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is the seventh in 
a periodic series 
published by the 
National Center on 
Afterschool and 
Summer Enrichment 
(NCASE) to build 
awareness of 
promising practices in 
the field of school-age 
child care. 

The goal of NCASE 
is to ensure that 
school-age children in 
families of low income 
have increased access 
to quality afterschool 
and summer learning 
experiences that 
contribute to their 
overall development 
and academic 
achievement. For more 
information, contact us 
at ncase@ecetta.info.

Strengthening Systems and Supports 
to Build Positive Social-Emotional 
Climates in Out-of-School Time

From December 2018 through May 2019, the National Center on 
Afterschool and Summer Enrichment (NCASE) facilitated a peer 
learning group (PLG) on social-emotional learning (SEL) in out-of-
school time (OST) for 10 state teams.

States learned about and shared best prac-
tices related to the following:

»» The connection of SEL to healthy de-
velopment and success in school, work, 
and life 

»» Strengths-based, healing-centered, and 
culturally responsive social-emotional 
models that build on an understand-
ing of adverse childhood experiences 
(ACEs) and trauma-informed practice 

»» Evidence-based supports for building a 
positive social-emotional climate 

»» Mental health for children and youth and 
mental health consultation

Each state assembled a cross-sector team, 
which typically included staff from their 
Child Care and Development Fund Lead 
Agency, state afterschool network, Depart-
ment of Education, school districts, 21st 
Century Community Learning Centers, and 
providers. The state teams began their 
work by completing a team questionnaire 
designed to identify existing supports and 
to begin to explore what else was need-
ed. Each team participated in five PLG 
sessions, meeting in between sessions to 
build an SEL action plan. Examples from 
Oklahoma, Vermont, and other states are 
highlighted in this brief.

https://childcareta.acf.hhs.gov/centers/ncase

https://childcareta.acf.hhs.gov/centers/ncase
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The connection of SEL to 
development
Afterschool and summer learning programs 
have long been places for positive youth 
development and improved social-emo-
tional outcomes.1 OST programs focus on 
building positive relationships and provid-
ing children a safe space to explore new 
interests, find their voice, and gain confi-
dence. It is a natural extension of our ongo-
ing work to go deeper by implementing SEL 
practices and policies that build SEL skills, 
such as self-awareness, communication, 
decision-making, and problem solving.2 

The Center for Academic, Social, and Emo-
tional Learning (CASEL) describes SEL as 
the process through which children and 
adults acquire and apply the knowledge, 
attitudes, and skills necessary to succeed 
in life. CASEL focuses on five core compe-
tencies:3

»» Self-awareness
»» Self-management
»» Social awareness
»» Responsible decision-making
»» Relationship skills

PLG participants recognize the need for 
a cultural shift in how we prepare staff for 
working with children. The Michigan team 
captured this shift in a presentation from 
the Ferndale School District and a model 
developed by Dr. Becky Bailey. Their ap-
proach moves away from a more traditional 
discipline model of rules, rewards, and 
behavior management and toward a com-
munity relationship model of connection, 
contribution, internal self-regulation, and 
problem solving.4

1	 Devaney, E. (2015). Beyond the bell: Supporting social and emotional development through quality afterschool programs. Retrieved from https://childcareta.acf.
hhs.gov/ncase-resource-library/supporting-social-and-emotional-development-through-quality-afterschool

2	 Afterschool Alliance. (2018). An ideal opportunity: The role of afterschool in social and emotional learning. Retrieved from https://childcareta.acf.hhs.gov/ncase-
resource-library/ideal-opportunity-role-afterschool-social-and-emotional-learning

3	 Center for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning. (n.d.), What is SEL? Retrieved from https://casel.org/what-is-sel/
4	 Bailey, B. (2015). Conscious discipline: Building resilient classrooms. Ovieta, FL: Loving Guidance. 
5	 Sacks, V., Murphey, D., Moore, K. (2014). Adverse childhood experiences: national and state-level prevalence. Bethesda, MD: Child Trends. Retrieved from 

https://www.childtrends.org/publications/adverse-childhood-experiences-national-and-state-level-prevalence
6	 National Center on Afterschool and Summer Enrichment. (2019). Adverse childhood experiences and the school-age population: Implications for child care policy 

and out-of-school time programs. Retrieved from https://childcareta.acf.hhs.gov/ncase-resource-library/adverse-childhood-experiences-and-school-age-population
7	 Ginwright, S. (2016). Dare to disrupt keynote. National Summer Learning Association. Retrieved from https://childcareta.acf.hhs.gov/ncase-resource-library/2016-

dare-disrupt-keynote-shawn-ginwright-phd

Social-emotional models 
that build on ACEs and 
trauma-informed practice 
In a 2014 research brief, Child Trends 
defined adverse childhood experiences as 
“potentially traumatic events that can have 
negative, lasting effects on health and 
well-being.”5 Traumatic events may include 
abuse, neglect, household dysfunction, or 
social determinants such as poverty and 
race. ACEs can cause toxic stress, which 
disrupts neurodevelopment, and social, 
emotional, and cognitive impairment. They 
can lead to the adoption of health-risk 
behaviors, which in turn can increase risk 
of illness. ACEs can also lead to dysregu-
lation and a fight, flight, or freeze response 
in difficult situations. NCASE shared this 
information and more in the brief Adverse 
Childhood Experiences and the School-
Age Population: Implications for Child Care 
Policy and Out-of-School Time Programs.6 
The brief explores how to mitigate ACEs 
using a trauma-informed approach. 

Shawn Ginwright, PhD, suggests we take 
a step beyond trauma-informed practice 
that focuses on “what happened to me” to 
focusing on “what is right with me.” This 
is a strengths-based approach, where we 
identify youth assets and help youth build 
on these assets and become agents of 
their own well-being. He believes that we 
need to help youth understand their culture 
and their exposure to social toxins, and 
then work on building hope and a future 
orientation.7

Kentucky, a PLG member, has a promising 
framework and a related research-based 
prevention approach called Kentucky

CARE

https://childcareta.acf.hhs.gov/ncase-resource-library/supporting-social-and-emotional-development-through-quality-afterschool
https://childcareta.acf.hhs.gov/ncase-resource-library/supporting-social-and-emotional-development-through-quality-afterschool
https://childcareta.acf.hhs.gov/ncase-resource-library/ideal-opportunity-role-afterschool-social-and-emotional-learning
https://childcareta.acf.hhs.gov/ncase-resource-library/ideal-opportunity-role-afterschool-social-and-emotional-learning
https://casel.org/what-is-sel/
https://www.childtrends.org/publications/adverse-childhood-experiences-national-and-state-level-prevalence
https://childcareta.acf.hhs.gov/ncase-resource-library/adverse-childhood-experiences-and-school-age-population
https://childcareta.acf.hhs.gov/ncase-resource-library/2016-dare-disrupt-keynote-shawn-ginwright-phd
https://childcareta.acf.hhs.gov/ncase-resource-library/2016-dare-disrupt-keynote-shawn-ginwright-phd
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Spotlight on Vermont

Vermont Afterschool, Inc., has an exciting 
model: Resiliency-Focused Afterschool. It 
is led by Sara Forward, LICSW, social and 
emotional learning coordinator, who has 
led the effort since 2016. The initial funding 
provided for a pilot project using an evi-
dence-based SEL curriculum in 10 after-
school programs. However, after working 
with the packaged SEL curriculum for six 
months, Vermont Afterschool determined 
that the curriculum was better suited for 
the school setting and did not work for OST. 
They shifted their strategy to invest in more 
professional development supports, includ-
ing the following:

»» Increasing frontline staff competence 
regarding the importance of interactions 
with youth and therapeutic behavior 
management. Regional trainings include 
Basics of SEL in Afterschool, Trauma 
and the Brain, and Positive Behavioral 
Interventions and Supports (PBIS) to 
Create a Positive Culture. Training is 
followed by coaching support focused on 
SEL learning principles and trauma-in-
formed practice. 

»» Building capacity for leadership-level 
staff through a monthly full-day commu-
nity of practice. Mornings include pre-
sentations by experts on topics such as 
gender-affirming environments, racism 
and poverty, and restorative practices, 
followed by peer conversations in the 
afternoon.

»» Providing a full-day learning strand on 
SEL and trauma-informed practices at 
the annual statewide conference. 

Vermont Afterschool is also providing sup-
ports to families through outreach events, 

with a spaghetti dinner and social-emotion-
al activities to build parents’ ability to talk to 
their children about their feelings. In addi-
tion, it offers an evidence-based parenting 
curriculum for foster and adoptive parents 
and afterschool providers.

Program-level efforts to build staff and fam-
ily skills have been combined with policy 
strategies. Through cross-sector partner-
ships, OST is included in resiliency and 
mental health initiatives. Partners include 
the Department of Health, the Department 
of Human Services, and the Child and 
Family Trauma Workgroup. As a result of 
these efforts:

»» Vermont Afterschool was awarded a 
one-time grant of $600,000 in tobacco 
settlement money to expand access 
to afterschool as a substance abuse 
prevention strategy. Data from Vermont’s 
Youth Risk Behavior Survey supported 
the connection between participation 
in afterschool activities and reduced 
incidents of drug use, which is especially 
critical given that Vermont is 14th in the 
nation for opioid use. 

»» Vermont Afterschool was named ex-
plicitly in the 2018 legislation Vermont 
Act 261, which calls for coordination of 
trauma-informed care to address ACEs 
and trauma. 

Cultivating Connection: Vermont’s After-
school Social-Emotional Learning Project 
is a video that outlines the importance of 
OST and talks about the work being done 
in Vermont to strengthen social-emotional 
competencies.

http://www.vermontafterschool.org/sel-2/
http://www.vermontafterschool.org/sel-2/
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Strengthening Families. The goal of this 
model is to increase connections and 
ensure that systems are more intentional 
in the way they work together across the 
lifespan. Based on a framework from the 
Center for the Study of Social Policy, this 
model builds six protective factors and 
guiding premises that include:

1.	 Self-awareness
2.	 Strengths-based approaches
3.	 Importance of relationships
4.	 Trauma-informed care
5.	 Culturally responsive practices
6.	 Understanding of the role that race, priv-

ilege, and power can play in interactions

Supports for building 
positive social-emotional 
climates 
Creating positive social-emotional climates 
depends a great deal on building staff ca-
pacity. In the opening session of the PLG, 
Development Without Limits, an organi-
zation that works with out-of-school time 
programs, school districts, and communi-
ty-based organizations, set the foundation 
for staff development by sharing how PLG 
teams can incorporate culturally respon-
sive strategies at the individual, program, 
and policy levels. 

Dale Blyth, PhD, extension professor emer-
itus at the University of Minnesota, sug-
gests that OST staff can be more intention-
al in how social-emotional competencies 
are “taught and caught.” Competencies 
can be taught through planned and some-
times evidence-based efforts to pass on 

8	 Blyth, D. (2018.) The challenges of blending youth development and social and emotional learning: Getting more intentional about how competencies are both 
caught and taught in out-of-school time. In E. Devaney, & D. A. Moroney (Eds.), Social and emotional learning in out-of-school time: Foundations and futures. 
Charlotte, NC: Information Age Publishing.

9	 Jones, S., Bailey, R., Brush, K., & Kahn, J. (2017.) Kernels of practice for SEL: Low-cost, low-burden strategies. Retrieved from https://childcareta.acf.hhs.gov/
ncase-resource-library/kernels-practice-sel-low-cost-low-burden-strategies 

10	 Oakland Unified School District, & Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL). (2017). SEL 3 signature practices playbook: A tool that 
supports systemic SEL. Chicago, IL: CASEL. Retrieved from https://childcareta.acf.hhs.gov/ncase-resource-library/3-signature-sel-practices-playbook

11	 Jones, S., Brush, K., Bailey, R., Brion-Meisels, G., McIntyre, J., Kahn, J., . . . Stickle, L. (2017.) Navigating social and emotional learning from the inside out: 
Looking inside and across 25 leading SEL programs – A practical resource for schools and out-of-school time providers (elementary school focus). Retrieved from 
https://childcareta.acf.hhs.gov/ncase-resource-library/navigating-social-and-emotional-learning-sel-inside-out-looking-inside-and

12	 Yoder, N., & Devaney. E. (2015.) Social and emotional learning practices: A self-reflection tool for afterschool staff. https://childcareta.acf.hhs.gov/ncase-resource-
library/social-and-emotional-learning-practices-self-reflection-tool-afterschool

knowledge. They may be caught through 
the many teachable moments that arise in 
the daily interactions of relationship-based 
approaches.8 The PLG explored resources 
for taught, or planned curriculum, including 
the following:

»» Kernels of practice that are low cost and 
simple to learn9

»» 3 SEL practices: welcoming rituals, en-
gaging practices, and closures10

»» Navigating Social and Emotional Learn-
ing from the Inside Out: Looking Inside 
and Across 25 Leading SEL Programs11

»» Staff self-assessment tool to help in-
dividual staff, program directors, and 
training and technical assistance (TTA) 
specialists understand where staff 
strengths are and where further support 
is needed12

https://childcareta.acf.hhs.gov/ncase-resource-library/kernels-practice-sel-low-cost-low-burden-strategies
https://childcareta.acf.hhs.gov/ncase-resource-library/kernels-practice-sel-low-cost-low-burden-strategies
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Mental health for children 
and youth and mental 
health consultation
Given that 20 percent of children experi-
ence a mental, emotional, or behavioral 
disorder each year, it is important that 
OST programs identify ways to access 

13	 Freeman, E. V., & Kendziora, K. T. (2017.) Mental health needs of children and youth: The benefits of having schools assess available programs and services. 
Washington, DC: American Institutes for Research.

mental health supports and systems. Many 
programs are able to tap public school 
partnerships and the help of school social 
workers and guidance counselors. The 
most prevalent mental health issues for 
children are attention-deficit/hyperactivity 
disorder (ADHD), depression and anxiety, 
conduct disorders, substance use, and 
being on the autism spectrum.13

SYSTEM BUILDING

Spotlight on Oklahoma 

Oklahoma’s strong cross-sector team in-
cludes the Department of Human Services, 
Department of Education, Oklahoma Part-
nership for Expanded Learning (OPEL), 
Child Care Resource and Referral Associa-
tion, higher education, the Wallace-funded 
Tulsa Opportunities Project, and providers. 
The team presented information on three 
specific innovations to support social-emo-
tional development: 

Oklahoma childcare warmlines

Oklahoma Childcare Warmlines provides 
free phone consultation for programs serv-
ing children birth through age 12 to support 
children, families, and staff in promoting 
social-emotional development and to 
reduce suspensions and expulsions. The 
consultants are trained in child develop-
ment and parent education. They are also 
available to provide on-site TTA on be-
havioral development to staff and families. 
If they decide that further consultation is 
needed, they can make a referral to mental 
health consultants. 

Mental health consultation

Fifty-five mental health clinicians provide 
on-site services across the state through 
the Center for Early Childhood Profession-
al Development. Mental health consultation 
is available through a partnership of the 
Oklahoma Department of Human Services, 

Department of Health, and Department 
of Mental Health and Substance Abuse 
Services. The goal is to expand the com-
petence of staff in handling challenging be-
havior and social-emotional development 
and to offer resources to families. 

Extended day and public school 
partnership

One Oklahoma school district created 
access for the extended day program to 
support:

»» School counselors who can meet with 
specific children or groups of children or 
refer children to more in-depth services

»» Behavior check-ins that can be conduct-
ed one-on-one with children for one hour 
during afterschool or full time during the 
summer

»» Paraprofessionals who can work one-on-
one with children during the school day, 
for 1 hour during afterschool, and full 
time in the summer

The Oklahoma PLG action plan focused 
on expanding staff awareness and skill 
in addressing ACEs and PACEs (Positive 
and Abundant Childhood Experiences) 
by increasing the availability of statewide 
high-quality professional development and 
creating a hub for SEL resources.

https://www.ok.gov/health/Family_Health/Child_Guidance_Service/Child_Care_Warmline/index.html
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Social-emotional and mental health strate-
gies for OST programs include the follow-
ing: 

»» Universal strategies are designed to 
work for all children and can include 
SEL curriculum, mentioned earlier in this 
brief, and mindfulness. Research shows 
that mindfulness helps children develop 
compassion, emotional regulation, and 
self-awareness, and it can reduce anxi-
ety. Teachers report reduced stress and 
increased effectiveness on the job. 

»» Targeted strategies are for children 
needing extra help in OST programs. 
These strategies include mental health 
consultation as well as mental health 
first-aid training, which is an 8-hour 
training for staff on identifying risk 
factors and warning signs and ways to 
support children with mental health and 
substance abuse issues. 

»» Intensive strategies include therapeu-
tic afterschool programs that can keep 
youth ages 5–17 in their homes, schools, 
and communities. Staff are clinicians 
who provide therapeutic recreation ac-
tivities and individual, group, and family 
therapy.14

14	 Vanderploeg, J. J., Franks, R. P., Plant, R., Cloud, M., & Tebes, J. K. (2010.) Extended day treatment: A comprehensive model of after school behavioral 
health services for youth. Child Youth Care Forum, 38(1), 5–18. Retrieved from: https://childcareta.acf.hhs.gov/ncase-resource-library/extended-day-treatment-
comprehensive-model-afterschool-behavioral-health

Summary
Building systems and supports for SEL in 
out-of-school time has great potential to 
improve child outcomes, improve provider 
partnerships with families, and improve 
program quality. To be successful in build-
ing social-emotional competencies will 
require a deep investment in building the 
capacity of program staff and leaders. It 
will also take the kind of cross-sector 
collaboration that SEL PLG state teams 
have adopted as they pursue individual-, 
program-, and system-level strategies to 
implement consistent and effective ap-
proaches. 

Each state team has developed action 
plans with strategies on improving profes-
sional development opportunities, such as 
SEL supports for program staff, building 
the capacity of TTA and higher education 
professionals on SEL, supporting self-
care and wellness for staff, and training for 
licensing staff and for Child Care Resource 
and Referral staff. Many states are plan-
ning to develop resources or communica-
tion strategies through social media, re-
source guides, or a clearinghouse or Web 
hub for SEL information. A few states are 
focusing on quality improvement strategies 
or mental health supports and may look to 
join legislative efforts.

https://mindfulschools.org/
https://www.mentalhealthfirstaid.org/
https://www.mentalhealthfirstaid.org/
https://childcareta.acf.hhs.gov/ncase-resource-library/extended-day-treatment-comprehensive-model-afterschool-behavioral-health
https://childcareta.acf.hhs.gov/ncase-resource-library/extended-day-treatment-comprehensive-model-afterschool-behavioral-health
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