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Our Shared Challenge

ÅStudents̍ especially studentsof color,studentsfromlow-

incomebackgrounds,Englishlanguagelearners,andstudents

withdisabilities̍ havehadmonthsof disruptedlearningand

disconnectionfromthe relationshipsandsocial-emotional

supportstheyexperiencein school.

ÅThe unprecedentedinfusion of federal stimulus funds

(ESSER)providesan importantopportunityfor districtsto

equitablymeetstudentsôneedsand lay the foundationfor

meaningful,long-term change. With carefulplanningand

investments,leaderscan ensurechangesare sustainable

beyondthethree-yearESSERfundingperiod.

Itõs time to redefine what 

ôgoing back to normalõ means 

and use learnings from the 

pandemic to innovate and 

rethink the student learning 

experience.

-Elementary school dean of students in Minnesota

Source: Educators for Excellence, Voices from the Classroom, 2021
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https://e4e.org/news/voices-classroom-2021-survey-americas-educators
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òDo Now, Build Towardó

DistrictandschoolleaderscanbestnavigateESSERinvestmentdecisionsbytakingañDoNow,

BuildTowardóapproachðchoosingdoablestartingpointsfor the2021-22schoolyear,while

designingchangeswitha long-termssustainablevisioninmind.
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These guidesoffer a blueprint for 

organizing resources this school year and 

beyond.

See the full òDo Now, Build Towardó toolkit
This overviewlays out a long-term, ñBuild 

Towardò vision for key strategies district and 

school leaders are prioritizing in elementary 

schools this fall.
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https://www.erstrategies.org/toolkits/COVID_School_Reopening_ESSER_Staffing_and_Scheduling_Planning_Tool
https://www.erstrategies.org/toolkits/COVID_School_Reopening_ESSER_Staffing_and_Scheduling_Planning_Tool
https://www.erstrategies.org/toolkits/COVID_School_Reopening_ESSER_Staffing_and_Scheduling_Planning_Tool
https://www.erstrategies.org/toolkits/COVID_School_Reopening_ESSER_Staffing_and_Scheduling_Planning_Tool
https://www.erstrategies.org/toolkits/COVID_School_Reopening_ESSER_Staffing_and_Scheduling_Planning_Tool
https://www.erstrategies.org/tap/ESSER_School_District_Funding_Strategy
https://www.erstrategies.org/toolkits/COVID_School_Reopening_ESSER_Staffing_and_Scheduling_Planning_Tool
https://www.erstrategies.org/toolkits/COVID_School_Reopening_ESSER_Staffing_and_Scheduling_Planning_Tool
https://www.erstrategies.org/tap/ESSER_School_District_Funding_Strategy
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The Schools Start Here Series

INTHISGUIDE:

Whatcouldit looklikeformydistrictorschooltoorganizeresources

to provideeffectivesocial-emotionaldevelopmentandsupportforall

elementarystudents?

INTHISSERIES:

HowcandistrictandschoolleadersusestimulusfundingtomakeòDo

Nowóinvestmentsthatrespondtourgentstudentneeds,centerequity,

acceleratestudentlearning,andalsosustainablyñBuildTowardòlong-

termimprovement?
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Students will enter the 2021-22 school year with unprecedented 
social and emotional needsfrom the COVID-19 pandemic.

ÅResearcherssayisolationð suchas thatcausedby schoolclosuresandquarantiningð is leadingto a

ñmentalhealthtsunami.ò1

ÅManystudentswillreturntoschoolwithadditionaltraumadueto jobloss,housinginstability,orthelossofa

lovedone,particularlyamongBlackandLatinxcommunitiesthathaveseenhigherdeathratesandjobloss.2

ÅAdditionally,for Blackstudentsin particular,ongoingñrace-basedadversity,discrimination,and stress,

referredtoasracialtrauma,isharmfultochildrenôsdevelopmentandwell-being.ò3
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Sources: 1The74, 2Center for American Progress, 2020, 3ChildTrends

Stimulus funds give districts and schools the opportunity to respond to these intensified needs by 

strengthening structures for social-emotional development and support.

Schools Start Here: Social-Emotional Supports

https://www.the74million.org/article/albright-physical-health-is-only-part-of-what-makes-a-school-safe-4-ways-to-include-student-mental-health-in-reopening-plans/
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/education-k-12/reports/2020/08/10/489168/opportunity-counseling-corps-helping-k-12-students-young-adults-recover-coronavirus-crisis/
https://www.childtrends.org/publications/resources-to-support-childrens-emotional-well-being-amid-anti-black-racism-racial-violence-and-trauma
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Research on social-emotional development and support has 
converged on several key findings.

ÅFocusingonsocial,emotional,andcognitivedevelopmentis a corefunctionof schools1 andis

especiallyimportantforchildrenandyouthwhohaveexperiencedtraumaoradversity.2

ÅDedicated,explicit social-emotionallearning(SEL)opportunitiesand instructionhavea

demonstratedpositiveimpactonstudents,includingacademically.

ÅA meta-analysisfoundñsignificantlyimprovedsocialandemotionalskills,attitudes,behavior,andacademic

performancethatreflectedan11-percentile-pointgaininachievement.ò3

ÅTo be mosteffective,social-emotionallearningshouldbe integratedacrossthe schoolday,

includingduringacademicinstruction.4
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Sources: 1Jones and Kahn, 2017, 2Franke 2014, 3Durlak et al., 2011, 4 Aspen Institute National Commission on Social, Emotional, and Academic Development, 2018

Continuedé
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https://assets.aspeninstitute.org/content/uploads/2017/09/SEAD-Research-Brief-9.12_updated-web.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4928741/
https://www.casel.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/PDF-3-Durlak-Weissberg-Dymnicki-Taylor-_-Schellinger-2011-Meta-analysis.pdf
http://nationathope.org/
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Research on social-emotional development and support has 
converged on several key findings.

ÅPositive, safe, relationships-based environments promote social, emotional,and academic

development.1

ÅñTheelementsof positiveschoolclimatethatcontributethemostto increasedacademicachievementwere

teacherïstudentrelationships,includingwarmth,acceptance,andteachersupport.ò2

ÅAccesstomentalhealthservicesiskeyforstudentsôwell-beinganddevelopment,butisofteninsufficient.3

ÅStaffingof counselorsandsocialworkersis associatedwithbettermentalhealthoutcomes,lowerdiscipline

rates,andotherbenefits.4

ÅFamilyengagementsupportsasafeschoolenvironment, amongotherbenefits.
ÅWhentherearestrongrelationshipsbetweenschoolstaffandfamilies,studentsfeelmoresupported5, andthere

isasaferschoolclimate.6
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Sources: 1Darling-Hammond et al. 2019 , 2Berkowitz et al. 2016, Wang & Degol, 2016, in LPI and Turnaround for Children, 3Ed Trust, 2019, 4 Franklin et al. 2009, Alvarez et al. 2013, Center for American Progress, 2020, 5Bryk et al. 2010, 
6 Steinberg et al., 2011

Continued:

Schools Start Here: Social-Emotional Supports

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/10888691.2018.1537791
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/309574996_A_Research_Synthesis_of_the_Associations_Between_Socioeconomic_Background_Inequality_School_Climate_and_Academic_Achievement
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10648-015-9319-1
https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/product/sold-design-principles-report
https://edtrust.org/resource/school-counselors-matter/
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/1049731508330224?casa_token=plH_aEGf4wkAAAAA:1hZuene8f78iic_UZCofYHJycPE1Ps_uVBAX-2Ntc4Me4pDkLld1wWeH9fcSKvhIcvWONske
https://academic.oup.com/cs/article-abstract/35/4/235/334222
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/education-k-12/reports/2020/08/10/489168/opportunity-counseling-corps-helping-k-12-students-young-adults-recover-coronavirus-crisis/
https://consortium.uchicago.edu/publications/organizing-schools-improvement-lessons-chicago
https://consortium.uchicago.edu/publications/student-and-teacher-safety-chicago-public-schools-roles-community-context-and-school
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Social-emotional development and support can be provided in a tiered 
structure1, and investment in Tier 1 structures builds an essential foundation.
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Tier 1 universal structuresinclude SEL instruction and practice, 

regular family engagement, and relationship-building structures. 

Tier 2 supplemental servicesinclude family outreach, 

behavioral supports, and counseling support groups.

Tier 3 intensive interventionsinclude sustained 1:1 counseling 

services, provided by on-staff counselors or community partners. 

Sources: 1LPI and Turnaround for Children

While school systems may increase Tier 2 and 3 supports to meet intensified needs, investing ESSER funds in building stronger, 

universal Tier 1 structures for social-emotional development and support could help create lasting change.

Schools Start Here: Social-Emotional Supports

https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/product/sold-design-principles-report
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Dedicated & Embedded SEL Instruction (Tier 1)

Invest in high quality materials for explicit SEL instruction and adjust core curriculum to embed SEL practice.

Safe, Positive Environment (Mainly Tier 1)

Develop a school environment that is physically and emotionally safe, and foster strong relationships among 

children and adults.

Family Engagement (Mainly Tiers 1 & 2)

Strengthen school-to-home connections.

Counseling Supports (Mainly Tiers 2 & 3)

Connect students to necessary supports, either with staff or by leveraging community resources.
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Research and emerging practices indicate several key areas of 
investmentfor strong relationships and social-emotional 
development and supports.

Schools Start Here: Social-Emotional Supports
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Investments in all components of social-emotional development and support 
are strategic and allowable uses for ESSER dollars.
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Dedicated & Embedded SEL Instruction 

Safe, Positive Environment 

Family Engagement

Counseling Supports

Schools Start Here: Social-Emotional Supports

TheCARESAct(ESSERI) includesallowableusesof funds

relatedto preventing,preparingfor, and respondingto

COVID-19.

NotethattheóadditionalôLEAallowableusesof fundsunder

the CRRSAAct (ESSERII), suchas addressinglearning

loss, preparing schools for reopening, and testing,

repairing,andupgradingprojectsto improveairqualityin

school buildings, alreadyarepermittedunderthe CARES

Act.

-US Department of Education
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Effective SEL instructioninvolves quality materials, dedicated time, staff 
development, and, ideally, supports for integration into academics.

ÅDedicated, Regular Time for Explicit SEL Instruction

In many cases, elementary schools repurpose time from morning routines (see Scheduling 

& Staffingsection). It is unlikely for there to be additional expenses related to this time.

ÅSEL Curriculum

Acquire, adapt, or develop SEL curriculum ðconsiderations and options are summarized 

hereby the Wallace Foundation.

ÅCore Curricula That Embeds SEL

Adopt curricula that embeds SEL. Alternatively, invest in significant time for qualified school-

or district-level staff to integrate SEL into current curriculum (CASEL).

ÅCollaboration and Professional Development Time

Dedicate time for staff to internalize, adapt, and discuss dedicated SEL instruction and how 

it is embedded into the curriculum (see Scheduling & Staffingsection for options).

ÅProgram Management & Coordination

Allocate school- or district-level staff to coordinate curriculum, training, and support of SEL 

instruction.

Schools Start Here: Social-Emotional Supports

Dedicated & Embedded SEL Instruction 

Safe, Positive Environment 

Family Engagement

Counseling Supports

https://www.wallacefoundation.org/knowledge-center/pages/navigating-social-and-emotional-learning-from-the-inside-out.aspx
https://drc.casel.org/uploads/sites/3/2019/07/Integrating-with-Academics.pdf
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Building a safe, relationships-based environmentstarts with 
investments in developing adult practices.

ÅCollaboration & Professional Learning Around Culture-Building Programs

Focus on practices that promote positive classroom culture, including drawing on 

culture systems like Responsive Classroom, restorative practices, or trauma-informed 

practices.

ÅOut-of-School Time for Enrichment Opportunities

Provide stipends to staff and/or partner with community organizations to provide out-

of-school time for programmingthat is designed with explicit goals related to building 

relationships and studentsô sense of belonging.

ÅDuring-School Partnerships That Support Culture-Building

For example, Playworks, program that improves climate through play during the 

school day, has shown strong evidence of impacton several SEL-related outcomes.

ÅDedicated, Regular Time for Building Classroom & School Culture

Adopt welcoming activities and optimistic closures. In most cases, this time is 

repurposed and does not involve additional investments (see Scheduling & Staffing

section), but requires the training and support described above for staff. 
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Dedicated & Embedded SEL Instruction 

Safe, Positive Environment 

Family Engagement

Counseling Supports

https://www.responsiveclassroom.org/
http://schottfoundation.org/sites/default/files/restorative-practices-guide.pdf
https://safesupportivelearning.ed.gov/trauma-sensitive-schools-training-package
https://www.wallacefoundation.org/knowledge-center/pages/the-value-of-out-of-school-time-programs.aspx
https://www.playworks.org/
https://www.playworks.org/news/rand-review-playworks-essa-sel-evidence/
https://schoolguide.casel.org/uploads/2018/12/CASEL_SEL-3-Signature-Practices-Playbook-V3.pdf
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Home visits and emerging digital tools have shown promise for 
increasing family engagement.

ÅHome Visits

Emerging research1 on family-teacher home visits indicates that at least one modelis 

associated with improved attendance and family perception of school. Common models 

involve paying stipends for staff to conduct visits before the school year or during non-school 

hours in the fall.2 Training should be provided to ensure that visits are effective and 

demonstrate cultural competences.

ÅCommunication/Translation Services

A number of new digital communication toolscan increase engagement3 by adding channels 

that are more convenient and often more comfortable for families, with some tools embedding 

translation services to reach more families.

ÅDedicated Family Engagement Staff

Some districts/schools invest in dedicated family engagement/involvement facilitators, often 

part-time or shared across schools. The impact of such positions on engagement has not 

been studied in depth. 

ÅCommunity Partnerships

Partnering with community organizations (for example, The Oakland REACHcan strengthen 

family voice and agency.

Sources: 1Johns Hopkins, 2Parent Teacher Home Visits, 3Columbia University, Stanford University
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Dedicated & Embedded SEL Instruction 

Safe, Positive Environment 

Family Engagement

Counseling Supports

http://www.pthvp.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/18-11-30-Student-Outcomes-and-PTHV-Report-FINAL.pdf
http://www.pthvp.org/what-we-do/results/i-research/
https://www.edutopia.org/article/parent-engagement-digital-age
https://oaklandreach.org/
http://www.pthvp.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/18-11-30-Student-Outcomes-and-PTHV-Report-FINAL.pdf
http://www.pthvp.org/what-we-do/pthv-model/
http://www.columbia.edu/~psb2101/ParentRCT.pdf
https://news.stanford.edu/news/2014/november/texting-literacy-tips-111714.html
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Leveraging community resources for additional counseling supports
can be a sustainable investment.

ÅLiaison(s) to Community Mental Health Services

Build connections to community mental health providers and manage 

processes for referrals and support (like in Florence, AL). Depending on state 

context, Medicaid reimbursements may support expansion in services.1

ÅOn-Staff Counseling and Social Work Providers

Many districts are addressing chronically low counseling resources by adding 

counseling staff.2 Use of ESSER funds for this expansion means districts will 

need to consider offsetting reductions if they plan to sustain staff after stimulus 

ends.

ÅShared-Student Collaboration Time

Counselors should be included in regular grade-level or shared-student 

collaboration time to participate in sharing information, identifying needs, and 

planning and monitoring supports.

Sources: 1FutureEd, Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services, National Academy for State Health Policy, 2Rand
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Dedicated & Embedded SEL Instruction 

Safe, Positive Environment 

Family Engagement

Counseling Supports

https://www.al.com/news/2021/02/access-they-wouldnt-have-had-florence-models-school-mental-health-program-as-state-expands-funding.html
https://www.future-ed.org/tapping-medicaid-to-address-mental-health-at-school/
https://www.medicaid.gov/federal-policy-guidance/downloads/cib20190701.pdf
https://www.nashp.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/telehealth-report.pdf
https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA956-3.html
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Federal stimulus funds provide an opportunity to address 
studentsõ current needs and build toward lasting improvement.

Size the full cost of implementing strategies over time.

Consider all the cost components associated with implementing the strategy well, including those that address intensified 

needs and those that build long-term capacity. Understand which costs will need to be sustained over time.

Invest in building bridges to new ways of organizing.

Pilot and evaluate new approaches that lower future costs or redirect resources to sustain this strategy.

Plan out how spending and organization will shift to sustain critical investments over time.

To avoid fiscal cliffs, have an exit strategy where possible. Carefully monitor and plan for what needs to be sustained.

To plan ESSER investments with long-term sustainabilityin mindé

Define success, measure, and adjust.

Investing in a continuous improvement system is critical for ensuring that strategies evolve and improve over time. For more 

on this, see Uncharted Waters.
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https://www.erstrategies.org/tap/CARES_act_sustainable_education_spending
https://www.erstrategies.org/tap/uncharted_waters
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Investments in social-emotional development and support will varyacross districts 
and schools based on student and staff needs and context.

For more support in estimating the true cost of implementing 

strategies in your specific context, see our ESSER Strategy 

Planner & Funding Calculator.

ÅThisinteractivetoolallowsyouto seea breakdownof potentialESSERspending(SY

2021-22ðSY2023-24) andtheimpliedspendingcommitmentspost-ESSER(fromSY

2024-25andonward).

ÅForcounselingstaff, selectthetabat thebottomlabeledñ#4Relationshipsòandscroll

leftorrightwithinthesheettoviewthedifferentstrategies.

ÅFor family engagementstaff, select the tab at the bottomlabeledñ#5 Family

Partnershipsòandscrollleftorrightwithinthesheettoviewthedifferentstrategies.

Size the full cost of implementing strategies over time.
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Dedicated & Embedded SEL Instruction 

Safe, Positive Environment 

Family Engagement

Counseling Supports

https://www.erstrategies.org/tap/ESSER_School_District_Strategy_and_Funding_Calculator
https://www.erstrategies.org/tap/ESSER_School_District_Strategy_and_Funding_Calculator
https://www.erstrategies.org/tap/ESSER_School_District_Strategy_and_Funding_Calculator
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ESSER investments should balance investing in immediate student needs with 
building lasting capacity. Many of the investments described here can do both.

Address intensified needs Build system capacity

Investing in Tier 1 structures for social-emotional 

support will address some of the increased 

needs that many students and families will bring 

back to school, while also putting into place 

practices for universalsupports that can last 

beyondstimulus funding.

Additional counseling supports, even if short term, 

couldbuild long-term capacity if leveraged for:

ÅProviding training and support to teachers around 

Tier 1 trauma-sensitive and responsive practices. 

ÅBuilding lasting connections to community 

services.

Plan out how spending and organization will shift to sustain critical investments over time.
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Dedicated & Embedded SEL Instruction 

Safe, Positive Environment 

Family Engagement

Counseling Supports
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While some investments will decrease, other investments will need to be sustained in order to 
continue strong social-emotional supports after ESSER.

Illustrative investment needed

Investments in curricula and training for SEL instruction and 

practices for a safe, positive environment can likely be 

reduced when ESSER ends.

If district-level staffing is increased for program coordination, 

adjustments may be needed. 

Also, if stipended time or additional substitutes are used for 

shared-student collaboration and professional learning, it will 

need to be moved into the school day to return to baseline 

spending.

P
o

s
t-E

S
S

E
R

?

P
re

-E
S

S
E

R

E
S

S
E

R

Key Question:How can districts and schools sustain 

increased family engagement, counseling supports, and 

shared student collaboration time ˈ without increasing long-

term costs?
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If investing in stipends for home visits, family engagement 

staff, or additional counselors, districts will need to consider 

how to sustain or adjust these investments.

Plan out how spending and organization will shift to sustain critical investments over time.

Dedicated & Embedded SEL Instruction 

Safe, Positive Environment 

Family Engagement

Counseling Supports

?
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Districts and schools can pilot ways to sustain more social-emotional supportthan 
was provided pre-COVID.

Fornow,schoolsmighté

ÅProvidestipendsto stafftomeetafter

school and during additional

professionallearningdays.

ÅHireadditionalcounselors.

ÅHire additionalfamily engagement

staff.

ÅPaystipendsto stafffor homevisits

andassociatedtraining.

éwhile piloting and evaluatingways to providemoresocial-

emotionalsupport,evenwithoutstimulusdollars.

ÅPilotwaystoembedmorestaffcollaborationtimeduringtheschoolday.

ÅBuildpartnershipswithcommunityorganizationswhocanprovidecounseling.

ÅDependingon local context, invest in improved systems for Medicaid

reimbursementsthatcansubsidizesomeservices.

ÅSetupvolunteerfamilycouncilsat schoolsiteswhocanserveas liaisonsand

organizefamilyengagementactivities.

ÅExploreshifts to staffingformulasto freeup fundsfor neededpositionsð for

example,considershifts away from administrativeand reactivedisciplinary

positions.

ÅExploreshifts to funding systems that will increasestaffingat higher-need

schools. Forexample,allocatecounselorsandfamilyengagementstaffbasedon

metricsofstudentandfamilyneed,notflatlyper-pupil.

Invest in building bridges to new ways of organizing.
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