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Building Blocks for Social-Emotional Learning: Creating Safe, Secure, and 

Successful Elementary Schools 

By Tracey A. Hulen and Ann-Bailey Lipsett 

_____________________ 

Study Guide 

This study guide is a companion to the book Building Blocks for Social-Emotional Learning: 

Creating Safe, Secure, and Successful Elementary Schools by Tracey A. Hulen and Ann-Bailey 

Lipsett. Building Blocks for Social-Emotional Learning provides foundational information and 

strategies to build a strong, safe learning environment for young learners in any context. 

 

This guide is arranged by chapter, enabling readers to either work their way through the entire 

book or focus on the specific topics addressed in a particular chapter. It can be used by 

individuals, small groups, or an entire team to identify key points, raise questions for 

consideration, assess conditions in a particular school or district, and suggest steps that might be 

taken to promote a healthy school culture. 

 

We thank you for your interest in this book, and we hope this guide is a useful tool in your 

efforts to create a safe place for your young students. 
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Chapter 1 

What Is Social-Emotional Learning? 

_____________________ 

 

1. Define social-emotional learning. How has your understanding of the concept changed 

after reading this chapter? 

 

2. What is an adverse childhood experience (ACE)? How can these experiences negatively 

impact student learning and what three strategies can be used to improve student 

outcomes? 

 

3. What factors can influence neurological development? Have you noticed any of these 

factors in your classroom experience? How have the affected student behavior? 

 

4. How can differing rates of neurological development manifest in students? What can 

teachers do to help those with slower development learn and grow? 
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Chapter 2 

Establishing Culture, Climate, and the Learning Environment for SEL in 

Elementary Schools 

_____________________ 

 

1. How do culture and climate differ? What practical strategies can improve school culture? 

Which of these strategies would fit your current situation? 

 

2. How does a welcoming physical environment improve student learning and engagement? 

What about your physical classroom could be improved to promote a better culture? 

 

3. List some strategies for heightening engagement with students who have difficulty with 

behavior expectations. Are there any students in your situation who may benefit from 

these practices? Consider the same for emotional and cognitive engagement as well. 

 

4. What four types of learning experiences help build an effective cultural environment for 

social-emotional learning? How might you implement these learning experiences into 

everyday practice? 
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Chapter 3 

Building a Schoolwide Foundation for SEL in Elementary Schools 

_____________________ 

 

1. Figure 3.2 indicates four critical SEL elements. What are these four elements? Reflecting 

on your own school, which of these four elements do you feel are currently well 

developed and supportive of students? What has your school done collectively to attain a 

high level of these four elements? What in your school could be improved to better 

integrate these four elements? What ideas do you have for how to make those 

improvements?  

 

2. Hulen and Lipsett mention that building a positive culture and healthy school climate 

depends not only on large actions but also on “small yet essential day-to-day actions” (p. 

104). Review some of these small actions the authors discuss. Do you currently utilize 

any of these in your school? Are there any actions that you would like to see happening 

in your building that aren’t currently? What do you think you could do to enable their 

adoption?  

 

3. What does it mean for SEL instruction to be authentic and high quality? What are some 

steps to take to make sure your school’s SEL instruction is both authentic and high 

quality? Which of these actions do you feel are more compatible with—or currently 

practiced in—your school culture? Which steps might meet more resistance? How might 

you overcome that resistance?  
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4. Acknowledging that some students will need extra support with SEL, Hulen and Lipsett 

state that school teams can respond in the same way they would with students who need 

academic support. How can you determine which students need this additional SEL 

support and how can you identify what their needs are? What are some of the key 

methods for applying the response to intervention model for SEL?  
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Chapter 4 

Effective SEL Teaching Practices and Strategies in Elementary Schools 

_____________________ 

 

1. As this chapter indicates, setting clear learning goals with student-friendly “I can” 

statements not only makes it more likely that students will attain those learning goals but 

also helps them practice the cognitive executive functioning skill of goal setting. Consider 

goals you would like to see your students attain and develop three “I can” statements in 

student-friendly language to use in your classroom. Why are the goals you’ve selected 

important? How will students show evidence of having attained these goals?  

 

2. What is the function of reciprocal teaching in an SEL classroom? What benefits does it 

afford students? Based on ideas presented in this chapter, or ideas of your own the book 

has sparked, what are some reciprocal teaching techniques you might want to incorporate 

into your teaching practice? Do you foresee any difficulties in adopting reciprocal 

teaching techniques? If so, how might you overcome them?  

3. Think back to an incident in your classroom where a student’s struggle with an SEL skill 

caused a disruption. Using information from this chapter, how might you have avoided 

that disruption and instead turned it into a teachable moment? What behaviors in your 

classroom would you like to turn into teachable moments and how might you go about 

doing so? 
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4. Of the ten practices Hulen and Lipsett present for integrating SEL skills into everyday 

classroom proceedings, are there any that you currently use? If so, have the authors given 

you any ideas on how to change or add to those practices? What new ideas did the 

chapter spark? Which of the practices are you not currently using that you think would 

work well in your classroom? What specific ways might you incorporate some of these 

new practices?   
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Chapter 5 

Effective SEL Lesson Planning 

_____________________ 

 

1. Why is it important to differentiate for SEL? Thinking of your own classroom, what are 

some SEL skills that you’ve noticed certain students struggling with? Choosing one SEL 

skill to focus on, what might you do specifically to differentiate instruction in this area to 

help all students acquire this SEL ability? In answering, consider all four ways of 

differentiating instruction: (1) content, (2) process, (3) product, and (4) the learning 

environment. 

 

2. What is the function of transitions? Hulen and Lipsett provide ideas for transitioning 

between high-energy and low-energy activities. Why is it important to have a mix of 

high- and low-energy activities, and how do transitions assist students in adjusting to this 

mix? The authors also encourage readers to think of their own transitions. What ideas 

have you come up with for your classroom?  

 

3. The most authentic SEL instruction, according to Hulen and Lipsett, is that which is 

integrated into academic instruction. What are some of the ways they discuss for 

coordinating SEL and academic instruction? What challenges might teachers encounter 

integrating SEL with district or state standards? Thinking about your school’s 

circumstances, what could you do to have a robust SEL program and still meet district or 

state standards? 
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4.  Hulen and Lipsett provide detailed protocols, templates, and examples for planning high-

quality SEL in a yearlong planning outline, weekly lesson-planning tools, and a program 

for planning for play in the classroom. Reviewing each of these three sections of the 

chapter, what would you identify as the main takeaway for you; that is, for each section, 

which strategy or suggestion stands out as something you wish to try in your teaching 

practice? Why? How might you best enact these strategies in the classroom?   
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Chapter 6 

Monitoring Student Learning of SEL 

_____________________ 

 

1. Why is it important for schools to develop common SEL formative assessments? 

Considering these are formative assessments, what might you do to support students 

struggling with Tier 1 instruction of SEL skills? In considering a response, think of 

situations you encounter in your own classroom and an SEL skill that one or more 

students need scaffolding to master. How can you support such students?   

 

2. Hulen and Lipsett write that not only is it important for educators to collect data from 

common formative SEL assessments but also to have a clear purpose for collecting the 

data and what they will do with this information. Reflecting on your school and your 

teaching goals, which aspects of students’ mastery of SEL do you wish to know more 

about, what metrics might you use to gather these data, and what will you do with these 

data after they are collected?  

 

3. Hulen and Lipsett acknowledge that it can be difficult to avoid judgment when assessing 

data on challenging students. When working with students who have difficulty with self-

regulation, what are some strategies for avoiding judgment? In what ways can working in 

a team help address this challenge? How might the team use the data it collects and 

assesses to find solutions for such challenges?  
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4. When teams collectively analyze data from formative SEL assessments, Hulen and 

Lipsett urge them to keep individual students in mind. In reflecting on collected data, 

what kinds of questions do teams need to ask, not only about the data but also about the 

students and the standards being evaluated? What kind of changes in teaching practice 

might result from the answers generated by asking such questions?  

 


