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MEMORANDUM 
 
To:   David Fleishman  
From:  Mary Eich, Assistant Superintendent for Teaching & Learning 
 Judy Levin-Charns, Assistant Superintendent for Student Services 
Date:   May 7, 2015 
Re:   Progress towards Goal 2: Positive Social Emotional Learning in the Newton Public 

Schools    
 
 
We are pleased to present two reports related to our 2014-2015 social emotional goals.  
From Amy Kelly and Lisa Lacava, we have a report on Social Emotional Learning in the 
Newton Public Schools, addressing the work in progress with all students in the district.  
From Allison Mountford and Walter Lyons, we have a report on the intensive suicide 
prevention work at our secondary schools this year.  
 
We look forward to an engaging discussion of our social emotional work this year in the 
Newton Public Schools.   
  

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 Development and Needs of our Students 
 
INTRODUCTION 
In Fall 2013, Newton Public Schools formed a Social and Emotional Learning 
Response to Intervention (RTI) team to gather and synthesize information about the 
array of social and emotional learning (SEL) approaches in our district and present 
findings to the School Committee in March 2013.  The Social and Emotional 
Learning RTI team found that teaching social and emotional skills to students was 
not new to Newton Public Schools and that social and emotional learning 
programming was occurring at four levels of implementation: 
 

• Tier 1:  Curriculum and programming for all student through classroom 
instruction using approaches such as Open Circle, Steps to Respect and 
Responsive Classroom 

• Tier 2:  Interventions for small groups of students based on identified needs 
• Tier 3: Intervention for individual students based on identified needs, 

including our stabilization programs for students needing more intensive 
support through specialized programs  

• Community partnerships, including city departments and agencies with 
whom we collaborate to make additional services and supports available to 
students and their families.  
 

Based on the work of the Social and Emotional RTI team, the Newton Public Schools 
set the following social emotional learning goals moving forward: 

• Continue to set social emotional learning as priority 
• Build on pockets of excellence and develop consistency of social and 

emotional learning approaches across the district 
• Research and implement a systematic multi-tiered framework for social and 

emotional learning 
• Develop capacity through the formation of district and school-based social 

emotional learning teams 
• Develop and implement professional development and coaching plan 
• Strengthen partnerships with city and community agencies, parents, students, 

and regional and state partners 
 
In June 2014, the Newton Public Schools applied for the U.S. Department of 
Education School Climate Transformation (SCT) and SAMHSA Project AWARE 
grants to further our social and emotional learning work.  We were successful in 
receiving both grants and began work in November 2014.   The School Climate 
Transformation grant is well-aligned with Newton Public Schools’ social and 
emotional learning goals, supports efforts that are currently underway, and provides 
opportunities to increase capacity, professional development opportunities, and 
consistency and effectiveness across the district. 
 
The broad purpose of the School Climate Transformation grant is to:  

• build positive, preventative and safe school climate and culture and 
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• focus on student outcomes related to social, emotional, and behavioral 
competence 

 
This is tightly aligned to our district vision to achieve a school culture that supports 
academic achievement and social and emotional competence and well being and is 
responsive to the diversity and needs of our students.  In particular, Goal 2 in the 
2014-15 the Newton Public Schools District Goals reads:  
 

Goal 2:  Support positive social and emotional learning --- It is important that 
Newton not only have excellent academic programs but also recognize that social 
emotional learning is essential to academic success.  

 
 
The following chart demonstrates the alignment between our district’s social and 
emotional learning goals and the specific goals of the School Climate Transformation 
Grant. 
 

the Newton Public Schools and SCT Goal Alignment 

NPS Social and Emotional 
Learning (SEL) Goals 

School Climate Transformation Goals 

• Continue to set social and 
emotional learning as priority 
for NPS 

• Build on pockets of excellence 
and develop consistency of 
social and emotional learning 
approaches across the district 

• Research and implement a 
systematic, multi-tiered 
framework for social and 
emotional learning 

• Develop capacity through the 
formation of district and 
school-based social and 
emotional learning teams 

• Develop and implement 
professional development and 
coaching plan 

• Strengthen partnerships 

• Implement research-based social and 
emotional learning practices 

• Implement tiered prevention continuum 
and increase consistency of Tier 1 practices 
across schools and grade levels 

• Articulate rationale for referral, entry, and 
completion of Tier 2 and 3 interventions 

• Develop school-wide behavioral 
expectations and supports 

• Evaluate equity of administration of student 
discipline by race, ethnicity, gender, special 
needs 

• Document and analyze data on social and 
emotional competence and behavior to 
assess student strengths and needs and 
implement continuous progress monitoring 

• Develop team-based leadership and 
implementation capacity 

• Provide professional development and 
coaching for staff to develop skills and 
attitudes that contribute to positive climate 

• Engage parents, students, community 
members, local and regional partners 
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SOCIAL AND EMOTIONAL LEARNING DEPARTMENT STRATEGIES 
To effectively meet these goals and objectives, we are employing the following 
overarching implementation strategies: 

• Strengthen district/school social and emotional learning 
leadership and build commitment and shared ownership through team-
based approach at district and school levels 

 
• Develop multi-tiered framework by building on momentum and effective 

practice already in place combined with lessons from research and practice 
 

• Invest in capacity building and professional development 
 

• Use data for decision making, problem solving, and progress monitoring 
  
 
BENCHMARKING PROGRESS TOWARD GOALS 
We are working with Social Science Research and Evaluation, Inc. (SSRE), who will 
conduct a process and outcome evaluation of our social and emotional learning 
approach.  Information gleaned from the process evaluation will be used to make 
decisions about ongoing implementation, enhance and build on successes, make 
mid-course corrections, and problem solve to address challenges. In addition, the 
evaluation team will collect outcome data to demonstrate progress in the following 
areas:  
 
System-Level Outcomes 
The School Climate Transformation grant focuses on creating systems-level 
infrastructures/changes that influence and impact the adults working with our youth 
which in turn leads to more effective responses to the needs of our diverse student 
body and an increase in positive outcomes for all of our students.  The School 
Climate Transformation grant will support our work in implementing a systematic, 
multi-tiered framework for social and emotional learning, developing capacity 
through the formation of district and school-based social and emotional learning 
teams, and continuing to strengthen our community partnerships.  To that end, we 
will be tracking progress in the following areas: 
 

Outcome Measure Data Source 

Evidence-based social and emotional 
learning models implemented with fidelity 

Project leaders, school 
administrators 

Fair, equitable school disciplinary practices 
implemented consistently 

Project leaders, school 
administrators, student focus groups, 
equity committee 

Improvement in protocols for screening, 
referral, and progress monitoring of Tier 2 
and 3 interventions 

Mental health staff, Riverside, project 
leaders/SEL team 

 
Outcomes for Adults 
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A cornerstone of this work is to build the knowledge, skills, and confidence of the 
Newton Public Schools staff in creating and sustaining environments that support 
academic achievement and social and emotional competence, where students feel a 
sense of belonging and significance and have opportunities to engage in meaningful 
and enjoyable learning.   To that end, we will be documenting outcome measures in 
the following areas: 
 

Outcome Measure Data Source 

Increased positive attitudes about school climate and 
services 

Staff survey 

Increase in number and percent of educators trained in 
social and emotional learning practices 

Professional development 
attendance records 

Improvements in knowledge, skills and attitudes re: 
social and emotional learning practices and promoting 
safe, supportive classrooms 

Staff surveys and 
professional development 
post-tests 

Increased mental health literacy through provision of 
SAMHSA funded Project Aware training 

Professional development 
post-tests 

 
Outcomes for Students 
To succeed academically and become empathic, engaged and ethical citizens, 
students need opportunities to develop social and emotional competence.  Our vision 
for the social and emotional learning approach in the Newton Public Schools is to 
foster resiliency, responsibility, supportive relationships, and reflection and provide 
opportunities for students to develop and practice important social and emotional 
learning skills.   To succeed and thrive, each and every student needs experiences, 
interactions and an environment that foster a sense of significance, belonging, 
meaning, and enjoyment.   We want students to feel part of a positive, supportive 
community, to experience engaging academic learning, and to be supported in 
meeting positive behavioral expectations with effective supports and 
interventions.  In addition, specific outcome measures we will be tracking include the 
following: 
 

Outcome Measure Data Source 

Increase in number of students exposed to 
Tier 1 social and emotional learning 
practices 

School administrators and teachers 

Improvements in student perception of 
school connectedness and safety 

Youth Risk Behavior Survey 

Improvements in attendance rates, in 
particular for at-risk youth 

District data 
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Reductions in office referrals for discipline School/district data and school 
administrators 

Reductions in number of students referred 
for special education evaluations 

School administrators and special 
education staff/administrators 

Reductions in number of suspensions and 
expulsions 

District data 

 
 
ACCOMPLISHMENTS 
Over the last six months, we have focused our work in the following four areas:  1) 
conducting strengths and needs assessment, 2) strengthening leadership and 
building commitment through the formation of District Leadership SEL team and 
Implementation teams at the elementary and middle school levels, 3) defining the 
Newton Public Schools’ social emotional learning approach and tiered model, and 4) 
launching intensive elementary level capacity building and professional 
development.  Specific tasks and accomplishments have included: 

1. Conducting Strengths and Needs Assessment 

• Conducted school visits and focus groups in 21 schools 
• Synthesizing patterns, themes, areas of strengths, needs, and potential 

challenges 
• Identifying social and emotional learning best practices and structures 

currently in place 
 

2. Strengthening Leadership and Building Commitment 

• Formed District Social Emotional Learning Leadership team 
• Facilitating elementary implementation through Elementary 

Implementation Team 
• Formed Middle School Implementation Team 
• Building connections with federal, state and community agencies, 

including the Newton Cares, Riverside Community Care, MSPP Interface, 
Newton Partnership Core Management Team, Health and Human 
Services, PTSO Council, Interfaith Clergy Association, Newton Afterschool 
Association, Trauma and Learning Policy Initiative - Harvard, 
Massachusetts Safe and Supportive Schools Commission and other youth 
serving agencies.   

• Participate in relevant district and school teams and committees, 
including curriculum coordinators, social workers, equity committee, 
wellness committee, induction committee, mental health committees at 
North and South, Ed Ex grants committee 

 
3. Defining the Newton Public Schools Social and Emotional Learning Approach 

and Tiered Model 

• Agreed on Responsive Classroom/Schools as elementary social and 
emotional learning approach 
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• Working with middle school principals to determine Tier 1 approach, 
including supporting and documenting lessons learned from Advisory 
model being piloted at Brown 

• Reviewing current social and emotional screenings 
• Researching best practices in Tiers 1, 2 and 3 through networking, 

conferences, and literature 
• Working to synthesize current SEL initiatives and identify overarching 

principles guiding social and emotional learning approach: positive 
community, engaging academics, and positive behavioral supports 

 
4. Launching Elementary Capacity Building and professional development 

• Integrated trauma sensitive schools training into Responsive Classroom 
Course 

• Responsive Classroom professional development for teachers, aides, and 
administrators currently underway   

• Created and delivered Responsive Home workshops for parents in most 
elementary schools 

• Project Aware, Youth Mental Health First Aid training for educators and 
community members currently underway with trainings beginning in 
June 2015 

 
 
NEXT STEPS  
In the coming six months, we will continue developing the capacity of the District 
Leadership Social Emotional Learning team and Implementation teams at the 
elementary and middle school levels, continue to develop capacity at the elementary 
level through Responsive Classroom workshops for teachers and building-level work 
on Responsive Schools, and continue working with secondary schools to define our 
the Newton Public Schools social and emotional learning approach and tiered model. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Submitted by Amy Kelly and Lisa LaCava, Social Emotional Learning Department 
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Signs of Suicide Program 2014-2015 
 

In Goal 2: Support Positive Social and Emotional Learning, of the NPS 
system wide goals for 2014-2015, we recognize that “it is important that 
NPS not only have excellent academic programs but also that social 
emotional learning is essential to academic success.”  An important 
element of social emotional learning is to support students’ mental health.  
Signs of Suicide (hereafter SOS), a secondary school-based suicide 
prevention program that includes screening and education, was 
implemented this year as an intervention under Goal 2 at the middle and 
high school levels.   

Efforts at suicide prevention began informally with a pilot of the SOS 
program in 2012-2013 at Oak Hill and Brown Middle Schools.  Following the 
loss of three students in the academic year 2013-2014, these efforts were 
expanded.  SOS was selected by NPS, in consultation with Riverside 
Trauma Center and other experts, as well as student input, because it is an 
evidence-based suicide prevention program that has been shown to 
reduce self-reported suicide attempts.  By the end of 2013-14, the SOS 
program was implemented in both high schools at grade 12.  For the 
academic year 2014-2015 this was further expanded to include all high 
school students and all 7th grade students at the middle schools.  

Implementation of the SOS program for this many students is a significant 
undertaking. After the program was selected, administrators began to 
plan how best to accomplish the goal of screening (approximately 4200) 
students. Walter Lyons provided oversight of the implementation of the 
program at each school building including compiling and summarizing 
data at the end of each day and at the end of the school year.  Mary 
Scott constructed the schedule that assured that all students in the 
selected grade had opportunity to participate in the program, provided 
they had parent (or guardian) permission.  Staff received information 
about SOS and training for implementation.  Screening began with NSHS 
in October 2014, and ended on May 1st with the final days of screening at 
Day Middle School. This included 40 days of screening for the two high 
schools and 12 additional days covering all four middle schools. 

Our experience with the SOS implementation has been very positive. 
Although many identified students were well known to staff, there were 
others who were identified for the first time and able to get the help they 
needed – whether that was more time building a relationship with their 
guidance counselor, getting outside therapeutic support, or in a few 
cases, hospitalization. Most students responded favorably to the program, 
and most parent comments were appreciative. 



May 7, 2015 

 

 
Submitted by: Judy Levin-Charns, Assistant Superintendent for Student 
Services 

 Walter Lyons, Counselor   
 Alison Mountford, Coordinator of Therapeutic Services 

 


