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Figure 4.3   Suggestions for Improving Your Interactions With Students to  
Enhance SEL

Instead of… Try…

saying, “What did you do wrong?” saying, “Tell me what happened.”

just teaching content, teaching children.

stopping students in the hallway and 
asking for a pass,

stopping students in the hallway and asking 
how their day is going.

focusing solely on academics, focusing on social-emotional learning, too.

focusing on disciplining a problem, focusing on getting to the heart of the issue.

creating zero-tolerance policies, utilizing empathy-informed choices.

Note: What would you add to this list?

enaBling cOndiTiOns

Often when we talk about student alienation, it is paired with issues 
 outside of our control, such as poverty or a lack of parental involvement. 
In order to effectively meet the needs of students as risk of dropping out 
or feeling alienated from the school community, we need to focus on the 
issues we can control. And much to the point I brought up earlier, all 
 students can benefit from social-emotional learning, not just the students 
who struggle.

In the research around neuroplasticity, Burns (2019) found that 
“Serotonin is associated with a feeling of well-being and is a power-
ful modulator of neuroplasticity. As teachers, we are very familiar with 
the importance of enhancing students’ sense of trust and confidence in 
the educational process, which can help increase serotonin levels in a 
positive way.”

There are a variety of ways that instructional leaders can help students 
feel safe and supported when they are in school. In my school climate work 
(2017), I brought in enabling conditions, which I really found when I was 
doing my doctoral research on safeguarding LGBT students back in 2010. 
Enabling conditions are simple steps that we can take to ensure that all stu-
dents feel safe and which, at the same time, help leaders practice instruc-
tional leadership. There are two additions to my original list, which I will 
mention below.


