
 

 
 
Mary Eich 
Assistant Superintendent for Teaching & Learning 
Telephone: (617) 559-6125 

 
 
 
MEMORANDUM 

 
To:   David Fleishman  
From:  Mary Eich, Assistant Superintendent for Teaching & Learning 
Date:   May 19, 2016 
Re:   Social and Emotional Learning Update 
  
 
We are now well into our second year of the School Climate Transformation Grant, which 
has allowed Newton Public Schools to develop a comprehensive and sustainable approach 
to social and emotional learning in our district.   In the attached report, Amy Kelly and Lisa 
LaCava, District Leader of Social and Emotional Learning and Social Emotional Learning 
Project Leader respectively, provide an update and preliminary data regarding progress to 
date.     
 
We are looking forward to discussing this exciting work on Monday evening.   
 
 

Newton Public Schools 

100 Walnut Street 

Newton, MA 02460  



Social and Emotional Learning in the Newton Public Schools 
A Tiered Approach to Addressing the Social and Emotional Needs of our Students 

 
 
INTRODUCTION 
Newton Public Schools is in the 20th month of our School Climate Transformation Grant.   The 
School Climate Transformation Grant is closely aligned with NPS’ social and emotional learning 
goals to:  
 

 
 
 

THROUGH 
 
 
 
 

BY 
 

 
 
 
The focus of Social and Emotional Learning work in Newton for last 12 months has been on: 

I. Continuing to build district and school leadership  
II. Increasing consistency of implementation of Tier 1 practices 

III. Building capacity to improve effectiveness of Tier 2 and Tier 3 systems of support  
IV. Continuing to invest in capacity-building and professional development  

 
 

  

Build positive, preventive and safe 
school climate and culture  
 

Focus on student outcomes related to 
social, emotional, & behavioral competence 

 

Implementing a cohesive multi-tiered system of  
supports for SEL and behavior  

 

• Increasing consistency of implementation of Tier 1 practices 
• Improving effectiveness of Tier 2 and Tier 3 systems of support for SEL and behavior 
• Using data for problem solving and decision making 
• Improving collaboration with families and community partners 
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I.  BUILDING DISTRICT AND SCHOOL LEADERSHIP 
 
Effectively implementing a multi-tiered system of supports for Social Emotional Learning (SEL) 
and behavior has taken district and school leadership in addressing the following: 

1. How does NPS value and support social and emotional competence?   
2. What do we want NPS students to know and be able to do? 
3. How does NPS’ SEL work build capacity and contribute to a culture of equity and 

excellence marked by high quality learning for each and every student? 
 
1.   How does NPS value and support social and emotional competence?  NPS has set social and 

emotional competence as a priority by integrating aspects of the work into five of the seven 
system-wide goals 2015-16: 

 
SYSTEM-WIDE GOALS 2015-2016 

GOAL 1: Academic Excellence:  The Newton Public Schools are actively cultivating a 
culture of equity and excellence by creating and sustaining curriculum and instructional 
practices that lead to high quality learning for each and every student.  We will build the 
capacity of our educators to meet challenges and opportunities of teaching and learning in 
a dynamic and evolving environment.   

GOAL 2: Educational Equity: Narrow achievement gaps with respect to race, ethnicity 
and socio-economic status and increase the achievement of students with special needs.   

GOAL 3: Support Positive Social and Emotional Learning: Ensure all students 
become knowledgeable, responsible, caring and contributing members of society through 
evidence-based social and emotional learning from preschool through high school.   

GOAL 5:  Continue to Improve Our Capacity to Manage Data Effectively to 
Improve Teaching and Learning: As we continue to refine the data infrastructure, we 
continue to upgrade systems that will ensure the continued and improved use of data 
collection, processing, and use to improve district operations and teaching and learning. 
This goal includes the implementation of a new student information and staff evaluation 
tracking system and continuing work on the development of an analytics process. 
 
GOAL 7: Work to Engage the Community 
Our aim is to engage both the parent and non-parent communities through both face-to-
face communication and digital means. 
 

 
 
2.   What do we want Newton Public Schools students to know and be able to do?  To succeed 

academically and become empathic, engaged and ethical citizens, students need opportunities 
to develop social and emotional competence. NPS’s SEL approach fosters resiliency, 
responsibility, supportive relationships, and reflection and provides opportunities for students 
to develop and practice important social and emotional learning competencies. 
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Activities: 
• Created SEL skills and key understandings curriculum overview for K-2 and 3-5 
• Revised elementary progress report accordingly 
• Developing SEL skills/key understandings for secondary level 

 
 

3.   How does NPS’ SEL work build capacity and contribute to a culture of equity and excellence 
marked by high quality learning for each and every student?   NPS builds capacity and 
connects SEL work to excellence and equity by: 

 
• Building out the social and emotional and behavior side of Newton Public Schools’ tiered 

system:  
 

 
 

• Strengthening educators’ knowledge, skills and understanding:  What does a multi-tiered 
system of support look like for Social Emotional Learning and behavior? 

• Reflection =  self awareness 
• Resiliency =  self management 
• Relationships = social awareness & interpersonal skills 
• Responsibility = decision making 
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• Provided overview on multi-tiered system of supports for SEL/behavior to key 
stakeholders including, District SEL leadership team, elementary and middle 
school principals, curriculum coordinators, collaborators. 

• Integrating with and drawing through-lines to multiple related initiatives: trauma 
sensitive practices, alternatives to suspensions, bullying prevention, growth 
mindset, mental health and wellness, etc. 

 
 

• Focusing on equity with attention to disproportionality 
• Eleven elementary schools developing and revising positive behavior plans with 

focus on proactive discipline and equitable learning environments, with attention 
to disproportionality 

• District focusing on collecting and analyzing data on disproportionality in 
academic achievement and discipline  

• District data team focusing on school connectedness, particularly on 
disproportionality in students’ reporting of school connectedness  

 
 
II.  INCREASE CONSISTENCY OF IMPLEMENTATION OF TIER 1 PRACTICES 
 
NPS Core Tier 1 Approach 
We have identified 3 overarching principles for NPS’ Tier 1 Approach (K-12): 
 

Newton Public Schools Core Tier 1 Approach:  3 Pillars 

• Positive Community 
o Safe, preventive, supportive school climate 
o Caring positive relationships with adults 
o Sense of belonging, significance and fun 

• Engaging Academics 
o Active, interactive, and participatory 
o Focus on inclusion, responsibility, ownership, opportunities 

to contribute and problem solve 
• Positive Social Emotional Learning and Behavior Supports 

o High expectations for all and consistent expectations that 
are explicitly taught 

o Social and emotional skill building opportunities 
o Proactive approach to discipline 

 
To achieve these three pillars, NPS has selected Responsive Classroom as our Social Emotional 
Learning, pro-social and bully proofing approach at elementary and middle school. 
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Responsive Classroom Tier 1 Practices 
 

 Elementary Middle  

• Morning Meeting 
• Engaging Academics 
• Rule Creation (Students create hopes 

and dreams; Class collaborates on 
rules or adopts school rules 

• Interactive Modeling (7-step process to 
teach procedures, routines, academic 
and social skills) 

• Positive Teacher Language 
(reinforcing, reminding & redirecting) 

• Responding to Misbehavior  
• Problem Solving Conferences 
• Energizers 
• Closing Circle 

• Advisory Meeting 
• Engaging Academics 
• Investing Students in Rules (Students 

create SMART goals; Classes or teams 
collaborate on rules) 

• Interactive Modeling (4-step process to 
teach procedures, routines, academic 
and social skills) 

• Positive Teacher Language (reinforcing, 
reminding, redirecting, envisioning) 

• Responding to Misbehavior 
• Problem Solving Conferences  
• Brain Breaks 
• Structured Reflection 

 
 
Implementation Process 
 
NPS is now implementing the core features of a solid Tier 1 system of supports for social and 
emotional learning and behavior in order to effectively put our Tier 1 approach into practice with 
fidelity. 
 

Core Features of Tier 1 
• Establish commitment and Responsive Schools/ SEL team 

o Establish school-wide systems and practices 
o Establish 3-5 positive school-wide expectations/rules 
o Teach positive expectations or all areas of school 
o Design positive acknowledgement system 
o Design proactive discipline policies and practices/logical consequences 

• Strengthen classroom Responsive Classroom/SEL practices 
• Invest in PD and coaching 
• Use data for decision making and problem solving 
• Build capacity for Tier 2 and 3 supports 

 
 
Tier 1 Progress Update 
Elementary 

• 11 elementary schools working towards being Responsive Schools.  Key areas of work have 
included: 
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o Establishing Responsive School leadership team with regular meeting schedule and 
effective operating procedures 

o Establishing and teaching school-wide behavior expectations, routines and 
procedures and developing school-wide positive behavior plans 

o Site-based professional development on core Responsive Classroom practices 
• Social Emotional Learning department team provided resources, professional development 

modules, and coaching 
• Responsive School Principals received monthly professional development  
• Regular meeting with Responsive School liaisons from each leadership team to share best 

practices, address challenges, and increase consistency 
• Continued training in Responsive Classroom approach and practices 

o 9 elementary 4-day courses offered since grant inception 
o School-based workshops on Tuesdays and early release days 
o Training for aides, behavior therapists, Title 1 aides, literacy aides, after school 

programs, math volunteers 
o Responsive Home workshops for parents/guardians 

 
Middle Schools 

• Middle School Leadership Team attended Responsive Classroom Leadership Conference 
and began planning for middle school implementation 

• Professional development project teams in each school focused on Responsive Classroom 
Tier 1 practices 

• 6th grade teacher visits to elementary feeder schools to see Responsive Classroom in action 
• Alignment with existing Advisory model 
• Responsive Advisory professional development at middle school faculty meetings and 

early release days 
• 25 middle school teachers attended a four-day Responsive Classroom Middle School 

course pilot in June 2015 
• 90 educators enrolled in 3 Responsive Classroom for Middle School 4-day training 

sessions, Summer 2016 
 
High Schools 

• Exploring areas of focus through meetings with principals, deans, Assistant Superintendent 
for Secondary  

• Building on existing practices, such as Advisory, Partners in Kind, peer-to-peer supports, 
bullying prevention curriculum, mental health & wellness committees (North Cares & 
AWARE), etc. 

• Determining key outcomes identified as high priority by all stakeholders 
 
 

III.  BUILD CAPACITY TO IMPROVE EFFECTIVINESS OF TIER 2 SYSTEMS OF 
SUPPORT FOR SEL AND BEHAVIOR 

 
Tier 2 supports are additional supports and interventions for times when a student or small group 
of students needs an extra boost to remember expectations or practice social and emotional 
skills. These students continue to receive Tier I instruction and supports, and Tier 2 provides 
more structure and guidance to assist them in meeting expectations and building social, 
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emotional, and behavioral competence.   Often Tier 2 supports are not new or different, but 
instead, are Tier 1 practices implemented with more intensity, frequency, and feedback. 
 
 
For example, implementing Tier 2 supports at elementary level includes: 

• Increased frequency and intensity of Responsive Classroom practices, such as interactive 
modeling, role-playing, reinforcing language with behavior specific acknowledgement, 
reminding language, increased opportunities to respond (engagement) and additional 
attention to classroom organization.   

• Additional Responsive Classroom Advanced practices (covered in Responsive Classroom 
Advanced Course) which include building empathy for student, collaborative problem 
solving conferences, individual written agreements, problem solving with 
parents/guardians.   

• Additional supports and interventions matched to student strengths and needs 
 
 Tiers 2 Progress Update 

• Developed training materials on core features of Tier 2 systems of support for 
SEL/behavior 
o Tier 2 & 3 Team (School Intervention Team) 
o Student identification process 
o Matching process:  What supports/interventions? 
o Implementing supports/intervention 
o Monitoring progress 
o Communication/information sharing 
o PD/Coaching 

• District Social and Emotional Learning Leadership Team and Elementary Taskforce in 
process of addressing next steps re: improving effectiveness of Tier 2 systems and practices  

• Developed fidelity tool to assess Tier 1 implementation and readiness for Tier 2 planning 
and implementation  

• Developed plan for piloting Tier 2 implementation in 1-2 elementary schools 
 
 
IV.  INVESTING IN CAPACITY-BUILDING AND PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT  
 
Successful implementation and sustainability of a multi-tiered system of support for SEL and 
behavior rests on the effectiveness of capacity building and professional development activities 
provided.   NPS’ professional development plan includes targeted trainings and ongoing support in: 

• Responsive Classroom’s approach and practices 
• Core features of Tier 1, followed by core features of Tiers 2 and 3 
• Assessing implementation fidelity and effectiveness 
• Using data for problem solving and decision making 

 
Professional development has occurred as 4-day courses, as well as site-based training during staff 
meetings and early release days.   Responsive School teams also plan brief, ongoing follow-up 
trainings for staff.  This allows staff to stay current on implementation priority areas, and for the 
school as a whole to build continued and sustained implementation of a tiered system of support 
for SEL and behavior.
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V.  EVALUATION:  HOW DO WE EVALUATE THIS WORK? 
 

 Student Outcomes Adult Outcomes 

• Increase in number of students exposed to 
Tier 1 SEL practices  

• Reductions in suspensions, absences, office 
discipline referrals, referrals for special 
education,  

• Improvements in students’ perception of 
connectedness  

• Increase in number of educators 
trained in NPS Tier 1 Approach  

 
• Improvement in knowledge, skills, 

and attitudes related to social and 
emotional learning practices  

 
The evaluation plan specified in the School Climate Transformation Grant includes annual 
tracking of key Government Performance and Results Act (GPRA) measures.  GPRA is designed to 
improve government performance data by measuring targeted performance goals.  GRPA data is 
used to evaluate school climate, and track reductions in suspensions, absences, and office 
discipline referrals.  By these measures, Newton Public Schools have performed very well, so we 
do not expect to see dramatic changes in these numbers. However, in year 1 of our grant, we 
showed modest declines in numbers of office discipline referrals and suspensions. 
 
In terms of student outcomes, the evaluation plan also focuses on measuring:    

• Numbers of students exposed to Tier 1 practices (as measured by increases in numbers of 
adults trained and in adult preparedness and use of core practices), and  

• School connectedness, which will be measured, in part, through the Youth Risk Behavior 
Survey (YRBS).  In addition, the District Data Team, chaired by Tessa Bridge and Katy 
Hogue, has focused this years’ work on social and emotional learning and improving NPS 
capacity to assess school connectedness.  The team is developing a tool to measure 
connectedness that will enable us to fill in some of the gaps of the YRBS (e.g. YRBS is 
conducted every other year, does not cover all grades, does not include all students in the 
analysis and reporting) 

 
Adult outcomes will focus on: 

• Number and percent of educators trained in NPS core approach and 
• Improvements in knowledge, skills and attitudes    

 
 
Year 1 Evaluation Data 
 
Educators trained in NPS core approach: 
• 650 staff trained in Responsive Classroom since 2009, 450 since grant’s inception 
• 51 administrators participated in Responsive Classroom Administrator training 
• More than 600 parents and guardians attended Responsive Home workshops including 

Responsive Home workshop specifically for ELL families 
• More than 100 afterschool, preschool, math volunteers, Title 1 tutors trained  
• 162 adults trained in Youth Mental Health First Aid 
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Increases in knowledge, skills, and attitudes: 
Educators who participated in Responsive Classroom training responded to online post surveys 
and follow up surveys to assess changes in educator knowledge and skills.  Year 1 evaluation data 
showed: 
 

• Notable increases in knowledge about Responsive Classroom practices and in 
preparedness to use practices with students 

• Substantial increase in use of RC practices with students 
• Once having had an opportunity to implement Responsive Classroom practices, 

respondents reported noticeable changes in:  
• student engagement 
• their experience of working with students.   

 
 
 
IN CONCLUSION 
As we close out year 2 of our grant, we are pleased with the accomplishments to date and 
impressed with the commitment and hard work of our school-based leadership teams.  We look 
forward to continuing to create structures and capacity that will sustain this important work in the 
years to come.   
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