Guidelines for Putting the Pieces Together: 

How to go From the Jumbled School House                                             to the Synergized Schoolhouse
Maurice J. Elias, Ph.D. and the DSACS-SECD Team (www.teachSECD.com)

Using Analogies: Schools as Puzzles, Schools as Quilts
We usually introduce Developing Safe and Civil Schools (DSACS) by showing a picture of a schoolhouse filed with evidence-based social-emotional and character development, prevention, service learning and related programs that are disconnected and uncoordinated.  This strikes many people as similar to the schools in which they work, and they resonate with the negative effects of fragmentation on staff morale and student engagement and learning.  We then present a schoolhouse where various SECD-related efforts are coordinated and linked to academics and parent and community involvement.  What follows are some guidelines to help with putting the pieces together, to getting from the jumbled schoolhouse to the synergized schoolhouse.


While we like the puzzle piece analogy and find if highly useful, others have found it immensely useful to use the analogy of a quilt.  Each SECD and related program is like a panel of that quilt.  The role of DSACS is to help schools stitch the panels together, and SECD is the connecting thread.  Every time we put together some pieces that are not connected, we provide greater warmth to our students and bring together more of our community.  The question is, how many pieces actually need to be put together before students actually start to feel sufficient warmth, until we actually change the climate.  The answer:  We don’t know for sure, but we know it does not have to be every possible piece.  At some point, as we put pieces together, we will notice that we have reached the “Tipping Point” and things have changed. We also know that this process is not a linear one. There are fits and starts, with growth periods and even some periods of regression. 


So, when we talk about putting the pieces of the quilt together, we are really asking, “Where and how are we ensuring that our students are receiving the social-emotional and character development skills they need for success in school and life in a careful, coordinated, additive, continuous, developmental way?”


And we also want everyone to ask, “When and how are we ensuring that all students feels themselves to be appreciated and contributors to the well-being of their classmates, school, and community?”

Small Wins Lead to Big Accomplishments:  

The 8-Week Cycle of Action Planning


The best strategy that we are aware of is to try to have one or two of the DSACS services implemented within an 8-week window.  For practical purposes, this would mean a substantial accomplishment by the middle of November, ideally before the Thanksgiving break.  Another 8-week accomplishment window after that would take us around the end of January.   And then another that would have to be adjusted to the spring break and testing, with perhaps one more cycle into May but certainly consolidation, Spring Climate Assessment, and Planning for summer and next year in the remaining time.  By working in 8-week windows, you have a chance to show people in your schools some tangible accomplishments that everyone can build upon, to create momentum and work toward a tipping point. 
Bottom Line:  Our efforts will benefit from short-term, visible successes.  Every piece of the puzzle we put together firmly, every piece of the quilt that we stitch together securely, represents essential progress upon which future progress can be built.  All of these accomplishments are “small wins” and should be visibly shared and celebrated.

A Primer on Getting Started with Change


Leadership and change go together, but the journey is not always comfortable.   Sometimes the trip can be eased if you have a sense of the path you will be following.  From our friends and colleagues at www.6Seconds.org, here is an outline of what you will need to do to embrace change and be a true leader and champion for children:

1. Confront the problem and accept that change is needed – this is the process of realizing that academic growth requires SECD.

2. Validate the current feelings and consider the causes and effects -- including your own role in and responsibility for the failures -- to begin to engage people’s emotions constructively – this reflects how the main barriers to change are people’s fears, worries, sense of threat or the unknown, unwillingness to risk failure, and insecurity.   You cannot proceed well and ignore these strong feelings among the hesitant.

3. Clarify the vision or purpose to provide a reason to change – the visioning process we ask of others cannot proceed well until our own vision of the need for change is clear.

4. Link change to purpose to make the change worthy of effort – this is what we refer to when we talk about having conversations about why people are in education- most often, it is to impact on the social-emotional and character development of children.  SECD helps people fulfill their educational purpose and gives children a purpose in coming to school.

5. Set metrics and milestones to measure the progress – help yourself and others identify how you will know that your efforts are moving in the right direction; don’t allow test scores to be the sole criterion for success.

6. Invite the Change – give educators, students, parents, and community members a chance to participate, to be a part of one or more SECD initiatives, and celebrate one-another’s involvement.   The Laws of Life program is an excellent vehicle for this.

From www.teachSECD.com.  Visit this site for more information on SECD, including Tools for Initiating Coordinated SECD 

Instruction, Programs and School Engagement

  Relevant Websites
The Collaborative for Academic, Social and Emotional Learning (CASEL) -  www.casel.org
CASEL's mission is to establish social and emotional learning (SEL) as an integral part of education from preschool through high school. The site includes a description of CASEL's research projects, nationwide teacher-training opportunities, SEL reading and video resource lists, news updates about SEL initiatives throughout the country, and links to model program sites. 

Character Education Partnership (CEP) -  www.character.org
CEP is a nonpartisan coalition of organizations and individuals dedicated to developing moral character and civic virtue in our nation's youth as one means of creating a more compassionate and responsible society. 

Northeast Foundation for Children - www.responsiveclassroom.org
The NEFC maintains a website for the Responsive Classroom, an approach to teaching and learning that fosters safe, challenging, and joyful classrooms and schools, kindergarten through eighth grade. Developed by classroom teachers, it consists of practical strategies for bringing together social and academic learning throughout the school day and the web site contains many curricular and climate archives.

George Lucas Educational Foundation (GLEF) – www.edutopia.org
GLEF is a nonprofit organization that gathers and disseminates the most innovative models of K-12 teaching and learning in the digital age and also publishes a newsletter entitled Edutopia.  The vast web site includes examples of social-emotional learning, project-based learning, and character education.
Educators for Social Responsibility (ESR) – www.esrnational.org
ESR’s mission is to make teaching social responsibility a core practice in education so that young people develop the convictions and skills to shape a safe, sustainable, democratic, and just world. They offer programs, staff development, consultation, and resources for adults who teach children and young people preschool through high school.
The National Center for Learning and Citizenship (NCLC) – www.servicelearning.org
The NCLC is an organization of chief state school officers, district superintendents, service-learning professionals and others who support service-learning. Members are committed to linking service learning to K-12 curriculum and to organizing schools to maximize community volunteer efforts. NCLC was founded by and operates out of the offices of the Education Commission of the States (ECS). ECS is a national, nonprofit organization that helps state education and political leaders improve education at all levels by making policy decisions. 
Center for Social and Emotional Education (CSEE) – www.csee.net
CSEE provides parents and school leaders with resources and tools that promote social and emotional learning in children and adolescents. 
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