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Social and Emotional Learning in a Changing Educational Landscape:  
The Missing Mental Health Component Our World Needs NOW! 

By Dr. Becky A. Bailey, Ph.D., 

As a lifelong educator and the originator of one of the nation’s 
leading social and emotional learning (SEL) methodologies, 
I am astounded by the strength, dedication, flexibility and 
perseverance I have seen families, teachers and students 
exhibit since March of 2020. I am acutely aware that many 
have experienced chronic uncertainty, significant roadblocks 
to learning, catastrophic instability, severed relationships, 
increased inequities, broken trust, increased anxiety and 
trauma. Yet, I am heartened by the opportunity at hand: As we 
have collectively become more aware of what we hold dear, 
we have also become more aware of what we must change. 

The past year has exposed both the strengths and weaknesses of our educational system. 
We have the opportunity and the responsibility to ensure our educational communities 
have access to the health, safety and academic tools we’ve traditionally focused on, 
while also increasing access to the social and emotional resources that support the entire 
educational process. 

Our brain is a social brain. The brain develops for better or worse based on the health of 
our relationships. When we feel loved and loveable, life hums along with desired outcomes, 
learning skyrockets and achievements flourish—ultimately impacting all of us. When we feel 
rejected, undeserving, or hateful toward ourselves or others, life is hard, learning flatlines 
and achievements are inhibited—again, ultimately impacting all of us. It’s a simple equation 
that requires attention from everyone, including parents, educators, decision-makers and 
businesses that seek to prosper in the future. Effective social and emotional learning is the 
key to building the healthy relationships that make the difference between “life hums along 
with desired outcomes” and “life is hard.”

SEL in Today’s Educational Climate
Social and emotional learning (SEL) is the process through which we: 

• Acquire and apply the knowledge, skills and attitudes to develop healthy identities 
• Manage emotions
• Achieve personal and collective goals
• Feel and show empathy for others
• Establish and maintain supportive relationships 
• Make responsible and caring decisionsi  
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SEL is paramount to all educational processes and practices, the healing of historical and 
generational trauma, personal and collective wellbeing, and ultimately, planetary safety and 
peace. No one can learn the skills needed for success in society without experiencing a felt 
sense of safety and belonging first, and effective, evidence-based SEL builds this essential 
foundation. Our homes, schools, communities, governments, and businesses all hold great 
stakes in and share the responsibility for this sense of safety and belonging.

Amidst the ongoing global pandemic, our collective sense of safety and connection has 
been shaken, and the effects are apparent. The 2020-2021 school year was marked by 
virtual learning and social distancing. 97% of K-12 teachers say they saw delayed academic 
progress last year when compared to previous years . Additionally, at the start of last year, 
K-12 schools saw a 66% increase in safety incidents including suicide, self-harm, violence 
toward others, and alcohol and drug useiii. 

The rise of the COVID-19 Delta variant, the polarization over masks and vaccinations, and 
school closures make it clear that the pandemic and its negative effects on educational 
communities and society as a whole are ongoing. Our efforts to establish and safeguard 
mental health and social emotional wellbeing must keep pace. 

Similar to the way our human bodies respond to stress, societal stressors expose our 
collective pain points and vulnerabilities, as well as the course corrections necessary for 
the health of the system.  Evidence-based SEL is a life preserver in a sea of ill effects. 
High-quality SEL positively impacts not only mental health and wellbeing, but also 
academic achievement.  

• In a meta-analysis involving more than 270,000 K-12 students, the achievement 
of students receiving evidence-based SEL at school reflected an 11-percentile-
point academic gain compared to controls. SEL recipients also demonstrated 
improved social and emotional skills; attitudes about self, others and school; and 
positive behavioriv.

• A 2017 meta-analysis involving 97,000 students over the course of 18 years 
indicates several positive effects of SEL that extend into adulthood. Graduation 
rates, college attendance and college degree rates were higher (6%, 11% and 
11% respectively), and high school dropouts, arrests and clinical mental health 
disorders were lower (7.5-26%, 19% and 13.5% respectively) in the group receiving 
quality SEL. The gains observed were the same regardless of socioeconomic 
background, race or locationv.

With the effects of COVID-19 pushing families, educators and students to their limits, 
we must double down on our commitment to SEL in order to reconnect, heal, increase 
resilience, repair weakened social-emotional and academic skills, and safekeep mental 
health. Many schools are already making this commitment. CASEL sent surveys to schools 
in 45 states with the goal of understanding their SEL priorities. 84% of respondents 
stated that SEL has increased in importance. Among the top priorities reported were 
89% addressing mental health needs, including trauma and anxiety; 81% supporting adult 
SEL and mental health; 78% providing/supporting professional learning on SEL; and 65% 
balancing the academic and SEL needs of studentsvi.
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Not All SEL Programs Are Created Equal
The concept of SEL is constantly evolving as new science and collective experiences emerge. 
As neuroscience advances and social norms evolve, so must our approach. Last year CASEL 
updated their SEL recommendations to include a more holistic view that increases focus on 
issues of identity, equity, agency and belonging. The educational community now recognizes 
that effective SEL requires adults to examine the way their belief systems consciously and 
unconsciously impact the development of children’s SEL and resilience; the overall culture 
of the classroom, home, school or community; and the success and wellbeing of each 
individual within that setting. This organizational approach to SEL requires we address the 
adult’s skillset first and then the child’s.

The Importance of Adult-First SEL: Replacing “Do As I Say, Not As I Do” with “Do As I do” 
Adult-first, child-second SEL has a fairly simple foundation: We, as adults, must possess and 
demonstrate the skills we are trying to teach to children. We readily accept this truth when 
it comes to academic subjects like math, yet we often attempt to teach SEL while relying on 
hand-me-down social and emotional strategies we learned early in life; actions and attitudes 
based on our unexamined mental models and biases; reward and punishment systems that 
unconsciously promote exclusion; or prescriptive SEL lessons, curriculums or books that 
primarily address child-centered factors. This “do as I say, not as I do” approach is a relic of 
previous generations in which obedience was valued over wellbeing and self-actualization, 
and we had a limited understanding of neuroscience in relation to behavior. 

Although a systemic, adult-first organizational approach to SEL is increasingly accepted 
as an effective “new” recommendation, it is something Conscious Discipline has cultivated 
throughout its 25-year history as an SEL leader. Conscious Discipline’s trauma-informed 
methodology guides adults in reflecting on and managing their own inner states, triggers and 
skillsets, and helps them undertake the necessary healing and skill building needed for them 
to model and teach effective SEL to children. It is the factor that closes the gap between 
“knowing” and “doing” so our highest values, our actions and our teachings are in alignment. 

In order to know better and do better, children must have the opportunity to experience the 
desired behaviors in context. “Neuroplasticity” is the brain’s ability to change in response 
to new experiences and learning. “State-dependent learning” refers to the way the brain 
encodes information through the physical and emotional states in which we experience it. 
In other words, neurons that fire together will wire together. The brain changes required 
for academic achievement happen most effectively from an integrated, optimal learning 
state. The brain changes that are required for SEL skills like self-regulation and stress 
management happen most effectively when the brain sees and experiences those skills from 
an upset brain state. This means that when it comes to SEL, the most potent learning occurs 
through neuroplasticity and state-dependent learning in the actual moment of upset, stress, 
distraction or conflict.  

The adult’s response in these upset moments will teach children either increased resilience 
or increased reactivity. Children become increasingly reactive when the adult’s skillset relies 
heavily on unconscious patterns, threats, rewards or manipulation. In these cases, the adult’s 
response hyperactivates or hypoactivates the child’s nervous system. Children become more 
resilient and develop healthy management of their thoughts, feelings and behaviors when the 
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adult’s skillset relies heavily on conscious self-regulation and problem-solving strategies that 
preserve safety and connection. Conscious responses calm and integrate the child’s nervous 
system by creating new neural pathways through neuroplasticity. The adult’s response during 
upset moments is the core intervention needed to teach sustainable SEL skills to children. It is 
not possible for an adult to effectively instill SEL skills in children if the adult does not have the 
skills to self-regulate and consciously respond in children’s upset moments.

As young children, all of us learned our core social and emotional strategies from teachings 
that were embedded in our family relationships. Daily life experiences within our family and 
culture taught us how to manage emotions or not, how to create healthy identities or not, 
how to set and achieve goals or not, how to build and sustain healthy relationships or not, and 
how to show empathy and compassion or not. It happened early and it happened organically 
within the context of our close relationships. It did not happen during formal lessons or 
lectures. Lessons and lectures in homes, schools, places of worship and community centers 
may have told us what we should do, but rarely told us how or demonstrated those lessons 
during difficult moments. We grew up hearing what we should do, while often experiencing 
adults who handled situations very differently in real life. Now that we are adults, many of 
us encounter a gap between our own knowing (lecture/lesson) and doing (state-based 
learning), and the dissonance that goes with it. 

We can no longer employ programs that rely on asking children to read about and practice 
SEL skills during times of calm, and then expect them to be able to access those skills in 
the moment of upset. We must elevate our own SEL so children can consistently experience 
adults who self-regulate and co-regulate during difficult moments so children’s brains can 
encode the information in ways that are accessible later. Evidence-based, adult-first and 
child-second SEL like Conscious Discipline empowers adults to elevate our skillsets so we 
are able to model and teach SEL in intense moments of conflict, upset and reactivity, as well 
as through direct instruction embedded in a culture of inclusion and compassion.

Transformational, Not Prescriptive: The Conscious Discipline Methodology
Conscious Discipline is a transformational, trauma-responsive approach to self-regulation 
that integrates SEL, equitable school culture, theory and application, and research and brain-
based discipline practices. It utilizes a “seven powers, seven skills” organization to elevate 
adults’ SEL so their actions and attitudes become living, breathing behavior interventions. The 
pyramid below demonstrates the components necessary for transformational change.

Problem-solving

Connection

Safety

Brain-based

From the book
Conscious Discipline:  
Building Resilient Classrooms, p. 17
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As a foundation, Conscious Discipline utilizes a simplified brain state model that relates 
brain/body states to behavior. Understanding the basics of how the brain works allows us 
to replace a multitude of dysfunctions with healthy strategies, including replacing guilt with 
skills; blame with responsibility; pleasing or fearing others with agency and choice; addiction 
with self-regulation; and implicit bias/mental models with interdependence and inclusion.  

Based on brain-body states, the brain’s three hierarchical needs are 1) safety, 2) connection 
and 3) problem solving. The goal is to identify brain states in ourselves and in children 
based on physical cues and behaviors. We can then move through the lower brain states by 
meeting the need behind the behavior, thus accessing an optimal learning state where we 
can develop and strengthen executive skills. 

Through the Conscious Discipline Brain State Model, adults become aware of how internal 
state impacts behavior and capitalize on state-dependent learning by using upset moments 
as teaching interventions. By increasing our awareness of brain-body states and helpful 
interventions, we equip ourselves and children with practical skills for managing thoughts, 
feelings and actionsvii. 

The optimal learning state is one of relaxed alertness that involves low stress and high 
challenge. Our educational system is good at raising the academic bar toward excellence, 
but is not as good at creating an educational culture with the reduced stress children 
require to experience an optimal brain state for learning. Conscious Discipline replaces the 
old factory model of education with the metaphor of a healthy family. It creates safety 
through enhanced active calming opportunities, routines and assertive language. It creates 
connection by expanding togetherness rituals and one-on-one relational time. With a strong 
foundation in safety and connection, problem-solving endeavors like schoolwork and conflict 
resolution thrive. 

From the book Conscious Discipline: Building Resilient Classrooms, p. 35
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Times of stress and transition (like what we’ve experienced these past 18+ months) often 
cause a spike in conflict, regressive behaviors, “us vs. them” thinking, intense unmanageable 
emotions and power struggles. Any time we observe an uptick in these behaviors, it is 
helpful to refocus on the brain basics of providing a felt sense of safety and face-to-face 
connection. The brain must be able to answer both, “Am I safe?” and “Am I loved?” in the 
affirmative in order to achieve an optimal learning and problem-solving state. 

The Seven Powers for Conscious Adults build on the foundation set by the Brain State Model. 
They are rooted in neuroscience and consciousness research, and they provide a proven 
path for improving relationships and managing behaviors through self-reflection and self-
actualization. The Powers help adults embody the growth mindset they seek to instill in 
children, becoming conscious of their intent as they create cultures that utilize daily events, 
social interactions and conflicts to teach SEL. 

As we explore our personal beliefs, histories, triggers, generational trauma and inner worlds 
with the Powers, we begin to have a clearer picture of our gifts, wounds, strengths and 
deficiencies in regard to discipline and SEL. The Seven Skills of Discipline then provide specific 
tools for upgrading our skillsets, increasing our social emotional IQ, and expanding our 
ability to teach social and emotional skills to children by using daily conflicts and disruptions 
as teaching interventions.

Reflect on the following 
self-addictive Cycle of 
Self-Sabotage many of us 
unconsciously use to manage 
the world not going our 
way. This cycle has been 
unconsciously passed down 
for generations. In contrast, 
reflect on the Self-Regulation 
Success Cycle advocated 
by Conscious Disciplineviii.
Each circle in the self-
regulation cycle requires 
adults to install an upgraded 
mindset and skillset to their 
inner resources. Continuous 
upgrades to our perceptual 
shifts, skills and structures 
allow us to live the values we 
hold dear and model these 
values for the children in our 
care. Can you find areas in 
which you are ready to grow? 
We cannot teach a new cycle 
of success to children unless 
we accept it and learn it for 
ourselves.

Addictive 
Cycle

We sabotage 
ourselves and 

our own goals in 
an attempt to 
self-regulate

I Blame

Look what you 
made me do

I Am Stuck
I am stuck in 
the problem

I Medicate
I medicate the 

distressing 
sensations 

through 
addictions

I Bury
I bury my feelings 
in a life story/life 
script, separating 

from others as 
either victim or 

villain

I Demand/
Act Out

I demand the 
world go 
my way

From the book Managing Emotional Mayhem, p. 10
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SEL is embedded in relationships. When we change the relationship, we can change the 
skill set. That is the core of Conscious Discipline. It is designed to change all relationships, 
including our relationship with ourselves. Conscious Discipline’s adult-first, child-second 
model is more than self-care; it teaches the mindsets and skillsets needed to be disciplined 
enough to set and achieve goals, conscious enough to know when we are off track, and 
willing enough (feeling safe and loved enough) to come back to our life goals and core values 
when we notice ourselves straying from them. As we pursue the rigor of academic life in 
the new educational landscape, we must also satisfy the massive increase in the social and 
emotional needs of children, families and educators who continue to experience amplified 
stress, anxiety, trauma and other mental health concerns. 

This historic moment compels us to commit to effective, evidence-based SEL, and Conscious 
Discipline has successfully met the SEL needs of children, families, educators and communities 
for 25 years, with researched outcomes including healthier SEL skillsets, increased academic 
performance, decreased discipline referrals and improved school culture. Conscious Discipline 
is certified by the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration’s National 
Registry of Evidence-Based Programs and Practices, showed among the highest rankings 
in a Harvard analysis of the nation’s top 25 SEL programs, and is the recipient of CASEL’s 
SELect Program designation, which is the highest designation for evidence-based programs 
in CASEL’s Guide to Effective Social and Emotional Learning Programsix.

Success 
Cycle
Ability to 

self-regulate 
and connect 
with others

I Am
Triggered

I am angry

I Calm

Breathing 
and noticing 

nonverbal cues

I Solve

Win-win solutions 
are abundant

I Feel

Identify and name 
the feeling shifting 

from I am angry 
to I feel angry

I Choose

Reframing the 
problem with 

positive intent and 
connecting with 

others

From the book Managing Emotional Mayhem, p. 14
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Helpful Resources
Children, educators and families must have access to high-quality, evidence-based resources 
that will increase their SEL and help them manage stress, anger and anxiety during this 
critical time in our collective experience. As longtime SEL leaders, Conscious Discipline has 
developed a diverse catalog of hundreds of helpful products, events and free resources 
(webinars, podcasts, printables, articles, etc.). Resources like the ones listed below are helpful 
in the best of times, and essential during these times of changing educational landscapes 
and chronic uncertainty. We invite you to begin your journey into Conscious Discipline today. 

Families
Shubert’s Home- Examples of room-by-room Conscious Discipline implementation in the home (https://
consciousdiscipline.com/free-resources/shuberts-home/) 

Webinar- Wishing You Wellness: Parent Self-Care (https://consciousdiscipline.com/e-learning/webinars/
wishing-you-wellness-parent-self-care/) 

Webinar- The Safe Place at Home (https://consciousdiscipline.com/e-learning/webinars/the-safe-place-at-
home/) 

Podcast- Parenting with Conscious Discipline (https://consciousdiscipline.com/e-learning/podcasts/podcast-
episode012/) 

Webinar- Tools for Your Parenting Toolbox (https://consciousdiscipline.com/e-learning/webinars/tools-for-
your-parenting-tool-box/) 

Webinar- COVID-19 Stress: How Uncertainty Affects Our Brains with Dr. Becky Bailey (https://
consciousdiscipline.com/e-learning/webinars/covid-19-stress-how-uncertainty-affects-our-brains/) 

Educators
Shubert’s School- Practical tips and examples for Conscious Discipline implementation in schools (https://
consciousdiscipline.com/free-resources/shubert/) 

Webinar- Understanding Safety, Connection and Problem Solving with Dr. Becky Bailey (https://
consciousdiscipline.com/e-learning/webinars/understanding-safety-connection-and-problem-solving/) 

Webinar- Simple Steps to Self-Care for Educators (https://consciousdiscipline.com/e-learning/webinars/
simple-steps-to-self-care-for-educators/) 

Webinar- Using Conflict to Teach (https://consciousdiscipline.com/e-learning/webinars/using-conflict-to-
teach-part-1/) 

Podcast- Resistance to Relationship: Reaching the Most Difficult Children (https://consciousdiscipline.com/e-
learning/podcasts/podcast-episode003/) 

Video- Shifting Your Classroom from Control to Connection (https://consciousdiscipline.com/videos/shifting-
your-classroom-from-control-to-connection-will-decrease-problems-and-increase-learning/) 

Administrators/Decision Makers
Webinar- Conscious Leadership (https://consciousdiscipline.com/e-learning/webinars/conscious-
leadership/) 

Webinar- Creating Emotionally Intelligent Schools (https://consciousdiscipline.com/e-learning/webinars/
creating-emotionally-intelligent-schools/) 
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Podcast- Servant Leadership and Transformational Leadership with Conscious Discipline (https://
consciousdiscipline.com/e-learning/podcasts/podcast-episode043/) 

Podcast- Conscious Discipline Transformational Process (https://consciousdiscipline.com/e-learning/

podcasts/podcast-episode013/) 

Podcast- District Led Implementation and Shared Power (https://consciousdiscipline.com/e-learning/

podcasts/podcast-episode049/) 

Article- Leadership Strategies for Intentional Coaching (https://consciousdiscipline.com/leadership-
strategies-for-intentional-coaching/) 

i “SEL Is...” CASEL, casel.org/what-is-sel/.
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Reports/BTS_Report_Ring_the_Alarm.pdf.
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