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Hopes and dreams for our children often feature academic and career success, but they also 
extend to healthy and happy relationships throughout life, responsible decisions and behavior, 
and an overall positive outlook for the future. While the connection between the classroom 
and college- and career-readiness is pretty obvious, know that social-emotional learning in our 
schools also is preparing your student for the promising future that you imagine for them. 

Social-emotional learning helps prepare  
students for their future, supports academics

What is social-emotional learning?
Social-emotional learning or SEL is how 

we learn to understand and manage emo-
tions, set and achieve goals, feel and show 
empathy, establish and maintain positive re-
lationships, and make responsible decisions, 
according to the Collaborative for Academic, 
Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL).

The SEL competencies— Self-Awareness, 
Self-Management, Responsible Decision-
making, Relationship Skills, and Social 
Awareness— work together to establish a 
foundation for both school success and a 
happy and healthy life, says Dr. Tinisha 
Parker, GCPS’ executive director of student 
services.

 “SEL is essential to all other success in 
school,” she says. “If kids can’t work well in 
all five competencies, then they’re not in a 
place to excel academically or to regulate 
their behavior.”

We know that kids who are hungry or 
sleepy have a hard time learning. The same 
holds true for children who are depressed, 
who feel anxious or unwelcome, or who strug-
gle with making friends or paying attention. 

 SEL in Gwinnett classrooms
Studies show that SEL contributes to a 

positive school climate that is conducive to 
learning and supports the whole child.

GCPS is working to infuse SEL through-
out the culture of our classrooms, says Dr. 
Parker. “We don’t look at SEL as one more 

thing to add to our plate,” she says.“SEL is 
the plate. It’s the foundation we help build 
that allows our students to be successful in 
the classroom and in life.”

SEL supports are in place for all Gwinnett 
students, kindergarten to graduation. Our 
counselors work to develop and elevate stu-
dents’ skills and abilities in the areas of aca-
demics, careers, and personal growth. They 
raise awareness in all areas that contribute 
to a student’s well-being, inspire career 
exploration, and help prepare students for 
postsecondary options. 

School counselors and classroom teachers 
build meaningful relationships with middle 
and high school students though advise-
ment, sharing developmentally appropri-
ate lessons designed to address academic, 
personal, and work-ready skills. With 
age-appropriate sexual abuse prevention 
programs— Child Lures and Teen Lures— 
students learn how to stay healthy and safe. 

Nearly 100 Gwinnett schools use Posi-
tive Behavioral Interventions and Support 
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Social-emotional learning (continued)
(PBIS) as a framework to support improved academics and behavior. Older students par-
ticipate in Lifelines, a suicide-prevention curriculum. A strong peer leadership program at 
every school level enlists students’ support of their classmates. A “how’s it going” greeting 
in the hallway, in the cafeteria, or on the bus is one more opportunity for staff members to 
connect with kids, identify potential issues, and help students receive needed support.

And, while all students have SEL needs, some students need additional services. Small-
group counseling sessions focus on behaviors or concerns, from disrespectful behavior and 
“queen bee” cliques to the impact of divorce or a new baby at home. School- and communi-
ty-based mentoring programs pair caring adults with students to provide guidance, encour-
agement, and support to help them reach their potential, both in and out of school.

A team of GCPS professionals— including counselors, psychologists, and social work-
ers— work with community partners to ensure that students are safe and supported. They 
help families in need to identify community resources, from food and shelter to glasses 
and medical aid. They make DFCS referrals, advocating for children who are the victims 
of neglect or abuse. They counsel and support students who self-harm or express suicidal 
thoughts, developing individual safety plans and working with families. Emergency Re-
sponse Teams support school communities in times of crisis.

“With the range of services and SEL supports provided, we’re weaving a safety net for 
our students,” says Dr. Parker. “We hope they’ll never stumble, but if they do, we’re helping 
them develop the SEL skills to bounce back and we’re here to catch the students who fall.”

SEL’s long-term impact
The skills associated with SEL follow a young person throughout their school career 

and into the workplace, community, and family life. Studies show students with strong 
SEL skills are more likely to graduate and have stable employment in adulthood and are 
less likely as adults to have legal run-ins or live in poverty. Think about the impact if 
someone can't manage emotions appropriately, handle stress, control impulses, set goals, 
solve problems, communicate with others, work cooperatively, appreciate diversity, show 
empathy and respect, behave ethically, and develop meaningful relationships All of these 
so-called soft skills are in demand in the workplace and contribute to a happy household. 

For Counselor Laura Ross, SEL is 
woven throughout her daily work at Five 
Forks Middle School. Whether she’s meet-
ing with individual students, facilitating 
small groups, or teaching a classroom les-
son, Ms. Ross sees SEL as a critical compo-
nent in supporting student growth in the 
areas of academics, career exploration, and 
social/emotional 
wellness.

“I see all of these 
domains as con-
nected,” she says. 
“When I teach about 
empathy, we look at 
how empathy helps 
us build personal 
relationships but 
we also look at how 

empathy is related to many of the skills 
that employers look for when hiring, such 
as communication, perspective-taking, and 
being a good coach or manager.” 

Ms. Ross— 2019 Georgia School Coun-
selor of the Year and one of four finalists 
for the national honor— says it’s all about 
relationships and the connections that 

she and other adults 
at the school make 
with students. “We 
know students need 
significant relation-
ships in order for 
significant learning 
to occur,” she says. 
“I help lead our staff 
to create positive 
connections with 

students and to be culturally responsive in 
our teaching and relationships.”

An average week for a GCPS school 
counselor varies by school level and the 
needs of the students. For Ms. Ross, her 
current small group is with 7th grade girls 
using the Dove Self-Esteem Project to 
explore body image. Other groups have 
taken on issues of resilience, coping skills, 
emotional management, and peer relations. 

Classroom lessons with 7th and 8th 
graders cover topics like peer pressure, 
standing up against bullies, empathy, and 
diversity. She also meets one-on-one with 
individuals, and supports schoolwide 
and cluster projects like We Are Broncos 
(building empathy), Bronco Bloggers 
(digital citizenship) and No Place for Hate 
(creating a welcoming school community).

Counselors weave SEL throughout the school day

SEL Tips for Families
Perhaps the most effective way for caring 
adults to support students’ social-emotional 
learning is by modeling the skills and behaviors 
themselves. Try these suggestions:
• Connect with your child daily, pay 

attention, and share concerns with the 
school. Through regular check-ins, notice 
moods and watch for changes in habits and 
friendships. Ask open-ended questions. Lis-
ten with concern and respond with caring. 
Families can help adults at school identify 
brewing problems that could have an impact 
on a student’s well-being.

• Encourage helping and sharing behav-
iors. Volunteer as a family. Help an elderly 
neighbor with the trash or lawncare.

• Model kindness in interactions with 
strangers. Hold the door open for others, 
and show your appreciation to service 
professionals.

• Talk about feelings, using “I” state-
ments. I’m frustrated. I feel sad. I am mad.

• Encourage siblings to be on the same 
“team.” Stop arguments and facilitate 
solution-focused conversations.

• Watch for desired attitudes and behav-
ior, praising students when they demon-
strate a strong work ethic, display teamwork, 
show kindness, or use other SEL skills. Skills, 
attitudes, and behaviors that are noticed and 
applauded are more likely to be repeated.



I often hear the question, “What’s going 
on with kids these days?” The simple truth 
is that growing up in today’s society is 
more difficult than growing up when our 
students’ parents or grandparents were in 
school. Social pressures, endless competi-
tion, and intrusive technology seem to be 
everywhere, and they add a distinct layer 
of stress on young people who are trying 
to learn and succeed academically. What 
students experience online, on TV, in their 
neighborhoods, and in the world can make 
them sad, anxious, or scared, and they 
bring these fears and concerns to school. 

The good news is there’s a flip side to 
the question, “What’s going on with kids 
these days?”  In Gwinnett, we are graduat-
ing more students than ever before. Their 
average scores on the SAT and ACT top 
state and national averages. Our students 
log thousands of hours of community 
service, and they are helpful and kind to 

one another. They are learning more and 
doing more than we ever thought possible, 
graduating with educational experiences 
that were unheard of even five years ago.

I have to believe that part of the reason for 
these positive outcomes is the academic sup-
port we provide to students in our schools. 
This issue of Essentials provides an overview 
of what we call “the school effect,” which 
has a huge impact on a child’s learning and 
well-being. I think you will be impressed at 
the array of services and programs available 
to young people in our schools. 

We cannot do it alone, however. In 
today’s world, family engagement in a 
child’s education is more important than 
ever, and it can take many forms. For some, 
family engagement means volunteering at 
the school, having a Parent Portal account, 
or attending parent-teacher conferences. 
Others might focus their engagement at 
home— asking about their child’s day, 

monitoring social 
media activity, or 
reading together. 

No matter 
the form, family 
engagement makes 
a difference… to 
the child, to the 
teacher, and to the 
school. When fami-
lies, communities, 
and schools collaborate, students achieve 
at higher levels and everyone benefits. And 
when asked, “What’s going on with kids to-
day?" we all can take pride in saying that in 
Gwinnett County Public Schools, students 
are well-educated, lovingly supported, and 
prepared for future success!

Relationships are at the heart of a positive school climate, and Collins 
Hill High School Principal Kerensa Wing is a compassionate school 
leader who knows the way to ensure continued success and well-being 
for her students and staff is by being a present, involved figure in their 
lives. This commitment to relationship development sets the tone for 
her school community and contributed to her selection as the 2020 
National Principal of the Year by the National Association of Secondary 
School Principals (NASSP).

In naming Mrs. Wing as this year’s recipient, NASSP officials cited 
her efforts to hire, train, and retain high-quality teachers who are 
student-focused and reflect the student population. A collaborative, 
professional learning community, cultural competency training, and 
dedicated advisement time help teachers build strong connections with 
both students and other educators in a safe and nurturing environ-
ment. With this support, Collins Hill students soar academically with 
opportunities to pursue advanced curriculum offerings and take part in 
project-based learning.

“Mrs. Wing has truly developed a culture of supporting one another 
at our school by setting an amazing example,” said Christa, a Collins Hill 
junior who spoke on behalf of students at the celebration. “Our wonder-
ful principal is always open to any ideas and if she thinks a student’s idea 
will better the school, she is always on board with it... She dances with us 
at pep rallies and is our biggest cheerleader. She encourages each student 
to find what makes them unique and embrace it to the best of their abil-
ity. She always pushes students to implement their ideas for the school 
so they can be a part of the school they love and learn from.”

Family engagement makes a difference for students

Collins Hill’s Kerensa Wing is National Principal of the Year!

J. Alvin Wilbanks
GCPS CEO/Superintendent

J. Alvin Wilbanks
CEO/Superintendent

During a surprise ceremony at her school, Kerensa Wing was 
congratulated by her family, Collins Hill staff and students, 
School Board members, CEO/Superintendent J. Alvin Wil-
banks, State School Superintendent Richards Woods and others 
from the Georgia Department of Education, elected officials, 
representatives of county and state government, district and 
school leaders, business and community leaders, and repre-
sentatives from NASSP and Georgia Association of Secondary 
School Principals.
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It is the policy of Gwinnett County Public Schools 
not to discriminate on the basis of race, color, sex, 
religion, national origin, age, or disability in any 
employment practice, educational program, or any 
other program, activity, or service.
Gwinnett County Public Schools wishes to meet 
the needs of all of its students and families. If any 
member of your family needs assistance or has any 
questions regarding mobility impaired issues or 
handicapped access, please contact the principal of 
your local school.

Gwinnett County Public Schools
437 Old Peachtree Road, NW
Suwanee, GA 30024-2978
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to Your Schools
• Read Communiqué online at www.gcps-communique.com
• Watch GCPS TV on your local cable station or stream 

shows online at www.gwinnett.k12.ga.us/gcpstv/
• Find Gwinnett County Public Schools on Facebook, and 

follow us on Twitter and Instagram at GwinnettSchools.
• Check out the GCPS website at www.gwinnett.k12.ga.us, 

and subscribe to GCPS eNews.

Be familiar with inclement weather procedures
We hope icy roads and wintry weather 

are not in this winter’s forecast, but it’s 
good to be prepared for whatever may 
come our way. If bad weather causes school 
to be cancelled or dismissed early, public 
announcements will be made on GCPS TV, 
on the school system’s website, on social 
media accounts, through SchoolMessenger 
calls and optional texts, and via metro-At-
lanta radio and television stations. Full-day 
cancellations usually are announced by 6 
a.m. Remember, GCPS announces only school closing informa-
tion. The school system does not issue an announcement when 
school will be in session as scheduled.

The key factor in all decisions about whether or not to hold 
school is the safety of students and staff. GCPS will make up  
any inclement weather days by using scheduled make-up days 
(Feb. 14 and March 13), Digital Learning Days, and/or 
extending the school day or year. Unused inclement 
weather make-up days will be student holidays.

2020–21 calendar available
Available online, the 2020–21 GCPS school calendar 

includes the same start date as this year (Aug. 5) as well 
as breaks for fall (Oct. 8–12), winter (Dec. 21–Jan. 5), and 

spring (April 5–9); a full week off for Thanksgiving (Nov. 23–27); and 
an ending date of May 26. Schools are closed for Labor Day, Elec-
tion Day, and MLK Jr. Day, with inclement weather make-up days 
are set for Feb. 12 and March 12, both Fridays. (They will be holi-
days if not needed.) And, a student holiday is set for Feb. 15, a staff 
development day for teachers.

Tap Parent Portal to connect with school
The partnership between home and school plays an important 

role in supporting your student’s academic achieve-
ment and well-being. One way to strengthen that 
connection is frequent visits to the Parent Portal— to 
review grades, attendance, discipline record, and pro-
gram information; check account balances; email your 
student’s teacher; review assessment results; update 
contact information; and more. If you aren’t signed up 
for Parent Portal access, contact your student’s school.
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The partnership 
between home 

and school plays 
an important role 
in supporting your 
student’s academic 
achievement and 

well-being.

Connect to Your Schools


