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A room stocked with supplies for families at Washington County Elemenatry School in Springfield, Kentucky 

As remote learning continues, parent coordinators take the lead in reimagining services to ‘meet 

families where they are’ and adapt to an ever-changing fall semester. 

In these extraordinarily challenging times, school systems’ investments in family engagement are 

paying off in essential ways. Family engagement specialists have rapidly adapted and are using 

their relationship-building, empathy, and communication skills to meet families where they are, 

ensure their needs are met, and encourage their continued engagement in their children’s learning. 

Mariela Rivera, the parent coordinator at P.S. 101Q School in the Gardens in Forest Hills, New 

York — part of the New York City Department of Education — serves as one example of how 

these professionals have responded to the challenges. Rivera has always been the “go-to” person 

for families in her school, essentially reducing any delays for parents in getting their questions 

answered. 

“Not being able to speak to someone is very frustrating,” Rivera says. “I have to be super flexible 

and super accessible.” 

But if helping families navigate the nation’s largest school district wasn’t already a feat, facilitating 

communication between schools and families in the midst of a pandemic, while schools were 

closed, has Rivera — and family engagement professionals across the country — stretching far 

beyond what they thought they were capable of handling. 

They essentially became first responders in the spring, stepping outside of their normal 

responsibilities to attend to the health, mental health, and basic needs of their school communities. 

Instead of planning school events and monitoring attendance, Rivera says she became “in charge of 

if your mother got sick.” And while technology isn’t her specialty, she had to walk parents through 

the various platforms their children would need to stay connected to their teachers. 

Rivera says her role and that of the school’s guidance counselor “merged.” 

“We had to show more of a united front,” she says. For families, the school is a building, “but the 

building is also made up of great people.” 

‘The School-to-Home Link’ 

Now as the new school year begins in much the same way as it ended in the spring — virtually — 

family engagement specialists and coordinators are again serving as a sort of landline for families 

connected to schools only through their screens. 



“As a coordinator, it is important to maintain the school-to-home link that provides the 

fundamentals to a learning environment,” says Jesse Mattingly, the family resource and youth 

service center coordinator for Washington County Elementary School and Washington County 

Middle School in Springfield, Kentucky. My overall goal as a coordinator is to ensure families 

know they have someone they can contact to ensure their overall needs are being met.” 

Mattingly, like others in her position nationwide, conducted surveys of families to assess their 

needs for food, mental health services, information on unemployment benefits, and other types of 

emergency assistance. They became part of a vast operation of distributing meals to families, 

troubleshooting internet connection issues, and conducting home visits, if necessary, to check on 

hard-to-reach families. She has also created a virtual resource center to keep families aware of 

available services. 

 

Jesse Mattingly, a family resource and youth service center coordinator in Springfield, Kentucky, created a virtual 

resource center. 

Because it can be easy for students to go unnoticed if they’re not in school, some coordinators and 

family liaisons took extra steps to make students — and their families — feel special during such a 

confusing and stressful time.  

Mattingly, for example, began conducting in-depth interviews with students in the elementary 

grades and their families and then posting “spotlights” of them on the school’s social media pages. 

The interviews served as a way to make sure families were OK, but also to highlight and 

share  what they were doing to cope through the lockdowns. 

“It was a joy to hear many families spending quality time together that in a normal circumstance 

would not happen due to the hustle and bustle of our everyday lives,” she says. 

Family engagement specialists also stress that with the central role parents have had to play in 

continuing and supporting children’s learning during school closures, the education community 

should recognize what families bring to the conversation about how to make distance learning 

manageable. 

“Our families are gold mines of information, resources, and perspective into their needs,” says 

Latascha Craig, a family resource center coordinator at the Foster Traditional Academy in 

Louisville, Kentucky. Partnering with families to brainstorm solutions, she says, has led to better 

two-way communication, and now parents initiate those conversations instead of waiting for her to 

take the lead. 

“We must be willing to suit up each day for the treasure hunt which leads to familial resilience and 

strengthening,” she says. 

 

https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1XHbJmsCLd4YckmEzsLAVSTAXIiFXGVVvQezkoFHT4vw/present?slide=id.g939875deeb_0_0


Lisa Hirsch, coordinator of the J.B. Atkinson Family Resource Center in Louisville, Kentucky 

Immediately establishing relationships 

Leaders of the Academic Parent Teacher Team (APTT) program, an initiative now in 27 states, 

have learned just how resilient families can be when faced with concerns over their children losing 

academic skills. 

APTT is a model in which educators share data with parents on their children’s progress, along 

with strategies for helping them improve particular academic skills. The model takes the traditional 

parent-teacher conference several steps further by having multiple meetings throughout the year 

and fostering relationships between families. 

Not long after schools closed down in March, Maria Paredes   the inventor of the APTT program 

and a senior engagement manager at WestEd, where APTT now lives , received an email from Kay 

Boehart, the family liaison at Hamilton Elementary School of Engineering and Technology in 

Sanford, Florida. Boehart explained that when distance learning began, the team decided to keep 

the APTT meeting on the calendar and use a variety of online platforms to present the information 

to students and families. Almost 400 families viewed the information on YouTube and over 300 on 

Facebook. 

“This platform presentation has shown us that we can use the digital APTT information to continue 

to reach parents,” Boehart wrote. “I know that you celebrate with us … Hamilton's successful 

continuation of APTT!”  

In planning for the return to school, school leaders moved the first APTT session earlier in the 

schedule “with the intent to immediately establish relationships and connections with our families,” 

said Hamilton Principal Michael Pfeiffer. “I predict we are all in for a wild ride, but it is critical 

that our families know we are all on this ride together.” 

Considering and overcoming the hurdles 

Family engagement professionals are also supporting families with young children, especially those 

who have youngsters entering school remotely. The lack of traditional in-person registration and 

orientation activities, such as tours of the classroom and meet-the-teacher gatherings — combined 

with the digital divide that continues in many communities — has increased the risk that parents 

aren’t enrolling their children in kindergarten. Several major school districts have reported drops in 

kindergarten enrollment so far this fall. 

As a result, family engagement specialists are doing all they can to connect virtually with families 

and assist them with the transition process. 

Before COVID-19, Claudia Esteva, a family engagement coordinator with Peninsula Family 

Service in South San Francisco, California, conducted weekly home visits and organized twice-

monthly social gatherings for families with young children enrolled in the agency’s child 

development centers. When shelter-in-place orders were issued, Esteva shifted to connecting with 

everyone by phone. 

https://www.wested.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/services-appt-brochure.pdf
https://www.dailynews.com/2020/08/31/lausd-enrollment-down-mostly-in-kindergarten/


Now she’s planning to schedule Zoom social sessions so the parents can interact with each other 

participate in workshops on topics that interest them. 

Continuing investments in family engagement, building on lessons learned  

Those who work with families say It’s important to be mindful of the challenges the pandemic has 

created, particularly for those who were already struggling prior to this period of economic decline 

and interruption in vital services. 

“I think it is crucial to understand and consider the possible hurdles families are jumping over right 

now — child care issues, working and learning from home, furloughs, health issues, income 

disruption,” says Lisa Hirsch, a resource center coordinator at J.B. Atkinson Academy, also in 

Louisville. “We must meet families where they are, ask, and listen to what supports, resources, and 

information they need to be successful during distance learning.”   

Coordinators and specialists note that many of the strategies they have developed in response to the 

pandemic will alter their practices for years to come. 

For example, this crisis has motivated Hirsch to “look for ways to help families, especially 

grandparents raising grandchildren, become more digitally literate,” she says. “I believe we will 

also carry forward the new technology skills we've all learned as well as we continue to be flexible, 

adaptable, and creative.” 

Craig added that the mechanisms used to support and connect with families during this period of 

“nontraditional instruction” should remain in place — not only because they are effective — but 

also because many of the families that coordinators serve are highly mobile. 

The pandemic has forced education and family engagement professionals to recognize “some of the 

greatest deficits in our readiness for abrupt change,” Craig says. “We have realized the need to 

become better prepared for crises. Now we must commit to making these changes a seamless 

addition to our systems and foundational values.” 
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Librarians and families can talk, sing, read, and write about and play together to help 

every child to develop early math skills. 

One of the most exciting trends in public libraries is how families and children are 

engaging together in playful early learning. Much of this has been influenced by Every 

Child Ready to Read, a program that guides families in children’s early literacy by 

talking, singing, reading, writing, and playing. [1] There is less attention paid, however, 

to how libraries and families can support early math. This is unfortunate, given that 

early math skills are highly predictive of later academic success, even more so than 

reading abilities or socio-emotional development.[2] Like literacy, math is a tool, and 

one that can be developed and honed early in life.  

Building on the success of Every Child Ready to Read, below we offer six ideas for how 

librarians and families can talk, sing, read, write, and play with math. Libraries are in a 

perfect position to promote family math, as they increasingly offer opportunities for 

families to tinker with science, technology, engineering, and math (STEM); offer a wide 

range of digital media resources—many with a math focus; and are trusted places 

where families of young children congregate for story times and other activities.[3]  

The ideas we offer are curated from those generated during a recent meeting of 

family-math funders, researchers, practitioners, and policymakers, as well as from a 

review of various research-based early-mathematics websites (see Resources for 

Family Math). They are not intended to encompass the full range of ways that families 

and librarians can support early math, but to provide an entry point to important 

research-based mathematical concepts. Although we focus on librarians, these 

practices can also be adopted by early-childhood educators in a variety of home-, 

center-, and community-based settings. 

Librarians and families can talk, sing, read, and write about and play together 

with: 

 

Numbers: Children are born with an ability to understand numbers. With the support 

of families and other adults over time, they develop number concepts, including one-

to-one correspondence (the idea that only one number relates to only one object) as 

well as cardinality (the idea that the last number word in the count represents the 

amount of the set). Families and other adults can help children develop these 

concepts in a variety of ways. For example, families can talk about numbers, count, 

and even sing number songs. The National Association for the Education of Young 

http://everychildreadytoread.org/
http://everychildreadytoread.org/
https://globalfrp.org/Articles/Every-Child-Ready-for-Math#_ftn1
https://globalfrp.org/Articles/Every-Child-Ready-for-Math#_ftn2
https://globalfrp.org/Articles/Every-Child-Ready-for-Math#_ftn3


Children suggests a number of fun math songs and activities, including “Fingers, 

fingers, 1, 2, 3.” Families can also read books about number concepts. The 

book Banana for Two/Banana para dos by Ellen Mayer highlights actions that help 

children develop a stronger understanding of numbers and how math is part of our 

lives. 

Patterns: Patterns are everywhere, and understanding them is the precursor to 

algebraic thinking. Patterns can be visual (like beads on a string), auditory (such as the 

repetition of one slow note and then two quick ones), or physical (for example, 

jumping two times then clapping). Families and librarians can talk about patterns they 

see, sing songs with a catchy beat, and read stories and poetry with a repeating 

rhythm. Talking about and creating pattern trains with everyday objects or pattern 

blocks is an enjoyable game families can play while shopping in the grocery store, 

biding time at the laundromat, or even waiting at the doctor’s office.  

Shapes: Nearly everything that children see has a shape. Children encounter shapes 

as two-dimensional circles, triangles, and rectangles as well as three-dimensional 

solids like balls, cans, and boxes. Families and other adults can help children 

understand that shapes can be defined and classified according to their attributes 

(for example, number of sides, angles), that shapes can be combined and separated 

to make new shapes, and that the sides of solids look like common two-dimensional 

shapes, such as rectangles and triangles. Creating opportunities for families and 

children to play with and explore objects like magnet blocks, puzzles, Legos, 

and tangrams is a great way to help foster this knowledge (as well as spatial thinking, 

see below). By laying out these materials, and posting simple questions for parents to 

ask their children while playing with them, librarians can further promote and 

encourage these skills.  

Space: Children think about themselves and objects in space when they follow 

directions to put things together, to consider themselves in relation to others and 

objects, and look at maps and diagrams. Spatial thinking involves using and 

understanding vocabulary, such as above, below, inside, around, on top of, between, 

and next to, and might be one of the most important ways to boost understanding of 

numbers and operations. Before story time, librarians can sing songs about who is to 

the left and right of each child, and have children take turns standing up and down. 

First 8 Studios at WGBH has put together a set of hands-on and digital activities that 

families and children can enjoy together and that have been shown to increase 

children’s knowledge about spatial thinking. Children and families can also go to the 

https://www.naeyc.org/resources/pubs/tyc/oct2017/play-games-learn-math-explore-numbers
https://ellenmayerbooks.com/books/
http://zenomath.org/activities/pattern-trains/
http://earlymath.erikson.edu/composing-shapes-with-child-15/
http://earlymath.erikson.edu/tangram-puzzles-make-one-for-your-kids/
https://globalfrp.org/Articles/Finding-Their-Way-Family-Engagement-with-Digital-Math-Activities-Helps-Children-Develop-Spatial-Skills


park or walk around their neighborhood with a paper and pencil and describe, draw, 

and describe what they see.  

Comparisons: Amount and measurement matter to children. How else would they 

know they need more cookies or want the swing to go higher and higher? Children 

quickly learn that adding makes more and longer and taking away makes less and 

shorter. These are the precursors to children using mathematics to solve problems in 

their daily lives. Families, librarians, and early-childhood educators can not only talk, 

sing, and read about quantity as they occur in children’s daily lives, but they can also 

have children use fingers, arms, and legs to measure objects, and set 

up environments for comparisons and mathematical operations to take place.  

Positive Attitude:Perhaps more than anything else, families can talk positively about 

math and motivate and encourage children to be excited about it. Saying things like “I 

like math” or “Let’s use math to figure it out” can go a long way to helping children feel 

confident in their math abilities from the outset. The program Bedtime Math has 

been found to help reduce math anxiety in families and children. And going to science 

and math-focused museums is another fun opportunity to see math in new and 

creative ways.      

You can read more about GFRP’s work in family math by clicking here. And share with 

us how math is being integrated into programs at your local library by filling out this 

quick form on our Living Ideabook! To learn more about additional ways librarians are 

supporting family math and early STEM you can also visit: Math and Science 

Storytime and STAR_Net. 

 
 

http://prek-math-te.stanford.edu/spatial-relations/describe-draw-describe
http://prek-math-te.stanford.edu/spatial-relations/describe-draw-describe
http://mathathome.org/set-up-your-environment/
http://bedtimemath.org/
https://momath.org/
https://globalfrp.org/Articles/Count-on-Families!-Engaging-Families-in-Math
https://medium.com/ideabook/share-your-living-ideabook-story-150a20bb11c7
https://medium.com/ideabook/share-your-living-ideabook-story-150a20bb11c7
https://medium.com/ideabook/having-fun-with-math-and-science-62d5906788b1
https://medium.com/ideabook/having-fun-with-math-and-science-62d5906788b1
https://www.starnetlibraries.org/


Bullying alters brain structure, 
raises risk of mental health 
problems 

New research is suggesting that there may be physical 

structural differences in the brains of adolescents who are 

regularly bullied. 

Share on Pinte restA recent study charts brain changes linked to bullying. 

According to the National Center for Education Statistics and Bureau of Justice 

Statistics, between one and three students in the United States report being bullied at 

school. 

In recent years, cyberbullying has become a widespread problem. 

Cyberbullying is any bullying performed via cell phones, social media, or the Internet in 

general. 

Such devices allow bullies to continue their harassment anonymously and at any time of 

the day. 

Bullying has serious effects on health 

One studyTrusted Source revealed that childhood bullying has effects on health, and it 

can lead to significant costs for individuals, their families, and society at large. 

In the U.S., researchers estimate that the prevention of high school bullying could result in 

lifetime benefits of over $1 million per individual. 

https://nces.ed.gov/pubs2013/2013329.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4552909/


New research now suggests that bullying may cause physical changes in the brain and 

increase the chance of mental illness. The study now appearsTrusted Source in the 

journal Molecular Psychiatry. 

Erin Burke Quinlan, of King’s College London in the United Kingdom, and colleagues 

conducted this study. They analyzed questionnaires and brain scans of more than 600 

young people from different countries in Europe. 

The participants were part of the IMAGEN long-term project. The goal of the study was to 

assess the brain development and mental health of young adults through questionnaires 

and high-resolution brain scans, taken when the participants were 14 and 19 years old. 

The scientists found that more than 30 of the participants had experienced chronic 

bullying. Then, they compared the data with those of young people who had not been 

victims of chronic bullying. 

The analysis showed that severe bullying was linked to changes in brain volume 

and levels of anxiety at age 19. 

The brains of bullied adolescents 

The study confirms the results of previous research that linked bullying with mental health 

issues — but it also revealed something new. 

Bullying may decrease the volume of parts of the brain called the caudate and 

putamen. 

The caudate plays a crucial role in how the brain learns — specifically how it process 

memories. This part of the brain uses information from past experiences to influence 

future actions and decisions. The putamen regulates movements and affects learning. 

The authors say that the physical changes in the brains of adolescents who were 

constantly bullied partly explain the relationship between peer victimization and 

high anxiety levels at the age of 19. 

https://www.nature.com/articles/s41380-018-0297-9
https://www.medicalnewstoday.com/articles/154543.php
https://www.medicalnewstoday.com/info/anxiety/


“Although not classically considered relevant to anxiety, the importance of structural 

changes in the putamen and caudate to the development of anxiety most likely lies in their 

contribution to related behaviors such as reward sensitivity, motivation, conditioning, 

attention, and emotional processing.” 

Erin Burke Quinlan 

She explains that it is worrying that as many as 30 percent of young people could be 

bullied on an almost daily basis. Burke Quinlan also highlighted the importance of brain 

development during adolescence. 

She also hopes to see more efforts to fight bullying in the future, as peer victimization is 

becoming a global problem that might lead to physical changes in the brain, widespread 

anxiety, and high costs for society. 
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Improving Parent Engagement at the High School 

Level 
It’s possible to improve communication with parents and 
guardians of high school students by rethinking a few 
outreach strategies. 

By Andrew Fultz 
February 9, 2022 
 

SDI Productions / iStock 

Educators understand the importance of parental involvement in a 

student’s life. In graduate school, my statistics professor told us that 

parental support is an underlying factor influencing all research 

studies. By that he meant whatever we as graduate students 

researched for our thesis, such as correlations between experiences 

in nature and achievement scores in science class, the ever-greater 

correlation with academic success is parental support.  

https://www.edutopia.org/profile/andrew-fultz


Leveraging parental influence is so important, and I struggled with 

communicating with parents at my high school. Emails, phone calls, 

and open houses didn’t really produce the type of parent  engagement 

that kids needed in such a difficult school year.  

Emails were the easiest for me, since I could send them en masse to 

a whole class of parents, but I rarely got a response, or even a 

confirmation that the email was read. Then, I would make phone calls. 

If you’re like me, however, the thought of calling parents due to 

behavior or grades produced a tad bit of anxiety. When I did muster 

the courage, as well as carved out the time to call parents, I often left 

a voicemail and hardly ever received a return call. 

I get it. Answering a phone call at work is sometimes not doable. 

Personally, I don’t like talking on the phone in the era of texting. 

Additionally, open houses are a time when teachers stay into the 

evening and parents can drop by and meet them, but barely any 

parents attend. Last year I had one family take part in that event.  

There had to be better ways to engage parents. 

MORE EFFECTIVE  STRATEGIES  

Google Voice: An English teacher at my school introduced me 

to Google Voice. Last year, she lamented how parents never 

responded to emails, but when she started texting parents using 

Google Voice, the response rate increased significantly. She had 

conversations with parents that she wouldn’t have had  otherwise; 

parents became more aware of missing assignments, and students 

began turning in work, resulting in increased class pass rates.  

There are many benefits for teachers. They still get to keep their 

personal phone number private, and they can turn off Google Voice 

once the school day ends, allowing them to recharge both their 

phones and themselves. To create a Google Voice phone number, 

teachers need only a Google account. Texting, instead of calling, 

saves time and is more convenient for teachers and parents. 

https://voice.google.com/u/0/about


Interest-based open houses: In my experience, a traditional open 

house is generally not well attended. But when we had programs 

focused on a smaller population of the school, parents attended in 

significantly higher numbers. For example, my school had an AP Info 

Night that focused on explaining the benefits of AP and the classes 

we offered. Introduction meetings for ACT Academy, an after-school 

program focused on test prep for the ACT, also had a good 

attendance rate. Open houses that are smaller and more 

personalized, and focused around a particular interest, improve parent 

engagement. 

Start of newsletter promotion. 

 

A Weekly Dose of What Works 

Sign up for the Edutopia Weekly, a newsletter with personalized, time-saving strategies 
shared by experienced educators and backed by evidence. 

Yes, I want that 

End of newsletter promotion. 

Attending extracurriculars: Many parents are very passionate about 

their child’s extracurriculars, such as athletics, theater, arts, or 

robotics. I was asked a few months ago to be the scorebook keeper 

for basketball games for the high school teams. Since I have difficulty 

saying no, I marked off 10 evenings in my calendar for this 

responsibility. In the span of just a few games, I had good 

conversations with more parents than I ever had in the confines of my 

classroom. We talked about anything from previous teachers to 

current academics to challenges in our area of South Knoxvi lle, 

Tennessee. I felt like I was truly part of the community.  

Of course, it’s not just athletics; students are involved in many 

extracurriculars. The school musical, marching band competitions, 

choral concerts, and robotics competitions are just a few examples of 

where teachers can interact with parents while simultaneously 

supporting students. A teacher’s presence at these events 

https://www.edutopia.org/account/signup?grades=&subscribe=weeklyNewsletter


communicates to both students and parents that they care about kids 

beyond any test score. 

Admittedly, it’s very difficult for some teachers to attend 

extracurriculars. Teachers might have responsibilities with younger 

children they need to pick up from day care or with older children 

involved in their own extracurricular events. Some teachers have a 

part-time job in the evenings to help pay bills. Other teachers serve as 

bus aides before and after school, and that requires a great deal of 

time and energy. Attending extracurriculars is going above and 

beyond expectations. 

Let’s be clear, this school year is challenging, and teachers are doing 

so much already. There’s pressure to make up for lost time from 

closures and virtual learning, and students are misbehaving, not 

turning in work, and glued to their phones, further compounding 

academic problems. Teachers shouldn’t overextend themselves and 

go to every extracurricular event, which would be impossible anyway 

due to the quantity of activities taking place after school. It’s good to 

know one’s limits. 

Since parents and guardians are such important stakeholders in a 

child’s education, let’s find the best and most effective ways as 

educators to communicate with them. In a school year requiring so 

much energy regarding mask mandates, student behavior, improving 

academic performance, and giving kids a safe space, teachers need 

all the help that’s available. 
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5 Strategies for a Successful Parent-Teacher 

Conference 
Parent-teacher conferences don’t have to be such a 
headache. Educators weigh in on how to solve common 
problems. 

By Emelina Minero 
October 5, 2018 

For many teachers, parent conferences are often accompanied by a 

sense of dread. There are the parents who push back on any critique, 

the ones who don’t understand how to help, and the ones who never 

show. The meetings aren’t that much easier for parents, who rush to 

squeeze them in on a workday or feel the teacher isn’t understanding 

their child. 

But parent-teacher meetings can be productive. We’ve gathered five 

common concerns—from both teachers’ and parents’ perspectives—

and identified strategies to improve attendance, communication, and 

student outcomes. 

Problem: It’s difficult to get parents to show up.  

Solution: There’s possibly nothing more frustrating than parents who 

don’t come to a conference or meeting at all.  

According to a 2008 study from the U.S. Department of Education and 

the National Center for Education Statistics, more than one in five 

parents reported that they didn’t regularly attend parent-teacher 

conferences. 

In many cases, both parents work and it’s challenging to schedule 

times that work for them, as most conferences are held in the 

afternoon, says Charles Saylors, former president of the National 

Parent Teacher Association (PTA), as reported by NPR. Saylors 

https://www.edutopia.org/profile/emelina-minero
https://nces.ed.gov/pubs2008/2008050.pdf
https://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=130979888


encourages scheduling morning and evening conferences when 

parents are out of work—or even visiting students’ homes, if possible.  

Guidance from George Hall Elementary in Mobile, Alabama, may help. 

Experiencing low attendance at larger family events, the school 

started looking more closely at families’ needs and restrictions. Since 

many George Hall families work shifts, the school began hosting 

events near the start or end of shift times. The school held events 

from 4 to 6 p.m., so there was still enough light out for families to walk 

home afterward. 

But sometimes parents simply forget. A range of education tech tools, 

like Remind and ClassDojo, now enable teachers to keep parents 

abreast of school and classroom happenings, which can provide the 

nudge parents need to remember. Many schools have found 

that quick text messages work just as well, and a number of services 

will translate texts into different languages. 

Problem: Discussions of a student’s performance leave a 

parent confused. 

Solution: Quickly handing over a report card or assessments in a 

conference can leave parents uncertain of their child’s performance—

or how to help. 

A practice used by Maureen Holt, a reading specialist at  Humboldt 

Elementary School in Dewey-Humboldt, Arizona, may alleviate this 

issue. 

Holt has found it helpful to share student data with parents regularly, 

not just at a conference or meeting. Every three weeks, she sends 

home data folders containing printouts about specific skills students 

are tested on, graphs showing how each student performed, and 

descriptions explaining the assessment data and any confusing 

terminology used to explain it. 

https://www.edutopia.org/article/making-most-parents-time-school
https://www.edutopia.org/article/parent-engagement-digital-age
https://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/edtechresearcher/2015/12/thinking_about_texting_parents_best_practices_for_school-to-parent_texting.html
https://www.edutopia.org/practice/sharing-data-create-stronger-parent-partnerships
https://www.edutopia.org/practice/sharing-data-create-stronger-parent-partnerships


Holt also hosts a data night at the beginning of the year at which she 

explains the folders to parents, and she schedules one-on-one parent 

meetings as needed or when requested throughout the year.  

George Lucas Educational Foundation 
Problem: Parents have a hard time hearing negative feedback 

about their child. 

Solution: The joke that parents think their kids are perfect does have 

some truth. 

To handle tricky situations when you have to give negative feedback 

at conferences, an approach suggested by Joe Hirsch, a leadership 

coach and former curriculum developer, might help.  

Hirsch recommends avoiding the “feedback sandwich” and 

instead following a framework of context, observations, emotions, 

value, and input. First, name the context—the time and place—where 

the problem occurs, like during small-group interactions. Next, share 

specific and objective observations about what happened. Then 

describe how the student’s actions impact others emotionally and why 

that matters. Lastly, ask parents for input on how the issue can be 

resolved productively, so you approach the problem as partners.  

Terri Eichholz, an elementary teacher of over 25 years, also suggests 

being proactive and getting ahead of the feedback. “Don’t wait for 

problems to arise. Make it a point to communicate frequently and 

positively so that you have already developed a relationship before 

you hit bumps in the road,” she says.  

When parents are not native English speakers, there’s a greater 

chance that feedback given during a conference may be 

misinterpreted or misunderstood. The video tool Spotlight, which 

translates report cards from English into other languages, helped 

Oakland Unified School District in California break down this barrier. 

Each video uses a parent’s home language to explain report card 
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terminology, highlight areas in which a student needs to improve and 

grow, and provide recommendations for how parents can help their 

child at home. 

Start of newsletter promotion. 
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Problem: Students aren’t getting the feedback on how they can 

improve. 

Solution: There’s no a guarantee that parents are actually sharing 

what they learn at a conference with their child.  

To help students take ownership of their learning and keep lines of 

communication open between school and home, Wildwood IB World 

Magnet School, a K–8 public school in Chicago, has student-led 

conferences twice a year. Students present a portfolio of work to their 

parents and teacher, and respond to reflection prompts like, “I have 

been successful at...” and “I still need help with....” The week  before 

the conference, students spend 10 to 15 minutes a day learning about 

what makes a good student-led conference and practicing their 

presentations. 

George Lucas Educational Foundation 
And in student-led conferences at the middle school at University Park 

Campus School, a 7–12 public school in Worcester, Massachusetts, 

students share their strengths and weaknesses, set academic and 

behavior goals, and ask for support where needed. They use guided 

templates for creating the agenda, reflecting on how the meeting 

went, and making any needed changes by the follow-up meeting a few 
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weeks later. In 11th grade, the student-led meetings are college and 

career focused. Students discuss their career interests and hopes for 

college, then create an action plan so they’re ready to apply.  

"School is not here to happen to students,” says Dan St. Louis, 

University Park’s principal. “They are an active participant.”  

Problem: Parents don’t know how to help their kids improve.  

Solution: Helping parents support their kids can be as simple as giving 

parents a handout—or it can mean an overhaul of the traditional 

parent-teacher conference. 

While working as the director of community education in Creighton 

Elementary School District in Phoenix, Maria Paredes 

developed Academic Parent-Teacher Teams (APTT), a new take on 

parent-teacher conferences that is now used by schools all over the 

country. 

In this model, all parents are brought together in a large group setting 

three times a year to discuss the entire class’s academic data with the 

teacher. The goal is to get parents out of isolation and connect them 

to other parents who might be able to provide advice or the support 

they need to help their child. Parents also meet individually with the 

teacher to look over their child’s performance, and then help create a 

60-day academic plan for their child with specific, measurable, 

attainable, realistic, and timely (SMART) goals for the student. The 

plan and the results are reviewed by parents, students, and the 

teacher during the year, with modifications made as necessary.  

George Lucas Educational Foundation 
But sometimes a conference is just not enough time. 

At Design 39 Campus, a K–8 public school in San Diego, conferences 

and quick exchanges with teachers proved insufficient for parents to 

feel confident to support their children’s academic growth at home. In 
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response, the school established parent workshops in which teachers 

invite parents into the classroom during the school day. Students 

share their work with their parents for the first half hour, and then 

teachers give a 30-minute presentation just for parents that builds on 

the work students are doing in school. Afterward, teachers provide 

related resources—games, websites, readings—that families can take 

home to use with their children. 

 

 

FAMILY ENGAGEMENT 

What Teachers Want Parents to Know 
A teacher who has worked in a variety of schools reflects 
on what his colleagues have had in common. 

By David Cutler 
September 28, 2018 
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As a high school history teacher who is married to a middle school 

math teacher and is about to welcome our first child into this world, 

more than ever I value parents who entrust their children to the care 

of educators. We have an immense responsibility to teach and 

prepare other people’s children for future success in a caring, safe 

environment. 

Over the years, I’ve met, worked beside, and learned from teachers of 

all ages and from all types of schools. Despite the differences 

between us and between our institutions, we find common ground on 

what we want parents to know about us. 

WE CARE ABOUT YOUR CHILD ’S  WELL -BEING  

We care deeply about our students, and we want them to succeed—

not just academically but in every facet of their lives. If a student is 

struggling, we’ll do whatever we can to help turn things around. On a 

bad day, a student might need just a pat on the back and a little 
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encouragement. At other times, helping students calls for staying after 

after-school activities to offer one-on-one support. If the need arises, 

we’ll contact an academic support team, as well as parents, to create 

a plan of action. 

In whatever scenario, know that we’ll be wondering if that child is 

feeling better. We’ll follow up to make sure the student knows how 

much we care, beyond the subject we teach. We show as much by 

cheering on students during their games, attending theatrical 

performances, complimenting artwork, and appreciating other notable 

achievements. 

WE WANT Y OUR CHILD TO SUCCEED  

Contrary to what some may believe, no teacher likes seeing a student 

struggle endlessly. In an ideal world, we would love it if every child 

excelled in every subject without difficulty, which would also make our 

jobs easier and less stressful. However, meaningful learning seldom 

comes without effort for anyone. 

Therefore, it’s critical to avoid demonizing stress, struggle, and 

anxiety, which in heathy amounts are essential ingredients of lifelong 

learning. At certain times, it’s true that teachers want students to 

experience pressure, but not out of a twisted desire to see them 

squirm—we want them to gain resilience and resourcefulness in the 

face of adversity. 

 

 

BRAIN-BASED LEARNING 

Decoding the Teenage Brain (in 3 Charts) 
New technologies are shedding light on what really makes 
adolescents tick—and providing clues on how we might 
reach them better. 

By Stephen Merrill 
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January 31, 2019 

A recent interview with British neuroscientist Sarah-Jayne Blakemore, 

the author of the 2018 book Inventing Ourselves: The Secret Life of 

the Teenage Brain, begins with a caveat. 

“I think it’s important to know before we start that up until 20 years 

ago we really didn’t know that the brain changes at all after 

childhood,” she confides. “That’s what I was taught during my 

undergraduate degree. We now know that’s completely untrue.” 

In matters of settled opinion, science has often found itself in the role 

of provocateur, even saboteur—prodding at conventional wisdoms 

until they yield unexpected truths, and sometimes toppling them 

entirely. The mysteries of celestial bodies, heredity, and mental illness 

have all undergone dramatic rethinking. 

So it shouldn’t be entirely surprising that new technologies that allow 

us to peer into the brain as it processes information are driving a 

revolution in our understanding of human cognition. Images from fMRI 

machines, for example, reveal that the brain is less like a collection of 

discrete, specialized modules—one for speech and one for vision, the 

old model—and more like an integrated network of functions that 

support each other. Those same images show that cerebral networks 

undergo dramatic, global maturation well into our 20s.  

The findings have cast doubt on many theories about adolescence. 

For too long, assertions about teenagers—from their purported 

irrationality to their apparent sense of invulnerability—have circulated 

widely and uncritically. The new research suggests that we have 

plenty of rethinking to do. 
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OF MICE AND MINORS  

Adolescent rodents and adolescent humans are susceptible to peer 

pressure—and members of both species take risks at much higher 

rates when in the presence of companions their own age.  

In a study conducted in 2005, neuroscientist Laurence Steinberg 

asked teenagers and adults to play a virtual driving game that tested 

their willingness to take risks as traffic lights turned from green to 

yellow to red. Participants were penalized when accidents occurred. 

Adolescents responded to the risks as well as adults did and 

performed about equally when playing alone. But in the presence of 

peers, risk-taking surged among the teenagers and young adults—

risky driving increased threefold for 13- to 16-year-olds, and the 

number of crashes spiked—while remaining flat among adults. 

 

Illustration by Leigh Wells 
In driving games—and in life—adolescents operate a vehicle safely when alone. Around peers, though, everything changes. 

A study involving mice and alcohol consumption reached a 

similar conclusion. That 2014 experiment exposed rodents of different 

ages to the equivalent of an open bar: They could drink alcohol at 

their leisure. The adolescent mice—those at the tender age of 4 to 5 

weeks—drank about as often as adult mice when by themselves. But 

in the presence of other juveniles, they settled in for a bender, 

drinking 25 percent more of the time. There was no change in the 

drinking of adult mice. 

These results aren’t just laboratory tricks. Using real crash data from 

2007–10, a study published in 2012 found that the risk of death for 

teenagers driving alone increased by 44 percent per mile when 

traveling with one peer, and quadrupled with three peers in the car. By 
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contrast, Blakemore writes, traveling companions are actually a 

“protective factor” for adults over 26, “who are less likely to crash if 

they have a passenger than if they’re alone.”  

In a few recent experiments, peer pressure emerges as a measurable 

biological phenomenon, crossing over into the perceptible world like 

the first earthquake waves etched onto a seismograph. A 2013 study 

found that when human subjects were told that a peer was watching 

them, skin conductance readings—a measure of the electricity 

triggered by stress and arousal—were consistently higher in 

adolescents than in either adults or children. Brain scans administered 

at the same time revealed telltale flares of greater activity in key 

regions of the teenage brain linked to self-awareness and the ability to 

understand others. 

It’s never been a question of feeling invincible. For teenagers, there’s 

just something about the presence of peers that is transfiguring—they 

understand the risks, and take them anyway. 

A TELL ING MISMATCH  

A likely culprit in adolescent risk-taking is a brain network that 

stretches back deep into evolutionary history—the limbic system, 

the seat of primal instincts like fear, lust, hunger, and pleasure. 

“These are regions in the deep center of the brain,” explained 

Blakemore. ”They are much older, and we share these systems with a 

lot of other animals.” 

In 2014, Blakemore and two colleagues gathered brain images of 33 

people and plotted the growth rates of individual limbic systems over 

time. They also looked at another critical brain region: the prefrontal 

cortex. 

Illustration by Leigh Wells 
Adolescent brain scans reveal that reward systems mature well before inhibitory systems. That tends to confirm a major theory of 

teenage development. 
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The charts that resulted (above) show that limbic structures like the 

nucleus accumbens changed only modestly during adolescence while 

the prefrontal cortex experienced a dramatic shift in volume, shrinking 

and reorganizing as it pruned away unused synaptic connections. The 

upshot? The brain scans seem to indicate that the limbic system—the 

brain’s reward system—is mature and firing on all cylinders in 

teenagers, while the prefrontal cortex, which is responsible for things 

like self-control, planning, and self-awareness, is still busy 

developing. 

“One major theory of adolescent development is that there is a 

mismatch between these two systems,” Blakemore elaborated. “The 

limbic system, which gives you the rewarding feeling of taking risks, is 

structurally more developed before the prefrontal cortex, which stops 

you from taking risks.” 

If that seems too neat to you, Blakemore agrees. “I wouldn’t discount 

social factors like changing schools,” she cautions, or “overlook 

individual differences in teenagers.” 

Still, there’s plenty of evidence that the limbic system is hyperactive 

during adolescence. It’s not youthful irrationality or a flair for the 

dramatic at work; teenagers actually experience things like music, 

drugs, and the thrill of speed more powerfully than adults do. In his 

2014 book Age of Opportunity: Lessons From the New Science of 

Adolescence, Steinberg draws a straight line to peer influence as well, 

noting that teenage peers “light up the same reward centers that are 

aroused by drugs, sex, food, and money.”  

ALL  NATURAL PLASTIC  

It’s not all gloom and doom. The teenage years are “the last, grea t 

neuroplastic era in our lifetimes,” according to Steinberg, referring to 

the brain’s continued capacity for intellectual and emotional growth. 

The same emerging circuitry that makes teenagers vulnerable to risky 



behavior and mood swings also confers significant advantage on 

adolescent learners. 

 

Illustration by Leigh Wells 
A snapshot of the rodent brain at a moment of learning: The young mouse’s brain reveals a more powerful learning response. 

At the deep neural level, new information is written into the gray 

matter of the brain itself—expressed in structural changes to 

synapses, which, through repeated exposure, form increasingly 

durable webs of memory. A study conducted in 2002 provides a 

fascinating window into the brain at the very moment of learning. The 

chart above shows the electrical response in both adolescent and 

adult mice to a novel piece of information, represented by the red 

arrow. Like a bell struck more sharply, the brain of the adolescent 

mouse produces a more dramatic reply—and then sustains it for 

longer. 

That’s good news—and a clear signal that the teenage brain is by 

nature more receptive to learning, says Frances Jensen in her 2015 

book The Teenage Brain. Adolescent animals simply “show faster 

learning curves than adults,” and we retain the capacity  to improve 

even fundamental attributes like our IQ well into our teenage years.  

REACHING TEENAGERS IN  CLASS  

Take the direct approach: Talking to teenagers frankly about their 

brain development can provide useful context for their emotional 

worlds, and reset their expectations about their potential for continued 

intellectual growth. “We know that people like biological explanations. 

It’s true in neurological stroke pa tients—showing that the brain is 

plastic and can change and rehabilitate is really useful,” Blakemore 

said. 

Explaining the role of the limbic system, the influence of peers, and 

the malleability of the teenage brain establishes a basis for students 

to better understand themselves and exert control over their emotional 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/syn.10104


and academic lives. Blakemore insists there’s also a simple question 

of respect at stake: “They have a right to know,” she says 

emphatically. “It’s happening in their brains.”  

Make good use of peer pressure: Peer pressure and social influence 

can be used for good, too. Smoking research shows, for example, that 

teens ignore warnings about the long-term health consequences of 

cigarettes, but respond to the social effects. It’s more convincing to 

remind teens that cigarettes “give you bad breath, or put younger 

children in danger,” said Blakemore. Teens “also respond to the idea 

that this is an adult industry that is exploiting them to make money. 

That has been shown to help for smoking and also fo r healthy eating.” 

Schools are aware of many of these social dynamics, and have used 

teen leaders, social influencers, and appeals to fairness and justice to 

change behaviors around vaping, bullying, and academic cheating. 

Teach self-regulation: It’s not too late. The prefrontal cortex, which 

governs executive functions, is still developing and remains highly 

responsive to the environment and to training during adolescence. It 

stands to reason that explicitly teaching self -regulation, long-term 

planning, and empathy might have particular benefits for teenagers.  

According to Steinberg, efforts to improve the self -regulation of 

teenagers “are far more likely to be effective in reducing risky 

behavior than are those that are limited to providing them with 

information about risky activities.” And social and emotional learning 

programs that show adolescents “how to regulate their emotions, 

manage stress, and consider other people’s feelings” can have 

positive effects on executive functions more generally, improving 

focus and self-discipline, and setting teenagers up for academic and 

professional success well beyond high school.  

 

The author of this article is the chief content officer at Edutopia. You 

can follow him on Twitter @smerrill777. 
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The charts in this story were drawn by illustrator Leigh Wells, and 

adapted from studies by 1) Margo Gardner and Laurence Steinberg, 

2005; 2) K.L. Mills, A.L. Goddings, L.S. Clasen, J.N. Giedd, and S.J. 

Blakemore, 2014; and 3) N.L. Schramm, R.E. Egli, and D.G. Winder, 

2002, via Synapse magazine, courtesy of Wiley-Liss, Inc. 

 

 

 

SOCIAL & EMOTIONAL LEARNING (SEL)  

10 Powerful Community-Building Ideas 
Strategies for ensuring that students in every grade feel like 
they’re part of the classroom community. 

By Emelina Minero 
February 5, 2019 

Teachers have long known that feeling safe and secure in school 

helps students focus their energy on learning. And the research bears 

that out: A 2018 study found that when teachers deliberately foster a 

sense of belonging by greeting each student at the door of the class, 

they see “significant improvements in academic engaged time and 

reductions in disruptive behavior.” 

Edutopia covered that study last year, and we’ve shared many other 

ideas from teachers for ensuring that every student in the classroom 

feels like they belong. 

Some of the activities below take less than five minutes. They’re 

divided up among the grades, but many can apply across all of the 

years from kindergarten to 12th grade. 

ELEMENTARY SCHOOL  

Shout-Outs: This is a quick way for students to celebrate each other 

for doing a job well or for attempting something difficult. Shout -outs 

can be incorporated at any point in a class. First-grade teacher 
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Valerie Gallagher of Providence, Rhode Island, rings a chime when 

she wants to get the class’s attention to ask who has a shout -out. 

“It’s not just me as the teacher saying, ‘You’re doing well’—it’s a way 

for them to interact with each other and celebrate positivity,” says 

Gallagher. 

George Lucas Educational Foundation 
Friendly Fridays: Elizabeth Peterson, a fourth-grade teacher in 

Amesbury, Massachusetts, uses Friendly Fridays as a simple way for 

students to lift each other and themselves up. Peterson has her 

students write a friendly, anonymous note to a classmate, practice 

using positive self-talk, or use storytelling to give a peer a pep talk. 

Sharing Acts of Kindness: Fifth-grade teacher Marissa King, of Tulsa, 

Oklahoma, shares two activities that encourage kindness. In the first, 

the teacher gives students secret kindness instructions, such as 

writing an anonymous note to a peer who is struggling in one of their 

classes. 

The second activity revolves around noticing others’ acts of kindness: 

When a student sees a peer tidying up in the classroom, for example, 

they can post a thank you note on a shared digital “kindness wall.” 

Both activities coach students to be kind to their peers in the hope 

that they’ll begin to practice kindness unprompted.  
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MIDDLE SCHOOL  

Paper Tweets: To build community in her seventh-grade classroom, 

Jill Fletcher of Kapolei Middle School in Kapolei, Hawaii, created a 

bulletin board modeled on Twitter. Students use a template to create 

a profile, and they enlist at least three followers—a friend, an 

acquaintance, and someone they don’t interact with much.  

 

Courtesy of Jill Fletcher 
A mock-up of a classroom Twitter profile 

When the class does this activity—which takes about 45 minutes to 

set up the first time—Fletcher has them respond to prompts about 

their current mood or new things happening in their lives, and then 

their followers respond. 

Class Norms: Bobby Shaddox, a seventh-grade social studies teacher 

at King Middle School in Portland, Maine, has his students develop a 

set of norms for themselves—adjectives that describe them as a 

community of learners. Having students come up with their own norms 

creates “a pathway toward belonging for every single student in that 

class,” says Dr. Pamela Cantor, founder of Turnaround for Children. 

“Instead of a top-down list of rules that a teacher gives a class, these 

are words that we generated together,” says Shaddox. “It helps us 

own the behavior in the classroom.” 

George Lucas Educational Foundation 
Group Salutes: A moment shared between two or more students at 

the beginning or end of an activity, a Group Salute is a teacher-

prompted interaction that is a quick, low-prep way to cultivate 

community. The shared gesture can be physical—like a high five—or 

social—a teacher could ask students to express gratitude to their 

group members. 

https://www.edutopia.org/article/paper-tweets-build-sel-skills
https://www.edutopia.org/article/strengthening-bonds-between-students


There’s some interesting data supporting this idea: Researchers found 

that NBA teams whose players touch the most early in the season—

high fives, fist bumps, etc.—had the best records later for the season. 

HIGH SCHOOL  

Morning Meetings: Morning meetings have long been a staple of 

elementary classrooms, but they can help students in all grades 

transition into class. Riverside School, a pre-K to 12th-grade school in 

Ahmedabad, India, uses a version of morning meetings at every grade 

level as “a pure relationship-building time.” Bonding exercises led by 

teachers or students include physical or social and emotional 

activities, or discussions of sensitive topics like bullying. 

George Lucas Educational Foundation 
Appreciation, Apology, Aha: As a quick, daily closing activity, students 

gather in a circle and share an appreciation of one of their peers, an 

apology, or a light bulb moment. The teacher models the activity by 

sharing and then asks for volunteers to speak. 

“Those types of appreciations and community recognitions can go a 

long way toward building bonds,” explains Aukeem Ballard, an 

educator with Summit Public Schools in the San Francisco Bay Area. 

George Lucas Educational Foundation 
Rose and Thorn: At the start of class, the teacher and students take 

turns sharing one rose (something positive) and one thorn (something 

negative) each. The process takes about five minutes. 

  

“A low-stakes thorn might be ‘I feel tired.’ Yet many students choose 

to share more personal items, like ‘My thorn is that my dog is sick and 

I’m really worried about her,’” writes Alex Shevrin Venet, a former 

school leader at a trauma-informed high school. 

Snowball Toss: Students anonymously write down one of their 

stressors on a piece of paper, crumple it up, gather in a circle, and 
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throw their paper balls in a mock snowbal l fight. When that’s done, 

they pick up a snowball and read it aloud. 

“The idea is that we’re moving around. We’re able to have fun, laugh, 

scream, be loud, and then have that discussion about stress,” says 

Marcus Moore, an advisory leader at Urban Prep School in Chicago. 

  

 
SOCIAL & EMOTIONAL LEARNING (SEL)  

3 Ways School Counselors Can Boost SEL 
Tips for student support professionals working to promote 
social and emotional learning at a middle or high school.  

By Maurice J. Elias 
February 12, 2019 
 

©iStock/monkeybusinessimages 

What is the role of student support professionals in fostering social 

and emotional learning (SEL) at the middle and high school levels? 

School counselors, psychologists, social workers, and other SSPs 

have many responsibilities, to which promoting SEL is typically an 

add-on. And we know that the context for SEL interventions in middle 

and high school is often one of time constraint. 

Teachers need not be the only ones responsible for implementing 

SEL. We must remain realistic as to what they are able to accomplish 

during class time. Whether with individual students, groups, or 

entire classrooms, adequate time for comprehensive skill  building is 

generally lacking. This may lead to attempts to get too much done too 

quickly, thereby sending students back to class without sufficient 

depth of learning. The effect of this is to cast a shadow on SEL 

interventions and those who implement them. 
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TAKING ACTION  

Fortunately, there are schools that have found vital roles that are 

accessible for many SSPs within their busy schedules. Here are three 

key ways counselors, school psychologists, and other student support 

professionals can promote and strengthen SEL at the middle or high 

school where they work. 

1. Be part of a leadership team. By virtue of skills in child and 

adolescent development and leading groups, SSPs can take 

leadership roles on any SEL-related committees. These might be 

focused on character building, or overall school culture and climate, or 

anti-bullying. For example, counselors, the school social worker, and 

the school psychologist might consult or serve to guide trauma-

sensitive training for teachers and staff.  

Perhaps a committee has been formed to bring service learning to all 

age groups at a school. A school psychologist or counselor would be 

well-equipped to speak on the emotional and social developmental 

stages of the varied age groups so as to best match the types of 

service learning with specific grade levels. 

2. Develop SEL-related understanding in adults. In many schools, 

staff may have only a cursory familiarity with SEL and related topics, 

yet start implementation regardless. We know that deep 

understanding of SEL on the part of staff is linked to higher 

sustainability. 

Short publications for nontechnical readers and SEL videos can be 

good introductions, but for sustainability, deeper trainings and 

supports are needed. SSPs can play an important role in the design of 
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a realistic plan to bring groups of individuals along in their SEL 

understanding. 

3. Focus on strength development. Instead of an anger or stress 

management group for youth having difficulties, SSPs can assist in 

facilitating a leadership preparation group for these students. 

Framing the group as something that can make a positive contribution 

to the school will engender more cooperation and allow you to 

acknowledge strengths, as well as shortcomings, in response to 

questions like, “What qualities does a good leader have?” and “What 

makes for a trustworthy leader?” 

The student leadership group may then move into action, responding 

to an environmental issue or carrying out a school improvement 

project, for example. 

SSPs can contribute to guiding students in further developing the 

skills they already possess while also fostering news skills. This 

reframes skill building away from remediation and deficit. A key 

element found to be essential in SEL interventions is helping students 

set goals directed toward a positive purpose. 

SEQUENCE AND SCOPE  

Time is always a factor in working with students in secondary schools. 

The following developmental sequence of skill building should be used 

as a guide to focus SEL supports and interventions feasibly and 

effectively. Broadly speaking, the developmental sequence is:  

• Self-awareness and self-management (with purpose being included 

as part of self-awareness and being one’s best self, followed by 

emotional competencies and self-control) 

• Social awareness and relationship skills (including 

empathy, communication skills, and knowing one’s trigger situations) 
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• Responsible decision making and problem solving (which also 

includes anticipating and overcoming obstacles) 

SEL interventions and programs that follow this sequence 

are associated with a range of positive outcomes, including improved 

student behavior, attendance, and academic performance, and 

reductions in punitive or exclusionary discipline.  

Whether you are a school psychologist, counselor, or other student 

support professional, and whatever ways you decide to further 

contribute to SEL on your campus, create and share your plans with 

other school staff so they know the content of what you’re working on 

and how to best support it. 

 
 
CULTURALLY RESPONSIVE TEACHING 

Locked Away: The Toll of Mass Incarceration on 

Students 
Children with imprisoned siblings or parents often suffer 
silently, but schools can help students confront the stigma 
and trauma. 

By Melinda D. Anderson 
January 28, 2019 

By the time she reached high school, Bianca Lopez had been labeled 

a “bad student” for talking loudly and talking back in class. 

Now an adult reflecting on her years of schooling in Los Angeles, 

Lopez, 21, said her misbehavior masked the pain and grief she felt 

after her older brother was sent to prison just shy of her 12th birthday. 

Lopez remembers carrying the distress of her sibling’s absence to 

school daily until she attended a lunchtime group for youth impacted 

by incarceration during her junior year. 
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Along with the ham sandwiches, she found a sense of belonging and 

safety among her peers in Pain of the Prison System (POPS), a high 

school club for teens struggling with family incarceration. When the 

group handed Lopez a piece of paper and pen to write, she was 

hesitant at first. But with gentle prodding from the group leader, she 

started writing a letter to her brother. It was their first communication 

in over six years. 

“I just poured my feelings into that letter, and it took me days to  finish, 

but I did it,” Lopez said, acknowledging the emotions she had buried 

for years. From that day forward, support through POPS helped 

change her outlook on school; she went from seeing it as a place 

where no one cared to one with peers she could trus t. “Knowing so 

many other people in the same situation was heartwarming, like 

you’re not alone.” 

Though seldom discussed, the vast reach of mass incarceration, and 

the corresponding toll on American children and families, is well 

documented. In a 2018 survey of more than 4,000 adults, researchers 

found that nearly half reported having an immediate family member 

currently or formerly incarcerated—for one in four, a sibling; for one in 

five, a parent. For children, the impact is particularly severe. One in 

14 children has had an incarcerated parent—there are more than 5 

million children affected today—and about half of children with 

incarcerated parents are under the age of 10. 
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The scope of the racial disparity is even more staggering: Among 

black children, one in nine has experienced parental incarceration, a 

rate twice that of white children. And among black youth aged 12 to 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SIZbZ-byx5U
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SIZbZ-byx5U
http://www.popstheclub.com/
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-46471444
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-46471444
https://www.childtrends.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/2015-42ParentsBehindBars.pdf
https://www.childtrends.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/2015-42ParentsBehindBars.pdf
https://nrccfi.camden.rutgers.edu/files/nrccfi-fact-sheet-2014.pdf


17, nearly one in seven has a parent who has spent time in jail or 

prison. Additionally, black and Native American women—the majority 

of whom have been charged with low-level, nonviolent offenses and 

never convicted—are overrepresented in the country’s jails and 

prisons. And many of them are mothers: An estimated 80 percent of 

women in jail have children. 

These sobering numbers have significant implications for America’s 

classrooms—where children spend the bulk of their day—and make it 

unlikely that there’s a public school in the country without impacted 

children. Like Lopez, many youngsters suffer silently with the 

emotional trauma of family incarceration as most educators are ill-

prepared to support them, leaving children feeling isolated and 

ignored. 

Breaking the cycle of invisibility is painstaking and vital work for 

educators that requires a change of heart—and mind—to meet this 

vulnerable population’s unique needs. 
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SHAME,  STIGMA ,  AND SILENCE  

For teens with loved ones in prison, finding a safe haven in schools 

was tricky before POPS launched in 2013. The program, now in 17 

schools across the country, is modeled after the Gay-Straight Alliance 

clubs that formed in the 1980s to provide support for lesbian, gay, 

bisexual, transgender, and queer (LGBTQ) students. Piloted at Venice 

High School—Lopez’s alma mater—POPS provides a safe space for 

youth to shed the veil of secrecy through writing.  
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By creating a trusting environment in his classroom, Dennis Danziger, 

a 24-year veteran English teacher, helped students with an 

incarcerated loved one open up about their experiences in essays and 

poetry. Subsequent one-on-one conversations with his students were 

the catalyst that later led him to create POPS with novelist  Amy 

Friedman, who has written about the struggles of those behind bars.  

Quite often, Friedman says, teachers and administrators put on 

blinders, adding to the shame and stigma that shroud imprisonment. 

But recognizing that the issue exists is the first step to creating 

change, she said. 

According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), 

parental incarceration is recognized as one of 10 adverse childhood 

experiences (ACEs) that can lead to poor impulse control, poor 

concentration, and poor judgment in children, along with health and 

emotional impacts in adulthood. While the ACEs research and student 

trauma are more widely acknowledged in schools today, children with 

incarcerated parents are seldom prioritized in schools’ trauma-

informed resources, say experts, and their isolation compounds the 

harm. 

 
Thirty five percent of children have experienced more than one adverse childhood experience—a category that includes having 

an incarcerated parent. 

Combating the silence can be challenging, though. Caregivers may 

not tell a child the truth about a loved one, or may tell them the truth 

and insist they keep quiet. 
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Opening communication channe ls is further complicated by teachers’ 

expectations of children of incarcerated parents. Studies have 

shown that parental incarceration shapes how educators view and 

characterize children—rating a child whose parent is in prison as “ less 

competent” behaviorally, academically, and socially. A case study of 

school counselors published in the Professional School Counseling 

Journal also cited educators’ negative perceptions as a challenge to 

meeting children’s needs. 

“Most people think that children are ashamed of  the parent or the 

crime, but the fact is they’re ashamed and stigmatized by the 

reactions of the people around them,” said Ann Adalist -Estrin, director 

of the National Resource Center on Children and Families of the 

Incarcerated (NRCCFI), an organization housed at Rutgers University-

Camden in New Jersey. “One of the things we know about trauma is 

that when people can talk about a traumatic event, the impact is less 

severe, and we’re not making it safe for kids to talk about it.” 

BEST PRACTICES  

A core element of NRCCFI’s work in schools for the last 30 years has 

been tackling educators’ biased attitudes and assumptions—

particularly, helping them understand the intersection of mass 

incarceration with race, class, and ethnicity, and how their school 

practices and policies may hinder children and families of the 

incarcerated. Trainers from the center say educators may consider 

children with incarcerated parents the chief culprit when things go 

missing in their school, or respond with embarrassed silence when a 

child talks about their parent. 

Guidance for schools is found in listening to those closest to the 

issue. 

Young people from Project Avary, a Northern California nonprofit 

serving children with parents in prison, advise educators to refrain 

from asking the details of a parent’s arrest and focus instead on the 
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child’s emotional reaction (confusion, sadness, or anger) to the 

parent’s absence; to be sensitive in word choices (using “caregiver” or 

“family member” rather than “mom” or “dad” to minimize discomfort); 

and to listen to children of incarcerated parents from a place of care 

and concern, rather than judgement. 

Similarly, in Dorchester County on Maryland's Eastern Shore, social 

workers convened focus groups and conducted surveys to build trust 

with families impacted by incarceration, and held in-service trainings 

in schools to help normalize discussions on incarceration. One of the 

biggest takeaways was that it’s critical to respect the parent-child 

relationship (when clinically appropriate) and keep them as involved 

as they can be, said Mindy Black-Kelly, a social work supervisor for 

the Dorchester County Health Department. 

“Children want to know that their incarcerated parent is OK. The 

abrupt loss of that parent from the home is often far worse than what 

a child will experience by having some form of contact,” she said.  

Understanding this need, the Washington State Department of 

Corrections has collaborated with the state education department and 

local school districts to provide parent-teacher teleconferences for 

more than a decade. 

About 90 phone conferences were completed during the 2017–18 

school year, timed to regularly scheduled parent-teacher meetings in 

the fall and the spring. Participation is open to any parent in the 

state’s 12 prisons, regardless of classification in a minimum or 

maximum security facility, because “it’s not seen as a privilege for the 

parent, but a necessity for the children,” said Carrie Kendig, family 

services program manager for the corrections department, who sees 

reciprocal gains for parents and children. 

MAKING STUDENTS FEEL WELCOM E  

Even small efforts by educators can have a large influence on youth 

impacted by incarceration. 



The National Resource Center on Children and Families of the 

Incarcerated suggests acknowledging the topic through writing 

prompts, research projects on the criminal justice system, and even 

math lessons. 

Experts also say a well-tested tool for making schools feel safe and 

welcoming is adding books about incarceration to classrooms and 

school libraries. Missing Daddy, a children’s book by Mariame Kaba, 

profiles the emotions a little girl feels while her father is in prison, 

and Visiting Day, by award-winning author Jacqueline Woodson, follows 

a girl and her grandmother as they prepare for the girl’s  once-a-month 

visit with her incarcerated father. 
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“Deena Misses Her Mom,” which was written by young adults, profiles a little girl’s emotional journey after her mother goes to jail. 

But finding children’s literature that covers the topic in an affirming 

way can be tough. 

Kahliya Ruffin, 17, noted the lack of books about the lives of kids with 

incarcerated family members while tutoring elementary-age readers in 

Washington, DC. She and three friends wrote Deena Misses Her Mom—a 

picture book featuring a little girl’s emotional struggle after her mom 

goes to jail—to reflect the reality of the children they knew. It’s now 

available in visiting rooms in jails around the country.  

“In our community, having an incarcerated parent is a conversation 

that’s rarely brought up,” said the Anacostia High School senior. “Kids 

shouldn’t be left to deal with this by themselves.”  

 
CULTURALLY RESPONSIVE TEACHING 

Creating a Diverse Classroom Library 
An interaction with a student prompts an elementary 
teacher to revamp her classroom library to make it more 
inclusive. 
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By Meredith Kimi Lewis 
November 5, 2018 
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The library is the physical and metaphorical center of my classroom. It 

is a reading world adorned with a carpet, comfy chairs, a lamp, and 

bins of neatly organized books. When I remember my own childhood, I 

picture a colorful tapestry woven by the hundreds of worlds I visited 

through the pages of books. 

Imagine my surprise when one of my students commented about what 

I thought was a magical space, “I’m tired of reading about white kids.” 

She followed this with a reminder that I, her teacher, am also not 

white. I was taken aback. More than 60 percent of my students are 

individuals of color. My library featured white characters almost 

exclusively. What schema was I helping to create for my students? I 

decided to make a change. 

START WITH WHAT Y OU HAVE  

I began by making bins around the subjects I intended to cover. Make 

the bins you want to fill, even if they have only one book in them. 

I already owned some books about characters from diverse ethnic 

backgrounds, but they were hidden—mixed in with other chapter 

books in bins marked with reading levels. I pulled every book out of 

the bins and made a pile on the floor. I weeded out books about 

people of color written by white authors and books that reinforce 

stereotypes, like The Indian in the Cupboard. 

Look for topics that can be covered by your existing titles. You might 

need to start without much in the way of cultural diversity. Examples 

of such topics include Caring for Others, Be Yourself, Accepting 

Differences, Standing Up for What’s Right, and  Girls Are Powerful. 
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INVOLVE YOUR STUDENTS  

One student took the first bin and labeled it Books About Asian 

Americans. It was followed by Books About African Americans. Per 

student requests, we made bins for a variety of cultural groups and 

labeled them Chinese American Girls, Native Americans, and Kids 

Who Recently Moved to the U.S. 

Although the majority of bins were focused on ethnicity, students also 

made bins for themes and topics such as disabilities, different types of 

families, foster care, and divorce. 

Ask your students to suggest books. Keep a list in your library and 

have students find books they want to read. 

CHOOSE RELATAB LE STORIES  

We’re careful when choosing the books for the bins. I want 

contemporary books written about contemporary issues. I want 

students to feel proud and accepted—to see other children who 

struggle to find a voice, and who have dreams and challenges like 

their own. I carefully distinguish between realistic fiction and historical 

fiction. 

Imagine if the only time you read a book about someone who looked 

like you, it was about slavery—and it was the only book in your 

classroom library to represent you. Or the book was about an 

internment camp. Yes, we need to remember this history. But these 

historical accounts should not be the only books that a student sees in 

the library that reflect his or her background. 
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CONTINUE THE MOMENTUM  

Creating a diverse library is an ongoing project. I found many diverse 

books at library sales and at secondhand stores like Goodwill. When I 

found multiple copies of the same book, I bought them all, including 

seven copies of Becoming Naomi Leon. 

When it was time to replenish books through PTA or classroom funds, 

I made a concerted effort to buy culturally inclusive books. My library 

began slowly shifting. There are many resources to find diverse 

reading materials. 

Make your space reflective of your intentions. In your library, get rid of 

decorations that do not have a function. Hang posters of African 

American writers, Native American poets, or Mexican American 

novelists. 

Suggest that the school library start a special section for culturally 

inclusive books. I had many conversations with our school librarian 

about ways to build a more diverse collection. 

STUDENT ENGAGEMENT AND SELF -ESTEEM  

It was a big deal when our diverse classroom library began taking 

shape. Students took care of our bins and worked to find other books 

that could be included. Books previously unread—Year of the Dog, for 

example—were suddenly hot commodities. We had a waitlist for 

books by Pam Muñoz Ryan and Louise Erdrich. 

Students began caring for books—holding each other accountable for 

returning them properly and for taking care of the organizational 

systems of our library. The classroom library was “our library.” It was 

a place of pride in our individual and collective stories.  

“I think it’s good,” the student told me later when I interviewed her 

about our library. “It’s good except for...” and she pointed to the one 

https://diversebooks.org/
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book bin that was empty: Books About Girls From Senegal. That was 

a bin, she assured me with her bright grin, she was going to fill one 

day. 
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