
contributed a body of work identifying “a profound disconnect” (Niemi 
& Weissberg, 2017; p. 3) between what teachers were increasingly ex-
pected to know and do related to SEL and the training and support that 
was offered to them in pre-service teacher preparation programs, 
regardless of whether SEL terminology was specifically used 
(Schonert-Reichl, 2017; Schonert-Reichl, Kitil, et al., 2015; 2017).

In addition to teacher education, SEL models and programs them-
selves also bear a significant portion of the burden in attending to the 
needs of the adults we expect to implement SEL. Through their devel-
opment and evaluation of the CARE (Cultivating Awareness and Resil-
ience in Education) for teachers program, Jennings and colleagues took 
a major step for the field by demonstrating that a mindfulness-based 
program that was teacher-facing and involving no direct activities for 
children could still be successful in improving not only teacher 

wellbeing, but also classroom climate and child outcomes (Brown et al., 
2023; Jennings et al., 2013; 2017; 2019). SEL models have continued to 
be expanded to include key adult skills and “moves” such as building 
trusting relationships, creating community, and fostering self-reflection, 
that should both enhance their own coping and self-regulation in the 
classroom as well as “map on” to the SEL-based goals we have for stu-
dents (Markowitz & Bouffard, 2022; Turner, 2023). The 2023 SEL 
conference held by the field-founding organization CASEL (Collabora-
tion for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning) had its theme 
dedicated to the adult leaders of SEL initiatives. In short, consensus is 
growing around the notion that all SEL is adult SEL, and that figuring out 
the best ways to authentically train and support teachers is a critical 
frontier for the field.

Beyond the seemingly obvious truth that people need their own 
expertise in a topic before they can teach it to others, some programs 
that hope to address adult SEL, including ours, are evolving to also 
attempt to provide some direct relief to teachers from larger societal 
stresses that impact them. Long before the COVID-19 pandemic, teach-
ing has become one of the most stressful professions, with far-reaching 
impacts on teachers, the teaching profession, and students (Greenberg 
et al., 2016) including a drastic drop in teachers who feel the stress of 
their job is worth it from 81 % to 42 % over the last 15 years (Kraft & 
Lyon, 2022), 78 % of teachers having thoughts of leaving or in the 
process of leaving the field (Reinke et al., 2025), a 30 % drop in those 
enrolling in teacher preparation programs over the last 12 years, and a 
stagnation in teacher salaries after accounting for inflation over the last 
10 years despite an increase in their educational attainment over the 
same period (Irwin et al., 2023). The term “moral injury” (Shay, 2014; 
Griffin et al., 2019) defined as “perpetrating, failing to prevent, bearing 
witness to, or learning about acts that transgress deeply held moral 
beliefs and expectations” (Litz et al., 2009; p. 697) has been applied to 
trauma-heavy vocations such as veterans, police, and child welfare staff, 
but these disturbing trends speak to the accuracy of this definition for 
teachers as well.

The reasons for the profession that prepares people for all others 
decidedly being in a state of crisis and moral injury are numerous and 
complex, but include reverberations from punitive education reform 
efforts (Love, 2019, 2023; Ravitch, 2020), lack of support for educating 
an increasingly diverse society (Goodwin, 2020), schools getting caught 
in the middle of political, religious, and cultural wars (Zimmerman, 
2022), increasing expectations for schools and teachers amidst inade-
quate and inequitable public funding (Baker, 2021), and a youth mental 
health crisis from before the pandemic and worsening since, which 
schools frequently bear the brunt of without adequate resources to help 
(Bommersbach et al., 2023; Irwin et al., 2023; US Surgeon General, 
2021), to name a few.

Of course, stress and wellness interventions for teachers cannot solve 
these problems and multiple layers of societal change are required, but 
evidence shows that the “thimble full” of relief adult SEL interventions 
can provide nevertheless makes a meaningful difference in the mean-
time, both for teachers and their students (e.g., Beames et al., 2023; 
Jennings et al., 2017; Roeser et al., 2022; Vesely-Maillefer & Saklofske, 
2018). It was important to us as the developers and facilitators of the 
SELove series to provide a space of at least acknowledgement of, and 
ideally a path to healing from, the emotional neglect that the teachers 
themselves had likely experienced in at least one major sphere of their 
life.

Adaptations to Hawaiian culture

Like developmental science more broadly, SEL specifically has also 
been called upon to break out of the “WEIRD” problem (Western, 
Educated, Industrialized, Rich, and Democratic) (Chowkase, 2023), or 
the false assumption that Western-based values are either acultural or 
the only correct ones. Recent efforts have focused on creating a new 
generation of culturally sustaining SEL programs and approaches for the 
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dual purposes of nurturing the full humanity of increasingly diverse 
populations in schools even within WEIRD societies, as well as to make 
specific cultural and local adaptations to SEL programs where appro-
priate (Bintliff et al., 2024; Mahfouz & Anthony-Stevens, 2020; Meland 
& Brion-Meisels, 2024; Vera, 2023).

Hawai‘i has a rich culture derived in part from Native Polynesian and 
Pacific Islander traditions, a multi-layered history of brutal colonialism, 
and an ongoing struggle with harmful overtourism (Fisher, 2015) that 
are far beyond the capacity of this article to do justice to. Yet, we would 
be remiss to not acknowledge the substantial ways in which this back-
drop indeed overlaps with SEL and how it might be approached, and 
therefore was forefront in our minds when developing this partnership. 
Knowing the collectivist culture of Native Hawai‘i, some colleagues 
wondered whether an SEL series might be unnecessary at best, or tone 
deaf and harmful at worst. We worried about this too, but early con-
versations with our local partners (leaders in the early childhood com-
munity including public and private preschool consortia as well as 
bachelor’s programs in early childhood education) suggested that Ha-
waiian teachers had many of the same modern-day struggles as those 
from mainland U.S., including serving an increasingly diverse popula-
tion, as well as one with higher prevalence of child mental health and 
behavior challenges and greater barriers for families to help face such 
challenges, such as widening social inequities and parents’ own mental 
health struggles (Armitage et al., 2024).

Despite its cultural strengths and resilience, Hawai‘i is certainly no 
exception to histories of intergenerational trauma and poverty, as well 
as the unique impacts from the COVID-19 pandemic since 2020. Our 
most recent SELove cohort started two weeks after the Maui fires of 2023 
(see www.mauirecovers.org for resources and information), necessi-
tating a shift in timing and emphasis of the content related to trauma, 
resilience, and physiological regulation and co-regulation. While we are 
under no delusions that an SEL series could adequately ameliorate such 
complex legacies, partnership stakeholders believed it could provide 
some long overdue acknowledgement and healing to a community of 
teachers whose needs had heretofore been overlooked, perhaps precisely 
because of the perception that they “wrote the book” on social and 
emotional concerns.

While the primary content of SELove had been developed prior to 
this particular project, we consulted with our local partners at the 
beginning of the partnership and throughout, visited local schools dur-
ing our intentionally limited trips to Hawai‘i, including some that taught 
from a native Hawaiian tradition and language, and included aspects of 
Hawaiian culture in both method and content. A Native Hawaiian 
participant from the first cohort of the series noted that the way we 
defined “SELove,” emphasizing seeing children’s full humanity, was 
very aligned with “the spirit of Aloha”, including the sense of reverence, 
respect, cherishment, and protection held for children (keiki) in Ha-
waiian culture. A key component of the model that we will highlight 
further below, reflective insight circles, have been noted by some par-
ticipants as sharing characteristics with Native Hawaiian “councils”, 
including the rituals of Ho‘oponopono, or the group practice of setting 
things right (Paglinawan & Paglinawan, 2012). We frequently used the 
Hawaiian words for children (keiki), teachers (kumu), family (‘ohana) 
and of course, thank you (mahalo).

In addition, we incorporated Hawaiian imagery into our slide pre-
sentations, created mindfulness exercises around Hawaiian nature such 
as the banyan tree, and enhanced our traditional content of self-care and 
self-compassion with a module on mālama, or community care. We 
defined mālama as a process and practice of living into our humanity 
and belonging for our collective health and wellbeing, which includes 
interacting with and giving back to the natural world. It is perhaps not 
surprising that these adaptations, like others that have intended to honor 
more collectivist cultural traditions, included aspects of community care 
and care for the planet (e.g., Chowkase, 2023; Bintliff et al., 2024). As a 
tribute to how SEL and mālama can both highlight our interrelatedness 
with the human and more-than-human world, the concluding SELove 

session included a facilitated shinrin yoku (forest bathing) experience 
with Hawai‘i’s first certified forest therapy guide, Phyllis Look. The 
gentle practice of forest bathing encompasses many of the themes we 
discuss throughout the series such as mindfulness, reflection, gratitude, 
and self-regulation, allowing for the seeds of integration to be planted 
beyond the conclusion of the series. While these initial adaptations were 
inspired by Hawaiian culture, we can imagine the process of local ad-
aptations being broadly applicable, as well as some of the specific con-
tent developments that expanded our view of SEL.

SELove series content and structure

The title SELove was co-created with teachers, and we clarify in the 
training that it refers not to parental love, but a love for the full hu-
manity of each adult and child in the classroom. The series is neither a 
manualized SEL program with activities for children, nor is it strictly 
adult-facing. It is an “in between” approach that helps answer the 
questions: Whom do I want to be and how do I want to feel when I am 
teaching and interacting with students? How do I want to “show up” for 
myself and my students each day? The child-centered content focuses on 
understanding and reframing all child behavior as making sense and 
expressing needs. At the same time, we address that children’s behaviors 
can be vexing and draining for teachers, and that these reactions also 
make sense and suggest a need in themselves. The adult-centered con-
tent focuses on practices for self-care and self-regulation (e.g., mind-
fulness practices, self-compassion exercises), cultivating radical honesty 
and self-awareness around the challenges of teaching, both systemic and 
personal, and developing a non-judgmental approach to their and their 
peers’ professional growth, i.e., experimenting with new practices in a 
no-stakes, shame-free environment.

Overall, the approach underscores that “SEL happens when com-
munities embody children’s safety, worth, belonging, and joy. When this 
zigzaggy journey follows mismatches with curiosity and repair, we can 
embrace our humanity – not our perfection – as the key to unlock 
everything children need to learn, and become their most whole, true 
selves” (Module 1, SELove). In other words, we support teachers’ un-
derstanding that their own liberation and that of their students is “bound 
up” together (Watson, 1985). Specific strategies are offered and 
co-created with each cohort to embody these lofty principles in the real 
world (see Table 1).

In terms of structure, the series was administered primarily syn-
chronously online, bookended by two in-person, day-long sessions (with 
the exception of 2021, when the program was administered 100 % 
remotely due to the COVID-19 pandemic). Each module “cycle” consists 
of 1) a 2.5-h facilitated workshop with slide presentation, activities, and 
small group work; 2) teachers selecting a strategy out of options pro-
vided to implement and practice for approximately one month in be-
tween modules (examples of options for strategies they could practice 
are provided in Table 1); 3) teachers filling out “reflective practice 
sheets” online once per week (so, approximately four times in between 
modules) to document their reflections, progress, and challenges with 
implementing the strategy; 4) coaches responding online to each 
reflective practice sheet entry to underscore strengths and encourage 
continued progress; and 5) a 1-h synchronous meeting with a subgroup 
of participants (approximately 7 members maximum per group) we call 
“reflective insight circles” (RICs), which are detailed further below. The 
final, in-person session, in addition to the content module of Community 
Care/ Mālama and session of forest bathing also includes a “Celebration 
of Learning,” in which participants display their own videos (slide pre-
sentation with voiceover) documenting highlights of their learning 
journey, and share reflective feedback with one another on these videos.

In the subsections below, we go into greater depth on three elements 
of the program we believe have proven to be especially critical to the 
development of adult SEL in the participants. In order to platform 
participant voices with greater depth than is typically captured in open- 
ended evaluation survey questions, and with greater specificity to the 
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three curricular elements we highlight (vs. general module feedback), 
we invited two participants from the program to be named authors. The 
call-out quotes at the end of each of the three sections below are new, 
solicited writings from the two participant authors, not qualitative data 
collected as part of program evaluation. As such, we allow their writings 
to speak for themselves as we do for any member of the writing team. 
There is also more typical qualitative data from all the participants, 
coded and interpreted, presented in the “Preliminary Program Evalua-
tion” section.

Reflective insight circles

Have you ever noticed what happens when you really listen to 
another person or to a creature rustling in the brush at night or the 
wind moving in the trees, listen without reacting or even the inten-
tion to respond, listen without being influenced by long-held images 
and memories or firmly held positions, listen instead with a begin-
ner’s mind and the ears of a child hearing a bedtime story? 
(Zimmerman & Coyle, 1993; p. 5)

The Indigenous and First Nations practice of council draws from the 
integrative ways that humans and more-than-humans interact through 
intimacy, trust, and in community (Zimmerman & Coyle, 1993). 
Reflective Insight Circles (RICs) are intentional community spaces 
(virtual, in our case) that promote a similar kind of listening with 
presence, purposeful silence, and moments of gratitude without needing 
to fix, help, or save another. In most listening within everyday life, we 
tend to listen in more “directive” ways, by offering advice or our own 
stories (Palmer, 2009). RICs serve a different purpose, operating on the 
assumption that we need communities that invite us to recognize and 
amplify our own inner teacher. We aim for the RIC experience to 
encourage accountability as members attune to each other’s stories and 
entrust each other with challenges and celebrations of all sizes from the 
unique contexts of the classroom, teachers’ lounge, family home, and 
community.

In response to stories of practice from a “focus person” (e.g., coping 
with challenging behavior from a child, the tension between workload 
and family care, facing impossible demands from administration), the 
RIC group engaged in core practices including deep listening and pres-
ence, contemplation and silence, mirroring, and skillful question asking. 
We developed a full practice guide devoted to what it means to partic-
ipate as part of the listening community. The guide alerts participants to 
the downsides of what may be the first instincts to respond such as 
commiserating (can exaggerate the dilemma, as in, “Oh my gosh, that’s 
horrible!”); consoling, (can minimize by sugar coating as in, “I’m sure 
you’re doing the best you can and everything will be ok”); or offering 
advice (can reinforce the person’s self-doubt as in, “Did you try___?”) 

Table 1 
Description of SELove content modules and example practice strategies.

Module Title Brief Description Example Strategy

What and Why 
SEL?

Defines SEL and how it is 
different from behavior 
management, the importance 
of elevating our social- 
emotional “instincts” from 
implicit to explicit, why the 
term love is used and what it 
has to do with school, SEL 
myth- and barrier-busting.

Secure Base: Teachers 
practice noticing how the 
children respond to them as 
a secure base by collecting 
examples of children 
refueling from interactions 
with them, as well as those 
who might do so less.

Mindfulness for 
Educators and 
Children

Defines mindfulness, the 
importance of cultivating 
self-awareness, pausing, 
reflecting, and developing a 
non-judgmental stance, how 
it is relevant to the classroom 
and the act of teaching, 
practicing “mindfulness in 
many ways”, several 
exercises for adults and 
children and practicing 
together.

Mindfulness for You: 
Teachers make a minimum 
commitment to their 
mindfulness practice 
(2–10 min/day). Guidance 
is provided including how 
to support a non- 
judgmental stance, 
choosing physical locations 
to be mindful, and noticing 
changing levels of “noise” 
in their heads.

Brain-Based 
Responsive 
Teaching

Emphasizes the connection of 
neuroscience to children’s 
struggles in the classroom. 
Through the trauma- 
responsive lens of Dr. Bruce 
Perry’s 3 R’s (relate, regulate, 
reason), this module focuses 
on a relational approach to 
addressing students’ 
dysregulation and examines 
why trauma-responsive 
teaching is good for all. The 
importance of self-regulation 
and attunement in connecting 
during these challenging 
times in the classroom is also 
highlighted.

Regulate, Relate, Reason: 
When student upsets 
happen, teachers practice 
slowing themselves down 
and NOT proceeding to the 
“reason” step, for at least 
the first two weeks of 
implementation. Guiding 
questions are provided to 
support teachers in 
avoiding the rush to “the 
upstairs brain” – theirs or 
their students’.

Self-Care and Self- 
Compassion

Addresses the high demands 
of teachers to model good 
self-regulation, even when 
they are feeling depleted. 
Self-care and compassion are 
not selfish, and are critical for 
well-being and efficacy in or 
outside of the classroom. 
Emphasizes replacing self- 
criticism with kindness as 
well as how they can use their 
own moments of 
imperfection as authentic 
learning moments for 
children. Consistent with 
modern conceptualizations of 
self-care, the module includes 
discussion of boundary- 
setting, advocacy, power, and 
protest.

Take Care of Yourself: 
Teachers choose from a 
variety of options to 
practice self-care such as 
“rise and shine” (ritualizing 
their morning through 
meditation, journaling, 
walking, etc.) or “Sleep – 
seriously!” in which they 
are encouraged to ritualize 
bedtime and commit to at 
least 8 h of sleep.

Mindful Behavior 
Guidance

Introduces the Reframe, 
Consider, Say strategy, which 
supports educators in pausing 
to see challenging behaviors 
as uncommunicated needs 
and positive attributes of the 
child. It then challenges 
teachers to consider a 
“radical” and non-traditional 
solution to addressing the 
child’s struggles.

Be Radical: Teachers are 
encouraged to ask 
themselves “would the 
world stop turning if…?” as 
they consider responding to 
behavior challenges in the 
classroom with “radical” 
strategies such as joining a 
loud child in making a lot of 
noise.

Using SEL to 
Reimagine 
Family-School 
Connection

Explores the needs and 
invaluable cultural skills and 
knowledge all families 
possess and how teachers can 
address and highlight these 

Supporting Caregiver Needs 
throughout the School Year: 
Using Marshall Rosenberg’s 
“Inventory of Needs,” 
teachers come up with 3–5  

Table 1 (continued )

Module Title Brief Description Example Strategy

through family engagement. 
Teachers also learn simple 
and practical scripts to share 
with parents on how to 
address behavioral struggles. 
Acknowledges that parents 
have had their own 
experiences with schooling 
that may make them more or 
less willing to engage.

pairings of parent needs 
and corresponding 
practices to try.

Community Care/ 
Mālama – 
Celebration of 
Learning

Discusses what it does/would 
look like in our schools if we 
all “had each other’s back”, 
protected and cared for one 
another, and what children 
and adults would see and feel 
in the classroom if mālama 
were being practiced.

(Final module)
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Instead, participants are guided to begin with mirroring, as exemplified 
by prompts such as “I heard you say___” or “I noticed when you talked 
about ___, you slowed down and seemed sad.” After mirroring, a variety 
of strategies are practiced by the facilitator and peers including focusing 
on feelings, adding perspective, magical/radical/absurd thinking, worst 
case scenario, and “what would ____ do?”, all of which are intended to 
support the focus person in reframing, seeing with fresh eyes, cultivating 
self-compassion, and becoming unstuck.

Each RIC group met in between each module, which amounted to a 
frequency of approximately every other month throughout a year (6–7 
times total) for a duration of 60 min each. There are three roles within 
the RIC: facilitator, focus person (1–2 per session), and reflecting com-
munity, and ideally, RICs contain one facilitator and six to eight par-
ticipants. The focus people come prepared with a question, issue, or 
story to discuss related to their experiences over the past 1–2 months 
trying out strategies and reflecting on them in writing with their coach. 
Table 2 describes the structure of the reflective sequence during the 
RICs.

RIC facilitators saw competencies develop in teachers including 
greater attunement to the present moment, sharper awareness about 
difficult feelings and their associated body sensations, greater consid-
eration of how to integrate wisdom from their ancestors into their 
teaching practice, increased discernment among options for action, and 
greater calm in challenging moments. Importantly, the common hu-
manity witnessed in each other allowed teachers to lessen their burden 
by seeing the difficulty of their situation rather than continuing to 
experience themselves as incapable. Following are the participant au-
thors’ descriptions of their learnings from the RICs: 

I could see burdens and stress being lifted off of the shoulders of those who 
presented during the RICs and it provided all of us the opportunity to 
practice SELove with one another in real time. It made using new practices 
in the classroom much easier. I was able to transfer the same "listener" 
mentality to my interaction with keiki, by allowing them time and space to 
share their "story" on their quest to feeling heard and accepted. Deep 
down, we all want to be heard regardless of age, gender, or culture. – 
Participant author Raelen

I understand the importance of reflective listening with my keiki, but I 
didn’t connect how myself and many of the adults I communicate with are 
lacking this skill with each other. It was enlightening to realize how much I 
needed this kind of reflective skill in my life! To actively practice the very 
opposite of what I know was challenging and awkward at first. In the first 
circle, my brain froze up and I couldn’t get it to wrap around not offering 
advice or solving the problem. Now, I often recall the feeling of lightness it 
gave me to release myself from that fixer role, while still a work in 
progress, it is getting easier and easier. – Participant author Abbie

Messages from childhood

A lesson we call “Messages from Childhood,” which comes early in 
the series, is intended to support teachers in reflecting upon how their 
upbringing – especially with respect to narratives around childhood, 
children, emotions, and relationships – may be impacting their teaching 
today. The lesson makes clear that the purpose of this reflecting is not to 
dismiss the messages we learned as children, but rather to make the 
implicit explicit so that we can “pick and choose” with discernment 
instead of having old narratives driving our behavior unconsciously. The 
lesson starts with a poll asking participants to indicate whether they 
“remember hearing or learning” a series of more negative messages from 
adults during their childhood (e.g., “You don’t get into ‘reasons’ for rules 
with children, because then they just argue with the reasons,” or “Adults 
don’t make mistakes and they don’t apologize to children.”) Regardless 
of the context, there tends to be a high level of endorsement of each 
item, between approximately 40–80 % of participants. Next, we present 
a contrasting set of behaviors such as adults solving problems calmly and 
lovingly, adults tolerating negative emotions in themselves and others, 
and adults giving and receiving feedback gently and non-defensively, 
and ask the group to silently reflect on how regularly they feel they 
witnessed such behaviors.

We continue with a discussion to add nuance to these opposites, and 
explain that although parents overwhelmingly love their children and 
the vast majority do not commit abuse or neglect (Centers for Disease 
Control, 2024), neither are the most evolved forms of emotional intel-
ligence (e.g., high-quality modeling of self-regulation, self-expression, 
repairing of ruptures, or setting healthy boundaries) widely prevalent in 
the generations that are parents to adult children today (Cabello et al., 
2021). One message that tends to garner a rich discussion is “Playing and 
relaxing are encouraged, but you have to do your duties first (e.g., 
chores, homework).” This message is almost universally endorsed as 
having been “in the water” during these adult participants’ childhoods, 
which makes sense since the adults in all cultures help prepare their 
children for the discipline required in adulthood. Although the notion is 
not distinctly negative per se, the presentation of it in this new light 
supports teachers in considering how an extreme enactment of the 
message could morph into requiring children to “earn their joy.” While 
there isn’t a single definitive practice that derives from the Messages 
from Childhood lesson, the point is to bring the awareness of underlying 
narratives to consciousness, understand oneself better, and make more 
intentional choices about whether to preserve, let go of, or somewhat 
alter the messages when we interact with our students. Below are the 
descriptions from our participant authors of how Messages from Child-
hood manifested for them: 

It was very much a part of my childhood messages to make sure everything 
was done before relaxing and playing. As SELove gently led us to examine 
these messages, I began asking myself, "why do I need this child to do my 
particular thing before they continue to engage in the thing that is bringing 
absolute joy and light to their being right now?!" or instead of looking 
around at all the things I think need to get done, "what is the worst thing 
that will happen, if that thing doesn’t get done right now?" I realized that 
even though I am an adult, I still worry that an authority figure is going to 
scold me if I don’t meet their expectations. That was a truth bomb that I 
choked on a bit. I don’t want to pass that same worry to the next gen-
eration, so I choose to find more balance. I ask myself to consider first 
what I am feeling and be curious about the why, then I pause and reflect to 
make a plan that feels more intentional. – Participant author Abbie

“You’re crying? I’ll give you something to cry about" or "Be seen, and not 
heard" were two of the most emotionally suppressing phrases I heard as a 
child. I was so used to having order and obedience as a child that I had to 
really prepare myself to jump into the Be Radical strategy knowing that 
my expectations would not be met, almost like lowering my standards. It 
was very uncomfortable for me to do at first, but I have seen that this 
strategy has lessened the power struggle I see with a couple of the keiki 

Table 2 
Sequence of activities for reflective insight circles.

Activity Duration

Grounding/mindful arrival practice 5 min
Focus person #1 shares their prepared issue. Peers listen with curiosity, 

lack of judgment, and openness to the story.
7 min

Peers mirror what was said, seen, or felt and ask clarifying questions for 
the focus person. The focus person can respond if they want to.

5–6 min

Silence 2 min
Peers offer gratitude and encouragement in a word, phrase, or image. 4 min
Focus person offers brief reflection, reframing of initial issue, and/or any 

insights gained.
2–3 min

All/any can honor what has been shared. 1 min
Off-camera break and mindful re-arrival to “let go” of first story and 

become available for the next.
5 min

Focus person sequence repeats for focus person #2 22 min
Facilitator guides “stepping outside” of circle to reflect on the process. 5 min
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during large group settings. Ironically, by letting go of expectations that 
had been ingrained in me as a child, I felt like I was more in control of the 
situation and really opening up the opportunity to help the keiki regulate. 
– Participant author Raelen

Shadow work

In studies across the globe, reasons teachers identify for choosing this 
profession are dominated by altruistic motives such as wanting to make 
a positive difference in the next generation, wanting to support chil-
dren’s development, and a desire to help children (Bergmark et al., 
2018). It is perhaps nowhere truer than in the early education space that 
teachers also experience expectations from themselves and others to like 
children. Intellectually, teachers understand that finding their job 
challenging or draining at times does not mean that they do not like 
children, or that they are violating their altruistic motives but 
emotionally, these concepts become difficult to disentangle. Over the 
years of working with teachers we have found that the image of the 
idealized teacher who feels positively towards all children all of the time 
creates undue pressure on teachers, and presents a barrier to their 
authentic professional growth.

Thus, we began incorporating methods inspired by Jung’s concept of 
“shadow”, which he defined as the “hidden, repressed, for the most part 
inferior or guilt-laden” (Jung, 1959; p. 99) part of ourselves. Not sur-
prisingly, Jung also believed that the only way to achieve genuine 
development and liberate ourselves from our shadow is to embrace and 
integrate it. He is quoted as saying, “One does not become enlightened 
by imagining figures of light, but by making the darkness conscious.” 
(Jung, 1967; p. 335). In the present context, “imagining figures of light” 
would be attempting to force oneself to become “more like” the 
perpetually sweet and calm idealized (i.e., non-existent) teacher. In the 
SELove training, we thus designed several activities with what some 
have called “shadow work”1; in mind (although we do not use the term 
explicitly), to support teachers in “making friends with” the guilt and 
shame that may arise as part of their jobs, especially when it comes to 
admitting any kind of negative feelings toward children, thereby 
breaking out of the constraints of the false ideal.

One example of shadow work was an exercise called “Identify Your 
Triggers.” We ask teachers to think about a child phrase or behavior that 
bothers them and triggers some kind of negative feeling inside. Next, 
teachers are asked to come up with funny, exaggerated, or extreme ex-
amples of how “the worst teacher on their worst day” might react to that 
trigger. We may use humor to illustrate further by saying something like, 
“If the Wicked Witch of the West were cast in a movie as a teacher, how 
would she react to that trigger?” Supporting teachers in playing with 
absurdity as well as having them project their reaction on someone else 
are both tactics that support shadow work, i.e., ease approaching of the 
negative. Teachers then share these examples with one another during 
small group discussions and are provided with guidance to think of ways 
that they relate to and empathize with this “worst teacher”, focus on 
how it feels in their body when they imagine themselves in that role, and 
share with peers what it felt like to hear others’ triggers and worst re-
actions. The exercise, along with continued reflections and coaching 
throughout the following month, are intended to build greater empathy 
towards themselves and their peers, notice attempts to tamp down or 
suppress the dark side when it arises, and replace them instead with first, 
self-compassion and second, brainstorming alternative means or settings 
for “offloading” their natural, negative reactions. Below are the writings 
of our participant authors reflecting on how they used shadow work in 

their practice: 

I didn’t like hearing NO from keiki and adults, but learning to speak NO 
and allowing keiki to do so also was liberating for me. Chains were broken 
and stress and burdens lifted. Taking time to really understand myself and 
the triggers that turn on the "fight" mode in me, helped to break down the 
walls that presented a facade that I could do everything and be perfect. – 
Participant author Raelen

This year, rest time was very triggering for me because we had a group of 
children who were unable to settle. There was a lot of outward pressure to 
get the kids to sleep and the mindful tools at my disposal weren’t working. 
My dark side came out often and I found myself really dreading that time 
of day. With the help of SELove instead of trying to avoid that feeling or 
feel guilty, I talked about it with my co-teachers, the parents and the 
children. I embraced it. It felt liberating to admit that I really didn’t like 
rest time with children this year. I also realized, due to our very conflicting 
education system, how much I judge others for not being the idealized 
teacher. Ooof! Being conscious of that has allowed me to see some of the 
“wicked witch” reactions of my coworkers with a lot more grace and 
empathy, offering them support to embrace that dark side instead of 
internalized judgement. Humor and reflective listening have proven to be 
helpful tools in doing this! – Participant author Abbie

Preliminary program evaluation

SELove participants were a highly experienced and educated group, 
with 62.5 % being teachers for 10 years or more and 76.6 % having a 
Bachelor’s degree or higher. In terms of race/ethnicity, we allowed 
participants to select multiple identity categories, and the top three 
were: 57.8 % Asian, 34.4 % White, and 26.6 % Native Hawaiian. As this 
project was funded as a professional development initiative and not a 
research study, we did not employ a comparison or control group, but 
nevertheless conducted a preliminary pre-post evaluation effort to ac-
quire a level of promise of the program beyond just participant satis-
faction. Across three cohorts, a maximum of 64 participants filled out 
pre- and post-surveys to assess changes in knowledge, perceptions of 
their skills, confidence, and practices related to the program, as well as 
post-only questions about satisfaction with the program. All items were 
written for the present project, with the exception of selected subscales 
from “Self-Assessing Social and Emotional Instruction and Compe-
tencies: A Tool for Teachers” from the American Institutes for Research 
(Yoder, 2014), which was designed to help teachers self-examine their 
skills in creating positive SEL culture in the classroom and in teaching 
SEL skills to students (social teaching practices).

In order to assess the social desirability effects common in self-report 
and program satisfaction surveys, we included some “neutral” items that 
we did not expect the program to impact. Examples of such items were 
frequency of reading books, talking about the weather during circle 
time, and the use of music or dancing. As hoped, all neutral items 
showed non-significant pre-post change, suggesting that participants 
were not indiscriminately selecting higher scale numbers at post-test. 
There were also three negative items that we hoped to see a decrease 
in, i.e., frequency of raising your voice, using time-out, and using sticker 
charts, stoplight charts, or other visible forms of management/reward 
systems. While all three items did decrease as hoped, the changes were 
not statistically significant, likely because they started out at near-floor 
levels.

The remaining results for the evaluation surveys are displayed in 
Table 3. As shown, all items or scales showed change in the positive/ 
desired direction, and these changes were largely statistically signifi-
cant. One key item tested knowledge, and was based on Ross Greene’s 
concept of “kids do well if they can” (Greene & Ablon, 2005). The cor-
rect answer, which was selected significantly more by post-test, reflects 
teachers’ understanding that children’s ability to behave well relates to 
their momentary capacity to do so, not to their willfulness, knowledge 

1 A different usage of the term “shadow work” refers to “invisible labor”, as in 
the “shadow work” of being a university faculty, an aunt, or a teleworker. We 
intend the Jung-inspired usage, as in the “work” involved in integrating the 
dark side of oneself.
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about the rules, or motivation. We believe this item, despite it regarding 
children on its face, actually represents an important aspect of adult SEL, 
because holding a more accurate narrative about what underlies chil-
dren’s behavior helps adults to regulate their emotions and have greater 
empathy for children and themselves during challenging episodes.

Five out of seven items assessing frequency of classroom activities 
demonstrated statistically significant increases by post-test, with key 
items related to adult SEL including engaging in mindfulness exercises 
and teachers discussing their own emotions with children. The warmth 
and support scale includes items such as “I demonstrate to each student 
that I appreciate him or her as an individual (e.g., appropriate eye 
contact, greeting each child by name)” and “I display to my students that 
I care about how and what they learn.” The social teaching practices 

subscales include items such as “I successfully support positive emotions 
and respond to negative emotions during social teaching practices.” and 
“I understand how student responses (positive and negative) affect my 
emotions and my behaviors during social teaching practices.” Both of 
these scales demonstrated statistically significant improvements, despite 
the relatively high endorsements (i.e., above the scales’ mid-points) 
already existing by pre-test.

Furthermore, teachers rated their overall confidence in implement-
ing SEL significantly higher at post-test than at pre-test, and their post- 
program satisfaction was always rated above 3.6 on average out of 4. 
Although all satisfaction items were rated close to the scale’s ceiling, 
among the highest means were those that could be considered especially 
relevant to adult SEL such as “I was offered an opportunity to share my 
experience” and “This program helped expand my teaching skills”. 
Anecdotally, a few teachers from each cohort have reported to us that 
their experiences in the SELove program prevented them from leaving 
the profession.

Open-ended responses were also collected after each module and 
RIC, with the prompt: “What did you learn about your teaching practice, 
your students, and/or yourself during the session?” For the present 
purposes, we qualitatively analyzed all 105 substantive post-session 
feedback statements, the results of which are presented in Table 4. Re-
searchers used grounded theory and the steps of constant comparison 
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2015) to define categories that emerged as recurring 
themes. Team discussion was used to determine that saturation had been 
reached with the five coding categories shown, three of which most 
explicitly seem to forefront the program’s support of participants’ adult 
SEL: Shared struggles/experiences, self-care/self-compassion, and personal 
insight. Their statements consistently showed recognition of their own 
humanity and imperfections, which in turn seemed to empower them to 
keep going and see the fruits of their labor. Even in the other two cat-
egories that were less explicitly about themselves, impact on practice with 
students and appreciation for the program, the comments still reflected the 
parallel processes – between SELove’s approach and themselves, and 
between themselves and their students – that underscore how teachers’ 
own wellness and SEL skills are literally at the center of positive trans-
formation in the classroom.

Finally, with the most recent cohort only (n = 14 for matched data, 
not reported in Table 3), we began assessing items that are ostensibly 
more focused on the potential generalizability of adult SEL effects 
beyond the classroom. Using items from the CAMS-R (Cognitive and 
Affective Mindfulness Scale – Revised; Feldman et al., 2007), the reli-
ability and validity of which has been recently re-established (Feldman 
et al., 2022), as well as our own items such as “I feel really stressed out” 
and “I am able to get a full night’s sleep and wake up feeling refreshed”, 
paired samples t-tests indicated no significant change in any item. The 
direction of non-significant mean changes was an increase for teachers’ 
self-reported ability to concentrate, describe how they feel in the present 
moment, and choose a specific mindfulness practice for their own 
wellbeing, but the other 6 items stayed approximately the same (e.g., 
stress) or decreased (e.g., sleep, staying regulated during upsetting sit-
uations) by post-test. While a program such as this would of course not 
be expected to create instrumental changes in participants’ life cir-
cumstances, these very initial null and skewing negative results may 
rather affirm the need for multi-systemic change to create the deep and 
wide healing for teachers to which we aspire.

Lessons learned and recommendations

At the conclusion of the third cohort of participants in SELove, 
program stakeholders met to review the quality improvements made 
over the three iterations of the partnership, take stock of what had been 
achieved, and discuss what we thought the early childhood education 
community in Hawai‘i needed in terms of next steps. Taking together the 
preliminary evaluation information, deeper conversations with partici-
pant authors, and stakeholder meetings, we offer the following take- 

Table 3 
Preliminary evaluation results.

Pre 
Mean 
(SD)

Post 
Mean (SD)

P

Knowledge (% correct)  
“Kids do well if they can.” .48 

(.50)
.67 (.47) .04*

Frequency of Activities  
Do mindfulness exercises 2.26 

(1.31)
3.33 (.88) .001**

Do yoga 1.73 
(1.32)

2.23 (1.21) .04*

Greet each child as they arrive 1.73 
(1.32)

4.00 (.01) .000***

Ask children to tell individual stories about 
home

2.93 
(1.08)

3.21 (.71) .12

Discuss emotions during the morning meeting 3.03 
(1.13)

3.50 (.62) .007**

Tell the children about your own feelings 3.02 
(1.06)

3.46 (.68) .01**

Engage in "emotion talk" with your co-teacher 
or other adult/s in the presence of children

1.84 
(1.32)

2.15 (1.46) .25

Social and Emotional Competencies Self- 
Assessment

 

Warmth and support 3.86 
(.89)

4.31 (.71) .004**

Social teaching practices 2.73 
(.56)

3.29 (.37) .001**

Confidence around SEL  
How confident do you feel in your 

implementation of SEL? (1–4 scale)
2.60 
(.80)

3.49 (.55) .001**

Program Satisfaction  
This program helped expand my teaching 

skills.
– 3.78 (.61) –

I gained new strategies. – 3.68 (.70) –
I learned new knowledge to support my 

practices.
– 3.66 (.70) –

I was inspired to try new things in my 
classroom.

– 3.75 (.67) –

I was offered an opportunity to share my 
experience.

– 3.81 (.64) –

I had a chance to have my questions 
answered.

– 3.69 (.69) –

The content was delivered at a comfortable 
pace.

– 3.66 (.70) –

I would recommend this program to others. – 3.78 (.66) –

Notes. Pre-test n = 62; post-test n = 49. We used summary t-tests rather than 
paired in order to maximize sample size, due to an error with matching in the 
first cohort. Results are largely the same with paired t-tests when using only the 
available sample with matched data. For frequency of activities, the scale was: 
1 = never, 2 = rarely (a few times per year), 3 = occasionally (2–3x/month), 
4 = somewhat regularly (1–2x/week), 5 = very regularly (3–5x/week). For the 
social and emotional competencies self-assessment, the warmth and support 
scale was: 1 = I do not implement this practice, 2 = I struggle to implement this 
practice, 3 = I implement this practice reasonably well, 4 = I implement this 
practice well, 5 = I implement this practice extremely well. The social teaching 
practices and program satisfaction scales were both: 1 = strongly disagree, 
2 = disagree, 3 = agree, 4 = strongly agree.
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home messages: 

• Honor, but do not idealize, traditions from collectivist cultures. 
As discussed above, many SEL scholars and practitioners are rightly 
acknowledging and beginning to correct the WEIRD bias that exists 
in the SEL field, including emphasis on individualistic cultural values 
such as forthright self-expression, autonomy, and creativity, which 
are not central in collectivist cultures (Chen & Yu, 2022; Hayashi 
et al., 2022). However, we should avoid oversimplifying these dif-
ferences, such as the notion that those within collectivist, 
relationally-oriented cultures like Hawai‘i’s do not need support with 
relational matters. Recent research has shown, in contrast to the 
stereotype that “collectivist cultures do not ‘need’ autonomy, 
because duty and deference to authority are prioritized in their value 
systems” (Bradshaw et al., 2024; p. 4), that in fact parental autonomy 
support predicts child well-being and parental psychological control 
predicts child ill-being regardless of culture, including collectivist 
cultures in the world region of Asia (Bradshaw et al., 2024). It was 
affirmed by both Raelen and Abbie’s writings that experiences with 
authoritarian adults during their childhoods impacted them nega-
tively in the past as well as in their current teaching, which they 
appreciated acknowledging and receiving support around during the 
program. Even considering the potential favorability to SEL of 
certain collectivist experiences, support is still needed, such as 
grappling with modern forces that work against interdependence. 
This lesson can be applied to SEL PD broadly, because instead of 
over-idealizing the strengths that adults bring to the table, PD fa-
cilitators can maximize the dual opportunities to 1) uncover 
neglected needs resulting from previous assumptions that partici-
pants “are fine” and/or 2) go even deeper in the areas in which their 
participants may be “advanced”.

• Embracing negative, or even taboo thoughts and feelings, may 
be required for meaningful transformation. In both the “Messages 
from Childhood” and “Shadow Work” sections above, we highlighted 
some pre-designed opportunities in SELove to support participants in 
sitting with uncomfortable feelings and negative perceptions around 
their profession or children, but similar themes arose organically in 
all components of the program. There was a consistent affirmation of 
the idea that “the only way out is through,” and that teachers felt a 
sense of relief after releasing some of their psychological burdens, 
even though it was difficult and counter-intuitive at first. Author 
Abbie wrote vividly about “choking on a truth bomb,” which ulti-
mately allowed her to choose balance, and author Raelen wrote 
poignantly of “breaking down walls of a façade,” which ultimately 
liberated her from some of her stress and burdens. The lesson here is 
that, much in the same way teachers should support children’s self- 
regulation, treat children’s negative emotions as opportunities to 
connect and learn, and project confidence in children’s ability to “do 
hard things,” (Denham et al., 2012; Zinsser et al., 2014), PD facili-
tators too should embrace rather than avoid discomfort - partici-
pants’ and their own – as a powerful means of disrupting the status 
quo and bringing about meaningful change.

• Parallel processes of support and empathy are needed at all 
levels. We saw the potency of parallel processes in all aspects of the 

Table 4 
Summary of post-module learnings feedback statements.

Category Frequency Representative Quotes

Shared struggles/ 
experiences

22 % “Knowing there are people who are going 
through the same challenges as I am makes 
me feel supported and encouraged to move 
forward.” 
“I learned that we all share the same 
struggles in our experiences as teachers. I 
also learned how inspiring the other teachers 
are and that we can all learn and grow from 
each other and support one another.” 
“I learned that I am not the only one who is 
experiencing feelings of exhaust, frustration, 
anxiety, helplessness, as well as feelings of 
triumph.” 
“I hear feelings, situations, struggles, inner 
thoughts coming from someone else’s mouth 
but seems as if they had been hand-picked 
from my own head. Even the people we may 
think are the strongest or kindest or we may 
think of as superheroes, are struggling with 
things we may not have ever known existed.”

Self-care/ 
Self-compassion

15 % “We need to remember to take care of 
ourselves too” 
“I am imperfectly human and we all make 
mistakes. I learned not to be hard on myself, 
as with students, we must give ourselves 
patience and understanding.” 
“I need to forgive myself when I feel I failed 
and remember the times I have supported 
and nurtured my students.” “I learned it was 
okay to make mistakes and that I need to be 
kind to myself.” 
“I learned that we are all human and it’s okay 
to give ourselves some grace in all areas of 
life not just teaching.”

Impact on practice 
with students

21 % “If I show more empathy the children will 
open up once they feel a sense of security and 
comfort. What I’ve learned about myself is 
that I, too, can feel shy and scared when 
thrown into an unknown situation and that 
once I feel comfortable, I can open up….the 
children are no different.” 
“I’m engaging with my children more 
because I really see the value in building a 
relationship with them.” 
“I learned that it is very important to know 
the child and my own limits too.” 
“I have gained and used strategies that have 
made me feel better about myself. I have 
been able to help my students that are 
dealing with big emotions to use strategies to 
help themselves calm down.” 
“I wasn’t so quick to abandon the tactic when 
I stumbled at first. I decided to keep trying 
the breathing and in the end, my kiddos and I 
looked forward to it each day! I enjoyed the 
changing expressions on their faces as they 
were doing the breathing - such happiness!”

Personal insight 32 % “I have more empathy and feeling than I 
thought I did. I feel like I come across as 
hard, but others saw feelings of care in me.” 
“I learned to trust myself and to have 
confidence in what I feel is right.” 
“I don’t always have to have the answers, but 
that I can just listen to listen.” 
“I am becoming more comfortable and 
confident in my role as lead teacher.”

Appreciation for the 
program

10 % “I’m really going to miss this group as it has 
been so motivating for me.” 
“So many "ah-ha" moments! So much 
learning that I am grateful for!” 
“I appreciated how thoughtful and well- 
planned SELove was. The instructors were 
compassionate as well as passionate about 
the subject. Their ability to use reflective  

Table 4 (continued )

Category Frequency Representative Quotes

listening and language is inspiring to me! I 
never felt pressured other than from myself 
when I didn’t get a reflective practice sheet 
turned in on time and that was helpful for my 
ability to continue.”

Note. The selected quotes above come from post-module evaluation surveys 
with the following prompt: “What did you learn about your teaching practice, 
your students, and/or yourself during the session?”
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program, from the more deeply emotional aspects like those dis-
cussed above, to the more mundane and administrative aspects of the 
program, such as feedback routines and deadlines. As shown above, 
teachers repeatedly told us that the facilitators’ flexibility, co- 
creation of expectations, and empathy for them had the dual effect 
of giving them more energy and motivation to continue in the pro-
gram despite their busy-ness and stress, and creating more space for 
showing the same flexibility and empathy with their students. Raelen 
aptly wrote about being able to “transfer the listener mentality” to 
her students that she experienced during the RICs. As PD facilitators 
we must practice what we preach as well as lift up teachers’ efforts to 
carry out a similar “moral consistency” in their classrooms.

• Peer support may be critical for the deeply personal content of 
SEL. All new content is challenging to implement, and teachers can 
always benefit from talking to peers about their struggles, learning 
curve, and “tips and tricks” (Van Veen et al., 2012). It is clear why 
this is likely even more important if your aim is to deepen adult SEL, 
given the potential intimacy and vulnerability of touchpoints that 
arise. We saw several references in participants’ comments to the 
importance of both witnessing (e.g., hearing others’ experiences 
“almost as if they had been hand-picked from my own head”) and 
being witnessed (e.g., "I feel like I come across as hard, but others saw 
feelings of care in me”). Further evidence came from pre-written 
statements about possible benefits of the RICs we asked partici-
pants to choose from, and all of the top three most frequently 
endorsed benefits, which were selected more than 50 % of the time, 
related to this critical role of the peer community (e.g., “Broadening 
my perspective from hearing my peers’ stories”). Infrequently 
endorsed benefits included “Learning that ECE professional practice 
is even deeper than I thought” (16 %) and interestingly, “Getting to 
know my peers better” (19 %), suggesting that making friends is not 
what matters the most about the peer community, but rather its role 
in giving participants’ perspective about their own journeys. While 
causal research will be necessary to confirm, we suggest that the 
preliminary information gathered here would point to the natural 
and even necessary pairing of SEL training with some kind of 
structured peer community.

Finally, next steps for the partnership, derived from “What can we do 
to improve the program?” feedback as well as stakeholder meetings, 
largely centered around expanding the training. Ideas for responding to 
continued needs in their community of teachers included ongoing RICs 
throughout the academic year with SELove alums as the facilitators, a 
“part two” of SELove with more advanced practices, and a train-the- 
trainer model with local coaches conducting observations and live 
support in classrooms. However, our local partners also cautioned that 
they wanted the transfer of responsibility to be very gradual, and that 
they valued some kind of ongoing role for external facilitation and 
support. We affirm this need and will continue to reconcile two truths: It 
is important for us “outsiders” to show respect and humility, under-
standing that we do not have special abilities to “empower” commu-
nities that they didn’t already have, and, a degree of ongoing 
partnership with external facilitators (like universities) confers certain 
advantages such as financial resources, the ability to focus on the longer 
term, and a fresh perspective. Since all the adults in the same context 
likely have at least some common sources for their stresses, the outsider 
perspective may allow for a type of validation that cannot be delivered 
by other insiders.

Conclusion

The education system is experiencing an unprecedented double- 
jeopardy, with a declared national emergency in youth mental health, 
and teacher job satisfaction at an all-time low and turnover at an all-time 
high. While this is clearly a crucial time for SEL to take hold, merely 
insisting that teachers carry out caring and supportive SEL “with 

fidelity,” without at least acknowledging the moral injuries they expe-
rience is akin to “Do as we say, not as we do.” We designed SELove not 
only to build SEL skills in teachers that would benefit children, but also 
to provide a reparative experience, and deliver a direct infusion of the 
same kind of nurturance and valuing of teachers’ entire humanity that 
we hope they provide to children. Although not every module is an 
obvious connection to adult SEL, the learning process always centered 
the adult point of view, to embrace how SEL, perhaps different from 
academic subjects, arises from and impacts our “cellular” level. Pre-post 
data and participants’ experiences suggest that, at least within the 
context of teaching itself, SELove promoted adults’ SEL skills and con-
fidence, and a lightening of their burdens. We were repeatedly humbled 
and impressed with the insights participants shared with us about their 
own growing self-reflectiveness, and desire to feel and do better as 
teachers while simultaneously letting go of the self-flagellation that can 
be a barrier to change. As we expand the training and devise ways to 
incorporate more peer and community leadership, we hope that the 
experiences we have described with our Hawai‘i partnership thus far 
will serve as an inspiration in other locales and grade levels for how SEL 
can bring at least a “thimble full” of healing to teachers despite the 
troubling circumstances of the times.
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