
Zoned In: 
A Tiered Social and Emotional Learning Curriculum that Responds to Context 


           This project begins at the end; the end of my teaching career. I started my teaching career with a rough moral code, a still malleable belief system about the goals of school, and how to reach those goals. A defining metric of this code was my belief that we must create a school environment that meets the needs of our students, both academically, socially, and emotionally. Yet as the years progressed, my eyes were opening to a school environment that rejected children and either pushed them out or categorized them as “bad students” or even “bad children.” Schools adapt, but only insofar as academics, and still only to a point. Around year three, my eyes snapped open, and I realized that what I was being asked to do to children, as a special education teacher, was immoral. 
I began to notice that our school consistently identified, labeled, and disciplined students who were exhibiting behaviors related to emotional regulation, such as tantrums, hitting, self-harm, and verbal outbursts. Yet, although our school seemed to recognize that our students were displaying emotional needs, the response was minuscule. Instead, special education referral, after referral landed in my mailbox, the majority with “emotional regulation or behavior” circled as the primary area of concern. Inside of my special education bubble, I was pushed time and time again to move a child to a more restrictive placement because their “volatility was affecting others.” Outside of my special education realm, I continually passed the main office to see a child perched on the edge of the bench outside of the principal’s door, whispers of an outburst or a tantrum fluttering from the lips of the secretary, discipline inevitable. Student after student was being pushed out, disciplined, or referred to special education for ‘emotional concerns,’ yet we had done little as a school to adapt, adjust, and support our students. I could no longer participate in an immoral system where I forced students into restrictive placements instead of responding caringly and constructively, so I left in search of a solution. 
Social and Emotional Learning: The Basics
Social and Emotional Learning (SEL) seemed like the entry point for the solution I was looking for. SEL often feels like a buzz word, a concept that bounces off of policymakers’ lips, across districts throughout the nation, and through hallways and classrooms. Thus, it was something that I was familiar with because our school had attempted to respond to our problem of practice by haphazardly implementing a school-wide SEL program, Zones of Regulation (Kuypers, 2019), as well as a two day a week 15-20 minute SEL block. I began this process by attempting to understand SEL more deeply. The Consortium for Social and Emotional Learning (CASEL) defines SEL as a framework and “the process through which children and adults understand and manage emotions, set and achieve positive goals, feel and show empathy for others, establish and maintain positive relationships, and make responsible decisions.” (CASEL, n.d) This definition was widely accepted across the research review. Versions of this definition with a CASEL citation were found in 7 of the readings (Brackett et al., 2015; Bridgeland, et al., 2012; Durlak et al., 2011; Payton et al., 2008; Rimm-Kaufman & Hulleman, 2015; Ross & Tolan, 2018; Weissberg et al., 2015). 
[bookmark: _GoBack]The framework is further expanded to identify 5 Core Competencies, or groups of skills, which SEL promotes: Self-Awareness, Self-Management, Social-Awareness, Relationship Skills, and Responsible Decision Making (Bridgeland et al., 2012; CASEL, N.d; Durlak et al., 2011, Payton et al., 2008; Ross & Tolan, 2018). A study conducted on social-emotional learning in the upper elementary and middle school grades found that instruction in any one competency resulted in improvements in the other competencies (Ross & Tolan, 2018). These competencies serve as the learning objectives within my final design. They are defined throughout the curriculum (Zoned-In, p.11-14), interwoven in my program components (Zoned-In, p. 22-44), the content map explicates the relationship between each mini-lesson and the Core Competencies (Zoned-In, p.55-64). 
Furthermore, as I dove into the SEL research, it became clear to me that this was a viable solution. Two meta-analyses of SEL programs have been conducted to date. Payton et al.’s (2008) metanalysis outlined the effects of SEL programming for students in grades K-8 in either a universal school setting, intervention school setting, or after school setting. Durlak et al.’s (2011) metanalysis analyzed the effects of universal school-based SEL programming from kindergarten to high school. There was considerable overlap between the findings of both analyzes. Both studies found statistically significant positive impacts on social and emotional skills; attitudes towards self, school, and others; prosocial behaviors; and academic performance (Durlak et al., 2011; Payton et al., 2008). Most notably, Payton et al. (2008) found students’ academic performance improved an average of 11-17 percentile points. Both studies also noted a statistically significant decreases in conduct problems and emotional distress (Durlak et al., 2011; Payton et al., 2008). These results appeared to correlate with my problem of practice directly- the school response to student behaviors, which were a result of emotional needs, was to push students into more restrictive settings. SEL programming increases academic achievement, which could reduce special education numbers. Furthermore, prosocial behaviors, SEL skills, and reduced conduct problems and emotional distress were likely directly tied to student referrals and exclusion.
Response to Intervention
When I first began this project, I recognized that many schools across the country, including my own, had systems in place to adapt instruction to meet the individual academic needs of students. Response to Intervention (RTI) is a system used in many school districts across the country. Perspectives on the goal of RTI vary, with some defining the purpose as a system to provide students who are struggling with supports quickly, others describing it as a process to identify students as learning disabled, and still, others characterizing it as a way to reduce special education numbers (Fuchs et al., 2003). Broadly, RTI is a hierarchical model that distributes resources and intensity of support, including the level of individualization, using a tiered model (Hawken et al., 2008; Saeki et al., 2011). RTI uses a problem-solving model to identify specific student needs, provide targeted research-based intervention, progress monitor response, and adjust instruction or intensity using data (Hawken et al., 2008; Saeki et al., 2011). Typically, RTI models have three tiers, with the first tier involving a whole school program or curriculum and the third tier representing highly individualized and intensive services (Hawken et al., 2008) (See Zoned-In p. 17 for visual model). RTI has been a popular process to support students in academics, specifically reading and math, but RTI supports for social and emotional needs are still in their infancy (Saeki et al., 2011). 
 	When analyzing the literature related to RTI for social and emotional needs, two precise patterns of weakness arose. The first challenge is that RTI relies on a comprehensive research-based curriculum or program consistently implemented at the school-wide level. Although my school used (with little consistency) Zones of Regulation (Kuypers, 2019), a social and emotional learning program, only 44% of teachers in a nationwide survey reported that social and emotional skills were taught on a school-wide programmatic basis (Bridgeland et al., 2012). Thus, more than half of the teachers are working in school systems that are missing even the foundational requirements of RTI. The second challenge identified in the literature was a need for effective collaboration and data collection, but studies showed that 94% of general education teachers were “haphazard” about data collection as well as the implementation of social and emotional interventions (Hawken et al., 2008). What became clear in my first wave of research was that SEL might be a viable solution for the problem of practice, but effective SEL programming was widely missing from schools. This led me to my first research question: What are the effective components of social and emotional learning curriculum designs? 
Expanding Context: Interviewing to Define Needs
           After initially thinking about and learning about SEL, I chose to head back to the elementary school that I previously worked at to see what community members wanted, and needed, in SEL programming. Interviews with staff members (1 administrator, 2 classroom teachers, 1 special education teacher, 1 adjustment counselor, and 2 speech and language pathologists) revealed a lack of time, resources, and training as clear barriers to tiered SEL programming. The research backed these challenges with 81% of teachers on a national survey ranking time as the biggest challenge for implementation and 82% reporting a desire for further SEL training (Bridgeland et al., 2012). Additionally, staff members reported a need for communication tools. They noted that within current SEL and academic interventions in tier 2 and 3, they struggled to communicate with each other about what was occurring in the intervention, what language was being used, and how staff outside of the intervention could continue to support the goals outside of intervention time. Staff members also noted the need for an individualizable and authentic SEL program. A core idea was that SEL tended to remain a stagnant concept paralyzed within the SEL block or classroom context. Respondents wanted expansive and responsive programming. These interviews led me to my second research question: How can we create tiered SEL curriculums that respond to context (i.e., time, training, student need)? 
           Within my curriculum, I have responded to the teacher identified need in the following ways: 
1. Communication Tool Creation multiple communication tools that can be adapted to meet contextual needs (Zoned-In, p. 84-87)
2. Communication using Universal Language I have built off of the Zones of Regulation (Kuypers, 2019) language that should be utilized school-wide before the intervention. I have also created a universal language tool sheet for staff (Zoned-In, p. 86-87)
3. Time and Training use of Educative Curricular Materials to reduce the time and training needed to implement the program (embedded throughout Zoned-In, example p.43) 
4. Individualized Entrance surveys to collect data for individualization (Zoned-In, p. 88-97). Zoned-In to Tier 3 curricular boxes that provide explanations and examples of ways to individualize (embedded throughout Zoned-In, example p. 32) 
5. Individualization through Adaption Use of visual models and curricular boxes to indicate precisely where and how the program can be adapted to meet student, school, and community needs without impacting program outcomes (example Zoned-In p. 53). 
6. Authentic SEL Wrap Around the School Day program component designed to push SEL programming outside of just the intervention setting and throughout the entire school day (Explanation on Zoned-in p. 20 and p. 47-51). 
7. Teacher Voice Staff members are quoted on each cover page within the curriculum to elevate and amplify their voices and participation in this curriculum design. (example Zoned-In, p. 47)
Other sections of this paper will expand on some of the components mentioned above.
Design: Zoned-In System
           In response to the literature as well as interviews with stakeholders, I have designed Zoned-In a comprehensive SEL system. Zoned-In is a model, program, and curriculum to target all six areas mentioned in the Social and Emotional Learning: The Basics section of this paper. Additional program goals can be found on page X of Zoned-In. This program has specifically been designed for elementary school students in grades 3-5 who are exhibiting intensive social and emotional needs. The model portion refers to how Zoned-In fits into the RTI system in both the second and third tiers (Zoned-In, p. 17). Zoned-In also includes a detailed program. This program can initially be disaggregated into two major parts: Morning Meeting and Wrap-Around the School Day. Morning Meeting is a 15-20 minute long program that includes reflective journaling, community sharing, a mini-lesson, and mindfulness. Wrap-Around the School Day is designed to expand Zoned-In past the walls of the intervention classroom and across the entire school day. Zoned-In provides specific descriptions for implementing the program components (Zoned-In, p. 22-51). Finally, Zoned-In is also a curriculum. I have designed 20 weeks of sequenced instruction, which is outlined in the content map (Zoned-In, p 55-64.). This content map describes the broad skill, specific skill, confections to previous skills taught, description of what Wrap-Around the School Day could look like for each lesson, and an outline of the relationship between the unit and the 5 Core Competencies. Due to time constraints, I have only created one full unit and associated resources (Zoned-In, p. 65-82).
Combining Two Design Theories: Environmental Change and Skill Instruction 
           Research uncovered that there is little known about the direct mechanisms that result in SEL learning (Brackett et al., 2015; Durlak et al., 2011; Payton et al., 2008; Rimm-Kaufman & Hulleman, 2015). Brackett et al. (2015) theorized that for SEL programming to be effective, it must identify and design based on rationales grounded in theories of social, emotional, and cognitive development, as well as behavior change, child development, learning, and prevention science. Although this long list was outside the scope of my capabilities for this program, I did recognize the importance of designing with and articulating a theory with as many of these components as possible. SEL literature consistently noted that there are two, sometimes coordinated, sometimes singular approaches to SEL design- Environmental Change and Skill Instruction (Durlak et al., 2011; Greenberg et al., 2003; Weissberg et al., 2015). I believe that to create a comprehensive program, we need to provide targeted instruction, but we also need to adapt and adjust our school and classroom environment to be one that is caring and responsive. Thus, I interwove these two theories. 
Environmental Change: This approach aims to “Change adult practices and the ways in which students interact with one another and their environment in an effort to promote student skill development (Weissberg et al., 2005, p.8). Hence, this is an indirect method of change. I expanded my understanding of this concept as I recognized its relationship to sociocultural learning theories, which “suggest examining the intersection of the environment and individual to understand how they mutually construct each other” (Collins, 2011, p.409). Thus, I realized that to increase student SEL skills, Zoned-In must alter the classroom environment, interactions, and tools. My program does this in 3 ways—first, Zoned-In positions teachers as learners to disrupt traditional hierarchies. By altering student and teacher positioning, I was hoping to modify the interactions, as well as instill a program value that recognizes SEL as a lifelong learning trajectory. Secondly, Zoned-In uses Wrap-Around the School Day to create environmental change across the entire school day instead of just within the intervention classroom. Thirdly, morning meeting program components, such as community sharing, are designed to alter interactions between students, as well as teachers and students, to create a culture of care. The relationship between Environmental Change and the aforementioned Zoned-In components are described in greater detail on pages 26-51.
Skill Instruction: Skill instruction refers to explicit SEL instruction, which may occur in a designated block or be interwoven throughout academic times and assumes that children learn SEL skills through direct methods. I have chosen to design using this theory because both metanalyses identified SAFE instruction as a moderator to program outcomes (Durlak et al., 2011; Payton et al., 2008). SAFE is an instructional framework that stands for Sequenced, Active, Focused, and Explicit (CASEL, d.d) (See detailed explanation on Zoned-In, p. 41-53). Additionally, teacher interviews exposed that teachers believed that some children require specific instruction in SEL skills. Skill instruction is integrated into the Zoned-In curriculum in both Morning Meeting during mini-lessons, which teach targeted SEL skills, as well as within Wrap-Around the School Day as teachers model, cue, and coach students to use SEL skills in other school-based settings.  
In my design, I have attempted to include both theories of design into all aspects of my design. For example, Morning Meeting consists of both skill instruction in the form of mini-lessons, as well as environmental change through community sharing and journaling. I theorize that by integrating both components throughout Zoned-In, I will increase the likelihood and intensity of SEL learning. Furthermore, these theories often work to support each other. For instance, teachers are positioned as learners, an environmental change component; however, by positioning teachers as learners, we are likely to see an increase in active pedagogies (a SAFE skill instruction component) such as thinking aloud, modeling, and coaching. In summary, I have attempted to design with two integrated theories that work to support one another and student learning. 
Responding to Context: Design Features
           Making Theories Visible: My interviews and research uncovered the importance of designing a system that responded to contextual needs, particularly time, resources, and the need for individualization. However, Rimm-Kaufman & Hulleman (2015) note that one of the three prominent issues in SEL implementation is that “interventions are often adapted in ways that cause the intervention core components to lose their integrity” p. 161. Zoned-In needed to be adaptable but still maintain integrity. I theorized that making the underlying design theory visible would increase teacher understanding of the core components, and thus lead to more effective adaptions. I created a model (Zoned-In, p. 53) based on a model found in Rimm-Kaufman & Hulleman’s (2015). However, I also altered the model to include components of Sandoval’s (2014) conjecture mapping. This method is “a means of specifying theoretically salient features of a learning environment design and map(s) out how they are predicted to work together to produce desired outcomes” (Sandoval, 2014, p.19). I created a diagram that mapped out how program components interacted to develop both long term and short-term outcomes. I then provided specific examples below the diagram to provide examples of effective and detrimental adaptions to the curriculum. In this way, I hoped to operationalize the diagram further and increase understanding through concrete examples. 
           Educative Curricular Materials: Educative Curricular Materials (ECM) are curricular features, such as text and graphics, that intend to promote teacher learning, and thus move beyond the typical curricular guidebook (Beyer & Davis, 2009; Davis & Krajcik, 2005; Davis et al., 2014). Specifically, ECM promotes teacher learning in the following areas “developing and integrating one’s knowledge base about content, teaching, and learning; becoming able to apply that knowledge in real-time to make instructional decisions; participating in the discourse of teaching; and becoming enculturated into (and engaging in) a range of teacher practices” (Davis & Krajcik, 2005, p.3). By integrating ECM throughout Zoned-In, I aimed to decrease the amount of training that teachers would need to implement the program, as well as address differences in teacher understanding of SEL, SEL instructional practices, and individualizing within an RTI system. 
           I designed ECM features that specifically focused on increasing teachers’ pedagogical design capacity, which refers to their ability to adapt curricular materials and instruction to respond to student needs (Davis &Krajcik, 2005). ECM which support pedagogical design capacity attempt to position teachers as designers instead of just implementors of a specific curriculum (Davis & Krajcik, 2005). This ECM goal was particularly important for my design because Zoned-In is situated in response to the intervention system, where the goal is to increasingly respond to individual needs. I used several design features to do this, including Zoned-In to Tier 3 curricular boxes that directly state and explain adaptations that could be made to move the component from tier 2 to tier 3 within the RTI system. However, I also used content maps, narratives, guiding principles, samples of student and teacher dialogues, examples of misconceptions, and how to address them, and storylining. Storylining refers to the cover sheet for my unit (Zoned-In p. 67-69), which describes what the content is, why it is being taught, how it connects to future and past content and summarizes the unit. All of these features attempt to make design rationales visible, highlight underlying research, pose examples and guidance for adaption, and make transparent what implementation may look like.
 I also integrated two ECM features that researchers noted was particularly useful. Beyer and Davis (2009) conducted a study with pre-service teachers. They provided one group with an ECM that attempted to show an underlying principle in a narrative that described the principle taking place in a classroom context. The second group received a clearly stated guiding principle. The study found that the narrative group read and used the support more frequently and noted that the support was more helpful than the group that received the guiding principle. However, the narrative group only applied the principle within the specific lesson. Comparatively, the group that received the guiding principle used and read it significantly less, but when they did, they were able to apply it more broadly and across contexts. I chose to integrate narratives throughout Zoned-In to show methods of adaption or responding to students, but I also stated the guiding principle at the top of the curricular feature. By using both methods, I hoped to increase the likelihood that teachers would use the ECM, while also leading to a deeper understanding and broader use of the principle.
Conclusion
           As this capstone process has progressed, so has my goals for the design. Initially, I began thinking about creating a standardized curriculum. In the end, I created a system that is designed to educate teachers and respond to contextual and student needs. Yet, there is still significant room for iteration. I have sent Zoned-In to the teachers I interviewed so that they could see their voice, and hopefully use the system. However, I would love to see the system used and then conduct follow-up interviews. Within these interviews, I would wonder about the use of communication systems, impacts of ECM features, adaptability/individualization, and student progress. Based on these interviews, I would then continue to iterate until the program matched school needs. Another simple iteration is to create the remaining 19 units and resources and to expand the scope and sequence to an entire school year. I also wonder about any potential blind spots within my design. Are there students who are not being served or are being harmed by this program? Who is being hidden in the margins, and how can I support this student? How can I continue to integrate equity and access? These are things that I will continue to think about as I progress this design in the future.
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