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Social-Emotional Learning for New Jersey (SEL4NJ) would like to thank the Joint Committee on the 
Public Schools for providing this opportunity to provide testimony in regards to this critical issue facing 
our students and educators. 
 
SEL4NJ, a statewide coalition with over 1100 members is an affiliate of a national organization, 
SEL4US, which was founded in 2018 and now comprises 19 state affiliates. It is worth noting one of 
the founding members of SEL4US and SEL4NJ was Dr. Maurice Elias of Rutgers University and one 
of the nation’s leading experts on social emotional learning and school climate. Included in your packs 
is information about SEL4NJ along with a one minute PSA video. 
 
We start our testimony today knowing that research conducted prior to the pandemic has shown -- has 
proven without any question - that students’ social and emotional needs must be met before they can 
learn.  
 
It is also important to note SEL should not be perceived as something separate from academic 
learning- SEL is most effective when infused throughout the curriculum, modeled in every class, and in 
every hallway. SEL is not separate from academics - social-emotional skills are what allow us to be 
good problem-solvers, attentive listeners, valued team members, and provide the strength and 
resiliency to cope with adversity and uncertainty.  
 
And the pandemic, with its accompanying wide-spread impact of stress and trauma has exacerbated 
existing inequities and has amplified the importance and the urgency of supporting the social and 
emotional well-being of all those in the school community - students, staff, and parents.  
 
SEL4NJ defines social-emotional learning broadly, consisting of, but not limited to the five CASEL 
competencies which have been adopted by the NJ Department of Education - self-awareness, self-
management, social awareness, relationship skills and responsible decision making. All skills 
necessary to cope with our current situation as well as fundamental to success in work and life in the 
21st century.  
 
In addition to these 5 SEL competencies we include under the SEL4NJ umbrella positive school and 
classroom climate, core values that promote SEL as a goal, character education, whole child/whole 
school approaches, restorative discipline policies and practices, responsive classrooms, mental and 
physical health, anti-bullying practices, and social justice and equity.  
 
All of these work hand-in-hand with a focus on developing the CASEL 5 skills to create an 
environment where teachers and students alike can teach, learn, and thrive.  
 
We believe this committee should consider the following three points as foundational when planning 
for the resumption of live schooling. All three areas are supported by strong research.  
 
 

1. SEL supports student learning and can reduce the achievement gap. 



2. SEL is a form of trauma-informed practice which helps reduce stress and anxiety - for both 
adults and students. 

3. SEL can help to address damaging inequities faced by vulnerable populations which have 
been exacerbated by the pandemic.  

 
These three priorities were identified by six issue-specific working groups as part of SEL4NJ’s 
statewide landscape analysis that began in 2019.  Over 90 representatives from 60 organizations 
throughout the state participated including representatives from NJ’s key education associations, 
school districts, and leaders in the field of SEL. The complete report can be found on the SEL4NJ 
website. Recently the teams re-convened and updated their findings in response to COVID and equity 
issues.  This coming Friday (February 12th) we will be holding an open meeting updating our 
constituents with the findings.  
 
A successful return to school will need to be organized, efficient, and effective guided by clear 
priorities. To achieve this: 
 

• The adults must be the first priority. We must prioritize adult recovery and social-emotional 
skills following the unprecedented levels of stress experienced this past year.  It is important to 
focus on Adult SEL so that the adults can model and teach SEL skills to their students. Adult 
emotions are contagious to their students.  

• The link between SEL and academic and life success needs to be clear to all - students, 
teachers, and families.  

• Efforts to address the social-emotional well-being of students and staff need to be coordinated 
within each school, district wide, and communicated with the wider school community.  

 
Specifically, our organization asks public leaders to publicly champion the importance of SEL and 
spread awareness via a public education campaign.  
 
The following steps will help to accomplish this goal: 

1. Provide resources and public support for a public education campaign on what equity-oriented 
social and emotional learning is; including its benefits, how it provides critical support to both 
teaching and learning during re-entry, as well as addressing inequities experienced by 
vulnerable populations.  

2. Encourage districts and school leaders to set a clear vision for integrating an SEL lens into re-
entry protocols and to plan for implementation that supports educators on the ground  

3. Educate parents and families, who are deeply concerned about their children’s well-being and 
learning loss, about how SEL skills have been associated with positive long-term academic 
and social outcomes, so these stakeholders are supportive of these strategies and practice 
them at home.  

4. Encourage schools to collect data from students to understand and determine school-wide, 
classroom, and individual needs, and to gather information on student experiences during 
COVID, to determine the most appropriate interventions to address trauma, build resilience, 
foster community, and support learning on reopening schools.  

  
We also underscore the importance of providing funding, training, and guidance for preparing all 
current and pre-service educators for the successful integration of SEL, which is facilitated through 
strategic planning of districts and schools committed to SEL.   

1. Begin with adults by providing effective tools for processing and managing the stress 
experienced during COVID.   

2. Provide funding to support effective professional development to support integrated and 
home-grown, responsive approaches to SEL, using common language and referencing 
common values in school-wide, classroom, and extracurricular settings.  

3. Encourage approaches that involve parents and families in SEL skill development and 
reinforcement at home.  

4. Identify quality SEL providers and products that enable schools to leverage funding effectively 
to positively impact their communities.  
  

 



Thank you for the opportunity to share the work of SEL4NJ. Our recommendations are based on 
the recent landscape analyses completed by our work groups done through the lens of the role of SEL 
in addressing the impact of the COVID pandemic and the heightened focus on systemic racism and 
inequity in our society. Our organization stands ready to help address the great challenges facing 
education in New Jersey in any way that you see fit.  
 
Submitted with respect by the Board of Trustees of SEL4NJ 
Elizabeth Hansen Warner, President SEL4NJ 
SEL4NJ.org 
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