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SEL Schoolwide Action Plan Tool—Safe and Effective Learning Environments Example
Critical SEL Element: Safe and Effective Learning Environments—Learning environments are safe, supportive, culturally responsive, and focused on building relationships 
and community.

Indicators

Physical Environment Cultural Environment

Learning Spaces Sensory Features Storage and 
Materials

Schoolwide 
and Classroom 
Expectations and 
Organization

Relationship 
Building

Mindset, 
Motivation, and 
Engagement

Learning 
Experiences

See descriptors in figure 2.5 (page 55).

Schoolwide

What it looks like, sounds like, feels like

Classroom

What it looks like, sounds like, feels like

Physical Environment:

Learning Spaces:

• Well-designed placement of classrooms, small-group learning spaces, and 
restrooms for both students and staff use throughout the building.

• Displays of student work are distributed throughout the school.

• Designated space for adult relationship building and collaborative learning (staff 
lounge, conference meeting room).

Sensory Features:

• Thoughtful use of natural light and environmental adaptations for fluorescent light.

• Well-organized, safe, and sensory-sensitive indoor and outdoor learning and non-
learning spaces throughout the school (classrooms, gym, cafeteria, playground).

• Available spaces for all students to access sensory breaks or to go on sensory 
walks to help with regulation.

Storage and Materials:

• Visual displays that promote positive mindsets, kindness, and gratitude (school 
banners, gratitude boards, and so on).

• Inclusive visuals displayed throughout the school building reflect ideas, values, and 
cultures of all the school’s community members (staff, students, and families).

• Systems and structures for sharing learning materials (for example, mathematics, 
reading, or self-regulation tools) between grade levels.

Physical Environment:

Learning Spaces:

• Well-organized learning spaces (safe, clear of clutter, and so on).

• Interactive, organized, visually appealing wall spaces.

• Content-specific spaces (for example, independent reading center, computer station, 
and so on).

• Space for students’ personal belongings.

Sensory Features:

• Sensory-sensitive learning spaces: temperature, lighting, furniture, air quality, 
and visual wall space are appropriate (for example, light filters; use of natural 
light; acoustic systems; flexible seating options such as flexible desk or table 
arrangements, individual desk and chair, standing desk, wobble chair, or 
whole-class semi-circle).

• Available space for students to take a sensory break or self-regulate within 
the classroom. 

Storage and Materials:

• Materials arranged so students have readable access and choice in 
learning materials.

• Learning tools promote engagement, exploration, and experimentation; showcase 
diversity; and reflect students’ cultural backgrounds in read-alouds, bulletin boards, 
interactive visuals, and so on.
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Schoolwide

What it looks like, sounds like, feels like

Classroom

What it looks like, sounds like, feels like

Cultural Environment:

Expectations:

• Student-centered and brain-based discipline is consistent across the school 
building.

• Schedules, structures, and staffing provide opportunities for school leaders and 
teachers to enhance family and community engagement.

• Student expectations are community created and visually posted throughout the 
school building (lunchroom, playground, hallways, classrooms, and so on).

• Students and adults engage in reflective practices (actively listening to one another 
when there is a problem, identifying possible solutions and working together to 
implement the agreed-on solution).

Relationship Building:

• Schoolwide common community-building practices are present throughout the 
school.

• Administrators form strong relationships with the students, staff members, and 
families.

• The school holds celebrations of the school’s diversity and student and adult 
learning.

Mindset, Motivation, Engagement:

• Positive atmosphere stems from using growth mindset approaches.

• Staff use both positive and culturally responsive language.

• All families and community members are engaged in a diverse offering of 
schoolwide events, assemblies, and opportunities for school-home connections.

Learning Experiences:

• All teachers throughout the building use structures such as the workshop model so 
they can work with small groups to target student needs.

• Students have opportunities to collaborate with peers across the grade level and 
vertically with other grade levels.

Cultural Environment:

Expectations:

• Clearly defined, community-built (teacher and student) classroom routines and 
procedures.

• Student-centered and brain-based discipline. 

Relationship Building:

• Students have opportunities to collaborate and communicate their ideas with peers 
and pose questions knowing it is safe to do so.

Mindset, Motivation, Engagement:

• Teachers and students foster positive growth mindsets.

• Classrooms are inclusive and culturally and linguistically responsive, including 
culturally responsive pedagogy.

Learning Experiences:

• Learning is teacher-directed and student-empowered (student choice, play, 
cooperative learning, and so on).

• Interactive visual tools, teaching practices, and the curriculum used for learning are 
inclusive and reflect the students within the classroom.

• Research-based and differentiated rigorous and engaging instructional practices 
are used during learning.

• Structures such as the workshop model are used so educators can work with small 
groups to target student needs.
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Schoolwide examples: 

• Students, parents, and staff enter a building with a growth mindset message on 
a banner hanging over the entrance of the school. Efficient systems are in place 
throughout the school building, and students and staff members feel psychologically 
and physically safe in both the indoor and outdoor settings of the school. 

• The school staff makes significant efforts to build relationships with families and 
celebrate diversity and students’ cultures are reflected in the school environment 
(such as flags from countries where students’ families have come from hanging in 
the gym). The school uses a schoolwide common approach to discipline across all 
settings (cafeteria, playground, gym, and so on). 

Classroom examples:

• Teachers use 21st century research-based high-yield instructional practices within 
their lessons and consistently modify their learning environments to meet the needs 
of their students. Relationship building is foundational within the classroom, and 
students are encouraged and feel comfortable sharing their ideas with others. The 
teacher is a facilitator of learning and students take ownership of their own learning. 

• Learning materials and physical displays throughout the classroom incorporate 
students’ cultures (culturally responsive classroom libraries, posters, morning 
meetings including celebrations and conversations about diversity). There is a 
positive approach to discipline with natural consequences and a brain-based 
approach. 

Schoolwide nonexamples: 

• Rarely are the administrators seen walking the school hallways or appearing within 
classrooms. When administrators do enter the classrooms, their sole purpose 
is to observe the teachers rather than getting to know the students. Discipline 
practices are inconsistent throughout the school building. Teachers are often heard 
raising their voices with students in various parts of the school building (hallways, 
lunchroom, playground, and so on). Bullying is a continual topic at faculty meetings. 

Classroom nonexamples:

• Teachers use an authoritarian style of teaching and student collaboration is at a 
minimum. Typical learning formats consist of whole-group nonengaging instruction 
where the teacher talks and the students listen as well as independent student 
practices. Ineffective classroom management and punitive discipline approaches 
are used. 

• Students see one another as “smart” or “not smart” or showing “bad behavior” or 
“good behavior.” Students do not use words to describe their feelings or emotions 
and are not aware of how to use coping strategies to calm themselves. When 
students are upset teachers send them out of the room or to the office until they are 
calm and “ready to learn.” Misbehavior and difficulties with emotional regulation 
are treated through punishment or a consequences approach.
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Safe and 
Effective Learning 

Environment 
Collective 

Commitments

Safe and 
Effective Learning 

Environment 
Schoolwide 

Action Plans?

What Possible 
Resources are 

Needed to Carry 
Out the Plans?

Who is Responsible 
for Carrying Out 

the Action Plans?

Who is Responsible 
for Monitoring 
and Evaluating 

the Plans?

What is the 
Timeline for the 
Action Plans?

Indicators of 
Progress and 

Success

Next Steps

Source: Adapted from CASEL, 2019; The National School Climate Council, 2007.
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