
Tribes Learning Communities 
An Introduction 

 

About Tribes Learning Communities: 

Thousands of schools throughout the United States, Canada, Australia and other countries have 
become Tribes Learning Communities, safe and caring environments in which students can thrive. 
After years of "fix-it" programs focused on reducing student violence, conflict, drug and alcohol 
use, absenteeism, poor achievement, etc., educators and parents now agree, creating a positive 
school or classroom environment is the most effective way to improve behavior and learning.  
The Tribes TLC® process is the way to do it.  

Students achieve because they:  

• feel included and appreciated by peers and teachers  
• are respected for their different abilities, cultures, gender, interests and 

dreams  
• are actively involved in their own learning  
• have positive expectations from others that they will succeed. 

The clear purpose of the Tribes process is to assure the healthy development of every child so 
that each one has the knowledge, skills and resiliency to be successful in a rapidly changing world.  
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Tribes Learning Communities® 
 

Information Summary 
 
Tribes Learning Communities (Tribes TLC®) is a research-based elementary, middle and high 
school program that promotes academic social and emotional development by creating a positive 
learning environment. The Tribes group development process focuses on resiliency and the stages 
of human development. 
 
The Mission of Tribes is to assure the healthy development of every child so that each has the 
knowledge, competency and resilience to be successful in today’s rapidly changing world.   
 
The Goal is to engage all teachers, administrators, students and families in working together as a 
learning community that is dedicated to caring and support, active participation and positive 
expectations for all students. 
 
Tribes is a community building process—a culture and active learning pedagogy best learned by 
experiencing it. The purpose of the 24-hour experiential training is to prepare teachers, 
administrators and support staff personnel to develop a caring school and classroom 
environment, and to reach and teach students through an active learning approach that promotes 
student development, motivation and academic achievement.  
 
For most effective implementation, teachers participate in a 24-hour training led by a Certified 
Tribes TLC® Trainer. Schools are encouraged to include not only teachers but also principals and 
other school administrators in the Tribes training. This helps ensure that the entire school or 
school system reinforces the same culture, motivation, and behavior among students.  
 
Teachers organize their students into collaborative learning groups of three to six students, 
known as “tribes.” Each tribe works together throughout the academic year. To promote a spirit of 
cooperation and social acceptance, students and teachers also honor four basic agreements while 
in the classroom: 1) attentive listening, 2) appreciations/no “put downs,” 3) mutual respect, and 
4) the “right to pass” or participate. As students become better at honoring the four agreements 
and working together, teachers gradually transfer responsibility to the tribes, so the members can 
set their own goals, monitor progress, solve problems, and achieve success through project 
learning. 
 
Teachers learn to integrate curriculum through active learning strategies to engage students in 
meaningful learning and peer leadership. There is a clear planning process for implementation 
throughout the whole school system. Collegial teacher groups and leadership teams are developed 
to create a professional learning community, and to enhance curriculum planning, problem 
solving, and authentic assessment. 
 
CenterSource Systems produces a variety of Tribes training curricula and employs an 
international network of over 1100 certified trainers. More than 5000 schools are currently 
implementing the Tribes process throughout the United States, Canada, Australia, and other 
countries.   
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Bring your school to life with 
TRIBES TLC® Professional Development 

 
Tribes is a community building process – a culture and active learning pedagogy best learned by 
experiencing it. You can make the process come alive for your district or school by scheduling 
training for your teachers, administration and support staff. 
 
CenterSource Systems has a network of licensed trainers who conduct professional development 
training in many countries throughout the world. Schedule an overview presentation and 
classroom demonstration at your school where the key concepts of Tribes are explained and 
demonstrated through typical training strategies and our videos. Give your administration, school 
board and staff the information they need to consider whole school training. Schools and districts 
committed to the full implementation of Tribes TLC® can arrange training and support to teams 
and faculties through the following staff development opportunities: 
 
TRIBES TLC® – Building Community for Learning (Tribes “Basic” Training) 

The purpose of this 24-hour experiential training is to prepare teachers, 
administrators and support staff personnel to develop a caring school and 
classroom environment, and to reach and teach students through an active 
learning approach that promotes student development, motivation and 
academic achievement. 
 

 
TRIBES TLC® – Discovering Gifts in Middle School 
The purpose of this 24-hour experiential training is to provide a 
research-based approach for middle level school educators to focus 
their schools on the critical developmental learning needs of young 
adolescents. The training illuminates how to transform the cultures of 
middle schools into caring learning communities that support the full 
range of students' growth and development as well as establishing 
academic excellence. 
 
 
TRIBES TLC® – Engaging All by Creating High School Learning Communities 
The purpose of this 24-hour experiential training is to provide the research-based concepts, 
experience, and strategies that are essential for engaging all by creating high school learning 

communities. Critical indicators of the very different 
needs of 21st century youth, voices of students 
themselves, a consensus of recommendations from the 
literature and studies, including the National Association 
of Secondary School Principals (NASSP), and attention to 
pedagogy of the whole system are vital to preparing 
today’s students for an entirely different era—the Era of 
Learning. 
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TRIBES TLC® – Artistry for Learning 
The purpose of this 24-hour experiential advanced-level training is to 
increase the capacity of teachers and administrators within Tribes 
Learning Community Schools to intensify quality implementation of 
the research-based developmental process of Tribes – thereby to 
assure that all students, no matter their diversity and ability, achieve 
higher social, emotional and academic learning. 
 
 
Tribes TLC® for After School and Youth Development Programs 
The purpose of this 12-hour experiential training is to prepare after-school educators, youth 
workers, and community members to develop a caring learning center environment and to reach 

and teach children and youth through an active learning approach 
that promotes human development, resiliency, and social-emotional 
competence. Using multiple intelligences, brain compatible learning 
and cooperative methods, the community learning center climate and 
staff awareness will begin to reflect the message of life-long learning, 
personal development, and social responsibility as the keys to success 
in the 21st Century.   
 

 
Training-of-District Trainers 
CenterSource Systems has designed a  capacity building model  for professional development so 
that your district or school can have your own Certified Tribes  TLC® Trainers providing on-going 
training, coaching and support to teachers, 
administrators, resource personnel and parent 
community groups. The CenterSource Systems 40-hour 
Training-of-District Trainers provides  
in-depth skills, knowledge, experience and quality 
training materials to your own qualified personnel.  
A variety of training modules enable them to facilitate the 
Basic Tribes Course, support faculty groups, initiate 
parent community groups and conduct classroom 
demonstrations. 
 
 
 

 

Follow-up coaching and support at your school site is available throughout the year so that your staff 
can fully implement the process of Tribes and intensify its use throughout the whole school 
community. 

 
Tribes TLC is a CASEL SELect Program 

Collaborative for Academic, Social and Emotional Learning 
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Introducing an exciting partnership between ~  

Free the Children & Tribes Learning Community 

 

 

      & 
 

Free the Children ~ from Me to We to the World ~  
Reaching All through Tribes Learning Communities 

An exciting partnership has been established between two entities that have had a significant 
impact in schools and communities around the world for many years. These two organizations 
have a synergy that provides a framework for social development and social change. We thought it 
was time to unite and share the best of what is with schools and organizations across the globe. 

We believe in creating safe and inclusive communities.  We believe that young people should be valued 
and are able to be contributing members of their local and global community. By acting out these 
values, teachers and students grow in respect for themselves, each other and the world around them. 
Through Tribes Learning Communities, the following aspirations are achieved: 

 

           
We are all connected. Together WE change the world. 
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About Tribes Learning Communities:  
The learning process of Tribes TLC sets the stage throughout school systems to create and sustain 
caring values, individual self-esteem and motivation among all. This is the powerful collaborative 
purpose of We Day/We Schools and Tribes Learning Communities. Together we are readying 
millions of youth to actively innovate, improve and care for the World.  This is the vision... this is 
the power of  "From Me to We to the World." 

The clear purpose of the Tribes process is to assure the healthy development of every child so 
that each one has the knowledge, skills and resiliency to be successful in a rapidly changing world.  

Students engage and achieve because they:  

• feel included and appreciated by peers and teachers  
• are respected for their different abilities, cultures, gender, interests and dreams  
• are actively involved in their own learning  
• have positive expectations from others that they will succeed 

 
Tribes Training: 
24-hour experiential training designed to inspire, motivate, and engage all learners, with specific 
audiences in mind: 
  
Basic Training K – 12  
Basic Online Course (K – 12) 
Middle School Tribes Training 
High School Tribes Training 
Artistry for Learning (follow-up to any of the above courses) 
After School and Youth Development Programs (a 12 hour training) 
 
What People Say: 
The process speaks deeply to what I believe education should do: foster confident people who 
see strengths in themselves and others and who find joy in the world around them. 
 
It started with ‘me’ – and then it involved looking at the larger community; students 
respectfully related to others, both locally and globally.  Success is rooted in the Tribes 
process. 
 
 
For more information:  
www.tribes.com 
 

  & 
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Motivation Matters:  
 

How New Research Can Help Teachers Boost Student Engagement 
 
 

By Susan Headden and Sarah McKay 
Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching 

 
 

Published in July 2015, this report focuses on the psychological and behavioral sides of student 
motivation – how students respond to incentives to learn, how they see themselves as learners, 
and what they consider to be their place in the life of their schools (p. 4).  Not surprisingly, The 
Tribes TLC process is emphasized in the Building Relationships section of the report.  Specifically, 
the value of creating a culture of caring and support is essential for active learning.  Here is an 
excerpt: 

“Tribes is providing students with repeated opportunities to collaborate, problem-solve, reflect, 
and build a repertoire of skills that will transfer to the schoolyard and, ultimately, to their life 
outside of elementary school,”  third grade teacher in Burlingame, California, Gambertoglio says. 
“Students aren’t afraid to try, and try again.”69 Gambertoglio’s thoughts are echoed by J.C. Harville, 
who has served as principal of two elementary schools in and around Houston, and saw discipline 
problems drop and academic achievement rise after the schools implemented Tribes. “More 
students [were] actively involved,” Harville says. “Tribes was the glue that held the school 
together.”70  

The research firm WestEd conducted an evaluation of Tribes in 2004, surveying over 300 teachers 
and almost 2,000 students at 17 schools, and found that over 90 percent of the teachers agreed or 
strongly agreed that their students participated in inclusive peer groups that foster belonging and 
equal opportunity, and that their students showed respect for students of various cultural 
backgrounds.71 Student responses also reflected the Tribes emphasis on relationships: 81 percent 
said it was “very much” or “pretty much” true that a teacher or other adult in the school really 
cared about them, and 83 percent gave the same responses about having a peer in that role.72  

In a 2000 study of Tribes implementation in the School District of Beloit, Wisconsin, nearly 60 
percent of teachers said they spent less time managing classroom behavior after they adopted 
Tribes, and students who had participated in the program scored significantly higher on 
achievement tests than did those who did not participate.  

 
 
Read the entire Carnegie Foundation report here  
http://tribes.com/blogposts/motivation-matters/ 
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The Research-Based Components of Tribes TLC® 

 

By Jeanne Gibbs 
 

Origin and Design Stages 
The process, known simply as “Tribes,” and more specifically as “Tribes Learning Communities,” 
was developed by Jeanne Gibbs at a time when concerned educators in eighteen school districts of 
Contra Costa County, California, were seeking ways … 
 

 to prevent substance use and abuse, and other behavioral problems 
 to demonstrate improvement in academic test scores, and 
 to stem the tide of teachers leaving the profession. 

 
The time was the late 1970’s. The issues still are prevalent today. Now, however, these issues 
along with a complex of others are recognized as a need for whole school reform. 
  
NOTE: The learning process of Tribes has evolved through two stages of design that have led to 
the current Tribes Learning Community – whole school model. 
 
Initial Design: Substance Abuse Prevention 
The goal of the first design was to prevent substance use and abuse. The twofold strategy was: 
 

 to develop inclusion, a sense of value and community for all students in every classroom, 
thereby to overcome the risk of isolation and acting-out behavior; and 

 to have well-trained teachers use small groups to teach the content of drug education 
curriculum in an active learning way. 
 

Secondary students as “Youth Educators” and parent volunteers as “Parent Educators” also were 
trained in the group learning process to facilitate drug education curriculum in elementary 
schools, intermediate and high schools. During the 1980’s more than 3000 parent volunteers were 
active in San Francisco Bay Area schools. For more than ten years the teacher, student and parent 
models were used in hundreds of schools and youth centers throughout the United States. The 
professional development was coordinated by the non-profit corporation, the Center for Human 
Development, which Jeanne Gibbs had founded and managed. 
 
Outcomes: Schools reported… 

 significant decreases in student behavior problems 
 increases in student self-esteem and self-responsibility 
 improvements in school climate. 

 
Un-anticipated outcomes: 

 Teachers realized that they could also teach core academic content in small groups – thereby 
reaching and involving all of the students in a classroom. 

 Individual teachers and whole schools began to request training in cooperative group 
learning. 

 
  

Page 9



Second Design:  Tribes Cooperative Learning 
Comprehensive studies on cooperative group learning, social development and group process 
were synthesized for the cooperative learning model. The approach trained teachers to build long-
term small membership groups (tribes) for peer support and responsibility; to teach students 
essential democratic group skills; and to integrate academic concepts into cooperative learning 
strategies. A positive culture was built and sustained in classrooms by having students learn, 
practice and remind each other to honor the four Tribes Agreements…. 
 
  Attentive Listening                           Appreciation/No Put Downs 
  The Right to Pass                              Mutual Respect 
 
Training courses emphasized transferring responsibility from teacher to student groups to 
support each others’ learning, to problem-solve issues and manage their work together. The 
book Tribes, A Process for Social Development and Cooperative Learning, was published in 1987. 
 
Outcomes: 

 significant decreases in student behavior problems (average: 75% decrease in 3 months) 
 increase in teacher collegiality and parent involvement 
 improvement in teacher-student relationships 
 increase in students’ liking of school and motivation (for academic learning). 

 
Un-anticipated outcomes: 

 Teachers reported they did not spend as much time managing their classrooms, and that 
they had more time to teach subject matter. 

 More special education students could be mainstreamed into regular classrooms. Teachers 
of separate special ed classrooms began to report indicators of positive social and 
emotional development in their students. 

 Schools that had all teachers trained together and that set aside time for teacher learning 
and planning groups better sustained the learning process. Teacher collegiality increased. 

 The Tribes Cooperative Learning approach began to be marketed teacher-to-teacher, 
principal-to-principal and parent-to-parent across the country. 

 
Current Model: Tribes Learning Community 
Ever-growing inquiries and training requests from schools throughout the United States and 
Canada led to the development of CenterSource Systems, LLC. in 1995. The task of the new 
organization was: (1) to develop a research-based whole school model, and (2) to create a 
capacity-building training system – based on the long-standing philosophy and process of Tribes. 
 
Philosophy and Goal 
We believe that: 

 The goal of education is to develop greatness in young human beings, active constructive 
citizens who are valuable contributors to society. To educate is to call forth all aspects of a 
student’s human development – intellectual, social, emotional, physical and spiritual. 

 Intellectual, social and emotional learning is an interdependent growth process. It is 
influenced daily by the quality of the systems in a student’s life. 

 Schools of excellence are student-centered. They have caring cultures, supportive 
structures and pedagogy that respond and support the stages of development and the 
diversity of students’ learning needs. 
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 School reform depends upon the whole system working together as a learning community 
– a school community committed to continual reflective practice towards improvement and 
educational excellence. 
 

The philosophy and concepts above are the foundation of the dual mission and goal statement of 
Tribes Learning Community schools: 
 

The Mission of Tribes is to assure the healthy development of every child so that each has the 
knowledge, competency and resilience to be successful in today’s rapidly changing world. 
 
The Goal is to engage all teachers, administrators, students and families in working together 
as a learning community that is dedicated to caring and support, active participation and 
positive expectations for all students. 

 
The Design of the Whole School Model 
The design moves the four philosophy beliefs forward into a clear action plan framework for 
school reform. The four-fold philosophy and four-step framework is grounded in a synthesis of a 
wide-range of literature and research on human development, child and adolescent development, 
elements of ideal cultures for learning, resilience, cognitive theory, brain compatible learning, 
multiple intelligences, cooperative group learning, project learning/constructivism, 
multicultural/gender equity, democratic group process, school climate, classroom management, 
reflective practice, system change, professional development and authentic assessment… 
approximately 16 research-based components for effective pedagogy and school reform. 
 
The Developmental Process of Tribes 
The purpose of the following graphic is to illustrate the research-based framework for the school 
renewal process. Brief discussions on the four strategies and the literature on which they are 
based follow. 
 
Student Development and Learning 

 Whole child 
 Stages of development 
 Resiliency 

  
A Caring Culture 

 Protective Factors 
 Stages of community 

development 
 Community agreements 
 Multicultural and 

gender equity 
  
The Community of Learners 

 Small group structures 
 Collaborative skills 
 Reflective practice 
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Responsive Education – Student Centered Active Learning 
 Group development process 
 Cognitive theory 
 Multiple intelligences 
 Cooperative learning 
 Constructivism 
 Reflective practice 
 Authentic assessment 
 Technology 

 
Student Learning and Development – Re-Focusing 
 

“Unless reform is child centered, children 
and society alike are going to be hurt – are being hurt.” 

     – James Comer 
 

Although the goal of the majority of schools today is to have higher student achievement on 
standardized tests, the promise of that happening depends upon the school community as a 
system: (1) becoming student-centered (Comer, Meier, Darling-Hammond), and (2) learning how 
to reach and teach the diversity of students (Dewey, Johnson, Wheelock, Goodlad, Gay).  The 
primary focus of the Tribes school is not computer literacy, not a reading program or preparation 
for year-end tests – although all may be addressed and sequenced into the school’s action plan. 
The focus is on the students. All policy, structures, decisions, curriculum and pedagogy depend 
upon the response to one question:  “How and to what extent will ‘this’ support the learning and 
developmental needs of these students?”  Even to begin to know how to respond to the on-going 
question, the Tribes school staff becomes an on-going collaborative “learning community.”  They 
up-date their knowledge and perspectives on children’s development, resiliency, cognitive 
learning and multiple intelligences. Rather than teachers taking courses on their own, the whole 
staff learns together to better identify and respond effectively to the diversity of students’ cultures 
and needs, and to use multiple ways to accelerate the inseparable interdependent triad:  academic, 
social and emotional learning. 
 
A Caring Culture – Re-Culturing 

 
“It is only by reculturing a school beforehand or 

along with any restructuring effort that meaningful 
improvement can be made.” 

     – Michael Fullan 
 

Given that the focus of a Tribes school is student-centered, the next question becomes, “How do 
we create an ideal culture for learning?”  Comprehensive studies (Werner, Bruner, Meier, Fullan, 
Gay) verify that the culture must be safe and caring.  The culture in Tribes school communities is 
based on the three well-proven principles that foster human resilience:  caring relationships, 
positive expectations and beliefs, and opportunities for participation and contribution (Benard).  
Its components are those of an ideal learning culture.  Namely, it is participative, proactive, 
collaborative, communal and given over to constructive meaning (Bruner, Fosnot). The safe and 
caring culture is created and sustained by the students, teachers and the whole school community 
through daily use of the four previously mentioned Tribes Agreements: 

Page 12



 
  Attentive Listening                           Appreciation/No Put Downs 
  The Right to Pass                               Mutual Respect 
 
The responsibility to honor and to monitor the agreements is transferred from the teacher to the 
tribes. Signs are posted throughout the school community, student groups and school meetings 
begin with reminders of “how we want to be while we work together.” The agreements and the 
step-by-step community building process of Tribes assure that every student has inclusion  
(belonging to a small peer group), a sense of identity and value, and a community of supportive 
peers and adults. 
 
The Community of Learners – Re-Structuring 

 
“The new model of school reform must seek to develop 
communities of learning grounded in communities of 

democratic discourse.” 
      – Linda Darling-Hammond 

 
The culture is activated and sustained throughout the many small learning groups in which the 
students, teachers, administrators, support staff and parents are involved. Many teacher teams are 
involved in planning active learning curriculum, decision-making, problem-solving and authentic 
assessment.  A leadership team – composed of the principal, core teachers and the school or 
district’s Certified Tribes TLC on-site or district trainers – coordinate overall action planning, 
implementation and assessment. They too are an inquiry group, raising questions and learning 
together. The same inquiry group process moves throughout teacher and parent groups. Training 
opportunities, courses and events are identified to the leadership team. As much as possible, just 
as with student tribes, integration and alignment of curriculum, problem-solving and decision-
making is transferred to faculty and parent groups. District resource coordinators and the 
Certified Tribes Trainers participate and facilitate as needed.  As learning areas are identified, the 
core leadership team is informed.  Additional courses and special training is arranged by the 
school or district Certified Tribes TLC trainer (See Application, Part C: Training and 
Implementation).  The democratic community-building approach based on the caring culture 
fosters collegiality, school spirit and achievement. 
 
Responsive Education – Active Learning 

 
“Rather than being powerless and dependent on the 

institution, learners need to be empowered to think and 
learn for themselves. Thus, learning needs to be conceived 
of as something a learner does, not something that is done 

to a learner.” 
     – Catherine Fosnot 

 
“Responsive Education” is an essential pedagogy for academic achievement and school reform. It 
is the synthesis of artful teaching practices.  It is based on understanding the critical 
developmental needs of a student age and cultural group.  Its sole purpose is to enable more 
students to acquire knowledge in a lasting and meaningful way. Crafting a caring culture and 

Page 13



trusting small active learning communities throughout a school gives all students the opportunity 
to excel (Johnson). 
 
The CenterSource Systems professional development courses and training prepare teachers to be 
responsive to how the students of the school best can learn and grow socially, emotionally, 
spiritually (inner development) and intellectually… depending upon their respective stages of 
development, ways of learning and culture. Teachers teach core academic content through well-
proven active learning strategies (cooperative learning strategies, project learning, group inquiry, 
research, composition projects, debates, team performance and peer assessment.)  Tribes 
materials provide teachers with approximately 175 group strategies (or structures).  Reflection 
onwhat was learned and how it was learned is an on-going practice after every group learning 
experience. Cognitive research validates that this maximizes the recall of information and 
concepts  (Caine, Johnson, Jensen). Tribes Learning Community teachers use traditional direct 
instruction as well as active learning. However, once they recognize and experience the positive 
results of cooperative learning (validated by more than 1000 studies), the majority use classroom 
tribes as much as possible. 
 
A set of twelve group skills are learned so that students can work well together. Separate time is 
not needed to teach the skills. They are demonstrated and woven into curriculum learning tasks 
one or two at a time as  “social learning objectives” that students assess along with assessing the 
“content learning objective.”  The responsibility to achieve both the content and social learning 
objectives is transferred by the teacher to the classroom tribes at the beginning of the academic 
task. The partnership role of students and teacher working consistently together institutionalizes 
the culture and “responsive education” pedagogy.  The collaborative school community moves 
toward significant school reform and educational excellence. 
 
 
 
References available upon request. 
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Tribes Learning Communities in Beginning-Teacher-Education: 
 

An Innovation that works 
 

By Gail Phillips, PhD 
Brock University, Ontario, Canada 

 
 

 
 

Ideas and ways of thinking that spark innovations in education, and that have a positive impact on 
teaching and learning, often become the excellent strategies that we adopt as educators. Based on 
my experiences and research, the Tribes Learning Community process, developed by Jeanne 
Gibbs, is an example of an innovation that has the potential to inform best practice at faculties of 
education and to impact faculty, graduates of the program, the students in their future classrooms, 
and the communities in which we all teach and learn. The Tribes process is based on relationships 
and the value of school culture and community-building in order to construct meaningful and safe 
environments for learning and improved professional practice. 
 
The challenges related to beginning-teacher-education programs are topics of debate in Canada, as 
well as in the United States. In an extensive pan-Canadian study, Crocker and Dibbon (2008) 
identified the need for research to inform best practice in beginning-teacher-education, noting 
that faculties of education are frequently investigating, piloting, and implementing new 
innovations but rarely examine their impact in the field. I have taught at a faculty of education for 
eight years. During my second year, I began to implement Tribes, and the results were so 
significant that I began a research project with former teacher candidates in my cohort groups. 
The research examined Tribes training as a component of a beginning-teacher-education program. 
The study involved investigating teacher candidates’ perceptions of the effectiveness of Tribes 
training in enhancing their learning, their concerns about implementing the Tribes process, and 
their use of Tribes during the beginning-teacher-education year and their first four years of 
teaching. 
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Over 86% of my former students (96/111) responded to my request to complete a questionnaire 
and to participate in an interview. This high response rate did not surprise me because we had 
maintained the learning community that we had created during the beginning-teacher-education 
year. The research findings, however, did surprise me. I had anticipated that my former students 
would tell me that implementing Tribes in the real world of schools was not as easy or as possible 
as it seemed. I expected that those teaching in JK to Grade 3 would be implementing the process, 
based on the nature of primary programs … and that implementation in Grades 4-6 would be 
happening to some degree … and that by Grade 7, the demands of a traditional rotary timetable 
with subject experts, combined with the nature of the adolescent learner, would prevent most 
teachers from implementing Tribes. In spite of the challenges of being a teacher, particularly for 
those within their first five years, and of implementing Tribes in an imperfect world, the data 
clearly indicated that all but two participants were using Tribes with classes from Junior 
Kindergarten to Grade 12 Calculus. 
 
Such a sustained effort on the part of beginning teachers to implement Tribes is unexpected, given 
the competing demands on their time and efforts, and the inadequacy that they often feel. The 
research indicates that their commitment and perseverance lies in the Tribes training and 
experiences lived during their beginning-teacher-education year. They described the sense of 
community that was created and sustained with the other members of the cohort group, and the 
strength that came from meeting the challenges of teaching and learning together. The 
collaborative work, the discussion of tough questions, the problem solving, and the reflections on 
their academic learning and teaching practice, had an impact on their philosophies of education 
and their belief systems. They wanted to create learning communities for their students as a result 
of the Tribes experiences that they had shared with their cohort. Learning about the process 
through discussion, demonstration, guided practice, feedback, and reflection helped to prepare 
them to go beyond thinking like teachers, and to act upon their beliefs. 
 
My former teacher-candidates identified learning about the Tribes process as one of the 
fundamental components in their beginning-teacher-education program that helped them to 
become more effective teachers. In the words of one of them, “Think about what could happen if 
the Tribes process was carried throughout a student’s whole educational experience from 
Kindergarten to Grade 12. What a tremendous difference it would make in the lives of kids and the 
world!” Just think about it . . . and imagine. 
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Building a Caring Community That Calls Forth the Whole Child 

 
By Jeanne Gibbs 

 
Picture a third-grader who, when first entering Cathy Allen’s classroom, brought a sense of wildness, 
anger and bewilderment with him; a young man who lashed out at teachers and peers alike. Picture 
him later as he expresses sorrow that a four-day weekend is coming up. He doesn’t want to leave the 
classroom – a place where he feels safe, accepted and loved by all. 
 
Notice a child, who because of environmental conditions at home, speaks only in a whisper to those 
around her and can only look at the ground with a cowering posture when spoken to by an adult. 
Now notice her smiling, laughing and eagerly sharing a favorite experience with all of her classmates 
as they sit together in a community circle.1 
  
These young people were fortunate to be in a school that had become a safe and caring Learning 
Community dedicated to developing children in all of their social, emotional, intellectual, physical 
and ethical/moral wholeness.  This school, like thousands of others throughout the United States, 
Canada, Australia and other countries accomplishes this by creating and sustaining a caring and 
challenging school culture – an environment that provides a sense of belonging, support, 
connection to others and to ideas and values that make young lives meaningful and significant. 
 
Decades ago, respected educator John Dewey urged that each public school should be a model 
home, a complete community. It would be a school that had a shared vision, realistic goals for 
children’s development, and a caring way for people to be and learn together. Not only would such 
a school energize students but make it safe and exciting enough to learn.2 Now more than ever, 
almost a century later, this still needs to be our quest. 
 
Consider what typically would have happened to Mrs. Allen’s third grade 
students in a school that either would have dismissed, admonished or 
labeled the behaviors as “learning problems.” More likely than not, in time 
the self-confirming images of her two students would have led them on 
tracks of alienation and failure. Massive categorical funding has been and 
continues to be allocated to deficit-focused programs for special 
education, individual treatment and costly remedial strategies. The 
problem focus persists in spite of comprehensive studies and 
consensus among informed educators that rather than continuing to try to 
“fix kids”, we need to fix the deficit-focused system. That means challenging schools to be 
strength-focused on students’ development in the fullness of their interests, ways of learning, gifts 
and humanity. 
 
No longer do we have to guess how to create positive school systems that can transform or 
“turnabout” the lives of children like those we met at the beginning of this article. Two compelling 
bodies of well-researched studies on learning and human development show the way. They are 
the… 
 

 Comprehensive neuroscience principles on how the brain best learns, and 
 Longitudinal studies on positive protective factors that when present in child rearing or 

learning systems foster resilient strengths, well-being and success in life success. 
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Learning About Learning 
First, let’s look at what can be learned about learning.  It is startling to realize that scientists have 
learned more about the human brain during the last decade than during the entire preceding 
century. 3 One of the most important factors that make every child unique is that the body, mind 
and brain operate in a dynamic unity. This means that no longer can the body-mind-brain unity be 
ignored in favor of filling students’ brains with concepts and information, and counting on the 
practice as the guaranteed path to academic achievement. Where is there to be found a single 
piece of authentic research that proves this is how the human brain learns best?  Today it is well-
recognized that cognitive information becomes meaningful and more lasting when coupled with 
application and experience. Moreover, the chemistry and structure of the brain changes in 
response to the environment, prior learning, remembered experiences, beliefs and values.4 All of 
which demystifies why it seems more difficult to reach and help today’s 21st century youth 
achieve academically. The chemistry and structure of their brains have been conditioned by being 
raised in an instantaneous change environment filled with visual and sensory stimuli from 
computers, television, cell phones, electronic games, I-Pods etcetera – all of which most enjoy and 
are proficient in using.  This may be the prime reason that we lose young learners with traditional 
direct instruction, listening passively to teachers, now and then answering questions and filling in 
worksheets – the latter which do not grows dendrites. 
 
Knowledgeable school systems and teachers are engaging students by using cooperative learning, 
active group inquiry and participatory projects. Perhaps more than all else going on for school 
reform, teachers’ onsite professional development with their peers in on-going small learning 
communities is proving to be highly effective.5 Together they learn about learning, cognitive 
theory, collaborative group structures, students’ developmental needs and how to create 
supportive classroom environments. 
 
Creating a Caring School Community 
The first step in creating an ideal caring learning environment in classrooms and schools is to 
pose the following question to the policy-makers, teachers, leaders and parents of the school 
community: 
 
Are you aware that the daily culture of the school is the primary factor that supports students’ 
development and academic learning? 
 
Many probably would reply, “No, it’s the curriculum!” And that would lead to enlightening folks 
with a few facts that curriculum cannot change. 
 
Children who come to school from a stressful less than supportive or caring environment carry the 
stress all day and everyday to school. They may be like the two third graders above or they may be 
disillusioned secondary kids. Traditionally they have been referred to as “kids at risk” affected by 
outside factors in their lives that the school cannot fix.  However, the impressive longitudinal 
studies on environmental factors that enable humans of all ages to overcome deprivation and 
adverse conditions in life, give schools a clear way to establish a caring strength-focused culture 
that nurtures resilient strengths in all students (and teachers too!) within the system.6 Schools 
committed to having all kids “at promise” rather than any “at risk” create and sustain caring 
community environments that activate the following three categories of well-proven positive 
protective factors. 
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Caring and supportive relationships – Caring relationships within systems convey 
compassion, understanding and respect. They are grounded in attentive listening and establish 
safety and basic trust. 
 
Positive and high expectations – High expectations communicate firm guidance, structure 
and challenge, and most importantly convey a belief in a young person’s innate resilience. They 
highlight strengths and assets as opposed to problems and deficits.  
 
Opportunities for meaningful participation – Opportunities for meaningful participation, 
leadership and contribution to the community may be actualized through decision making, 
listening and being heard, with each person being included with valued responsibilities. It is no 
surprise that these protective processes work. They meet our basic human needs for love and 
belonging; for respect, challenge and structure; for involvement, power and 
ultimately, meaning. They meet every child’s need to be included, recognized and values by 
others. 

 
As predicted by longitudinal studies, students from such schools would have developed the life-
long abilities of: 7 

 
 social competence: responsiveness, cultural flexibility, empathy, caring, communication 

skills and a sense of humor; 
 problem-solving skills: planning, help-seeking, critical and creative thinking; 
 autonomy: a sense of identity, self-efficacy, self-awareness, task-mastery and adaptive 

distancing from negative messages and conditions; 
 a sense of purpose with belief in a bright future: goal directed, educational aspirations, 

optimism, meaning, and spiritual connectedness. 8 
 

The Community Building Process 
The question becomes, how can we bring this about for all of the students in our school? 
 
This ambitious mission can be systematically achieved as the school engages all teachers, 
administrators, students and families in working together as a learning community dedicated to 
caring and support, active participation and positive expectations for all students. The stated the 
stated goal is: 
 
To assure the healthy development of every child so that each has the knowledge, skills and resiliency 
to be successful in a rapidly changing world. 9 

 
The approach involves all of the groups mentioned above in long-term membership in mini-
communities (groups of 4-6 members); parents in classroom groups, teachers in faculty groups 
and students in cooperative learning tribes. The structure provides inclusion, a sense of value and 
community for everyone in the groups. The communities learn and use a series of collaborative 
skills and help each other honor four positive agreements: attentive listening, appreciation/ no 
put-downs, the right to participate or to pass and mutual respect. The positive agreements 
(norms) assure appreciation for each person’s culture, race, gender, abilities, contributions and 
uniqueness. The sense of community that all age groups seem to seek today becomes a reality as 
people work together on meaningful goals, tasks and challenges. Strength evolves out of the 
special quality time that is spent to build inclusion whenever the groups come together. No one is 
an isolate, no one fears to talk. It is safe enough to ask questions – safe enough to learn. Every 
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active learning academic experience (lesson) in a Tribes classroom has two objectives: the content 
to be learned and the social skill to be practiced. Each lesson begins with the teacher announcing 
the objectives to the students and each learning experience concludes with student groups 
reflecting on or assessing the extent to which they achieved the objectives while working together. 
Comprehensive studies repeatedly have proven that cooperative group learning and the reflective 
practice improves student active learning.10 It is compatible with how the human brain constructs, 
processes and retains information for extended periods of time. 
 
If indeed we want to improve academic test scores, teachers need to learn how to transfer 
leadership and individual accountability to peer groups. Studies have shown that group 
interdependence consistently increases student achievement more than individual control 
methods.11 The inclusion and safety within caring groups takes peer leadership and responsibility 
to exciting new levels for children and youth learning and development. Educator Ron Miller 
reminds us that ultimately our work is not about a curriculum or a teaching method… it is about 
nurturing the human spirit with love. 12 The many problems of youth can be lessened and healed by 
transforming schools into caring communities, by including youth as leaders in solving problems 
and in reaching out in kindness to each other. 
 
I believe that John Dewey was right. Each public school should be a model home, a complete 
community actively developing future compassionate citizens capable of creating, leading and 
contributing to the kind of democratic communities – in which we all long to live. 
 
 
 
References available upon request.  
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Assuring Futures of Promise 
 

By Jeanne Gibbs 
 

"So many kids come from neighborhoods and families with overwhelming problems.” 
 
"It's hard to know what to do…" 
 
Yes, poverty, unemployment, lack of health care, inadequate childcare, community crime, divorce, 
alcoholism, drug abuse and stress surround many young teens in our classrooms. True today's 
world is harsh for many young people. Yet there are those who somehow live through deprivation, 
adversity, and stress more easily than others. Why do some children in a family do well while 
others raised in the same environment fail?  
 
The answer is to be found in the exciting longitudinal studies on human resiliency, which finally 
are being brought to the attention of schools throughout the nation. Unlike the typical problem 
focused pathology approach-to identify what is wrong with kids (risk factors), resiliency research 
identifies the positive factors in children's lives that develop competency, wellness, success and 
the capacity to meet and overcome life stress. Throughout more than forty years Dr. Emily Werner 
studied the lives of children who were growing up in high risk conditions- such as: neglect, 
poverty, war, parental abuse, physical handicaps, depression, criminality and alcoholism. A 
percentage of the children did develop various problems, but to the amazement of the researchers, 
a greater number moved into adulthood as competent and healthy adults. The greater number had 
developed the capacity to face and overcome life difficulties. Werner describes them as 
"vulnerable but invincible." 
 
The Attributes of Resiliency 
The longitudinal studies of Emily Werner and other researchers highlight four human attributes 
that are evident in resilient children and adults. They have… 
 

•  Autonomy: an internal locus of control, a strong sense of independence, power, self-
efficacy, self-discipline and control of impulses 

•  Social competence: pro-social behaviors such as responsiveness, empathy, caring, 
communication skills, a sense of humor 

•  A sense of purpose and future: healthy expectations, goal directedness, belief in a bright 
and compelling future, motivation, persistence, hopefulness, hardiness, a sense of 
anticipation and a sense of coherence 

•  A capacity of problem-solve: abstract and constructive thinking, a capacity to analyze and 
reflect on possibilities and creative solutions; flexibility. 

 
It is no coincidence that the same set of attributes are what young adolescents are striving to 
develop-consciously or unconsciously. They are the important "tasks of adolescence" remarkably 
enough identified through studies on human development. 
 
Take time out now and think of those times in your own life when you were somehow able to 
move through a difficult situation or period of time, when you were able to face a seemingly 
insurmountable difficulty and overcome it - no doubt due to you own resilient strengths. 
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Inside-Out Rather Than Outside-In 
 

By Jeanne Gibbs 
 

“The school that becomes a self-renewing enterprise 
will shape its own future.” 1    – Roland S. Barth 

 
There no longer is any doubt that the most effective and powerful way to achieve and sustain 
substantive school improvement is by building the capacity of “inside” school personnel to work 
together as a professional development community.2 For several decades schools have brought in 
an array of “outsider” approaches – the hiring of costly educational corporations, consultants, well 
known speakers, strategic planning experts and people to train teachers in test-prep materials – all 
hopefully to bring about school reform and higher student achievement.  For the most part the 
imposed “outside-in” approaches may initially kindle hope, but inasmuch as they are imposed, not 
owned and possibly not facilitated collaboratively and enthusiastically by the “inside” school 
community, they ultimately wither, and are added to the list of the “predictable failures of school 
reform.”3 The good news is that innumerable respected educators, researchers and journalists 
now are taking a hard look at the evidence against conventional top-down outside-in reform and 
improvement efforts, and are examining the evidence that substantiates the on-going professional 
development of collegial teacher teams (learning communities) to define, tailor and assess 
initiatives that significantly accelerate student learning.4 Peter Senge, researcher and author of the 
fine books, The Fifth Discipline and Schools That Learn, states: 
  

“There is an emerging consensus across the nation that 
high quality professional development is essential to successful 
education reform. Professional development is the bridge between 
where educators are now and where they will need to be to meet 
the new challenges of guiding students in achieving higher 
standards of learning.”5 

  
Moreover, it is well proven that productive teams in which teachers collaboratively 
learn, research, design instruction, mentor each other, reflect and assess student learning 
achieve: 6 

 
 higher-quality solutions to instructional problems, 
 increased confidence and collegiality among faculty, 
 increased ability to support one another’s strengths and to accommodate weaknesses, 
 more systematic assistance to beginning teachers, and the ability to examine an expanded 

pool of ideas, research on learning, constructive pedagogy and materials. 
 

In addition to the wealth of literature on professional development and school improvement, 
recent surveys of high performance Tribes Learning Community (TLC®) schools clearly indicate that 
there are four essential practices that not only maximize the effective implementation of 
the research-based process of Tribes, but also teacher performance and student learning. The four 
practices are: 
 

1. The principal has participated with his/her whole staff in the Tribes TLC training courses, 
and is committed as the educational leader of the school to leading facilitation of the 
system-wide implementation of the community learning process. 
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2. The principal has organized a small core leadership group of teachers who meet regularly 
with the principal (and if available the school’s certified Tribes TLC district trainer) to plan, 
support, reflect upon, mentor and assess progress. 

3. All teachers belong to small on-going professional learning groups to plan active learning 
curriculum, to create and share helpful materials, to reflect upon using the research-based 
process and pedagogy, and to assess student learning and needs. Groups also study and 
share pertinent articles, helpful books and documents that lend support to their collegial 
professional development. 

4. Reflective practice is used throughout the school to guide the overall student-centered 
strategy, to maintain the caring culture, to monitor teacher, student and parent suggestions 
and needs, and to authentically assess student learning. 
 

When districts or schools recognize that building the capacity of inside personnel, ultimately, is the 
best bet to achieve school improvement and to accelerate student achievement – indeed, they 
consider ways to reallocate time and resources for on-going professional learning groups. Some 
districts add days to the teaching year or distribute the time of in-service days. Others extend or 
cut minutes of the school day to provide at least an hour a week for teachers and school leaders to 
work and learn in various types of small groups, and to assess implementation of principles and 
practices that lead to educational excellence for the school. 
 
Readers of this article and teacher learning groups may learn the full scope of the literature and 
research supporting the Tribes Learning Community process in the new book, What Is It About 
Tribes? by Bonnie Benard, Senior Program Associate of West Ed.  A summary article entitled, The 
Research-Based Components of the Developmental Process of Tribes Learning Communities, 7 is also 
available.* 
 
Most important it is time to consider the nationwide long-term impact that can be made through 
the “inside” sound professional development of the teaching staff who best know their students, 
who thrive on learning together, and daily are able to make continuous improvement – well beyond 
top-down facilitation by “outsider experts” or organizations. The path to significant educational 
excellence is set forth clearly by respected superintendent, educator and writer Richard DuFour 
who emphasizes that… 
 

“All we need to do is to work hard to honor and organize 
the creative capacities of school-based teacher teams 

of authentic “learning communities.” 8 
 

The time is now. And no longer is it a mystery as to how school learning communities can do it. 
 
 
 
References available upon request. 
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Professional Learning Communities 
 

By Bonnie Benard 
 

Excerpt from What Is It About Tribes? The Research-Based Components of the Developmental Process of Tribes 
Learning Communities, by Bonnie Benard, WestEd, published by CenterSource Systems. 
 
 

…Creating a classroom community of learners is dependent on 
staff having a professional learning community. 

 
One of the major theories underlying Tribes TLC is that of systems theory. This perspective, 
growing out of the fields of biology, psychology, and sociology, focuses on the inter-related nature 
of a living system and underlies most current thinking in social psychology [see Fritjof Capra’s The 
Web of Life (1996) and The Hidden Connections (2002) for wonderfully readable overviews of this 
perspective]. Individuals, families, schools, organizations, and communities are all social systems, 
made up of yet smaller subsystems. Applying this perspective to a school, schools consist not only 
of student groups or subsystems but of staff, parents, and other community subsystems. What has 
become clear is that none of these subsystems operate in isolation and that improving one 
necessitates improving all the others. The Tribes TLC process recognizes this systemic nature of 
schools, acknowledging that focusing on human development and learning for students 
necessitates creating parallel processes for teachers and other school staff as well as for families 
and the larger community. We must remember that, “Although the individual student is the focus 
of the learning process,… individual behavior and psychological experiences arise out of a cultural 
context and are based on interpersonal relations. The systems theory alerts us to the systemic 
nature of classroom life and turns us away from a narrow individualistic focus” (Schmuck & 
Schmuck, 2001), p. 33). 
 
Thus the Tribes theory of change focuses on transforming 
all the subsystems within a school community into 
learning communities. Especially critical to school 
transformation is the creation of professional learning 
communities consisting of teachers and other school staff. 
In fact, as we will see in this section, research has 
identified that having a professional learning community 
is sine qua non the most important factor associated with 
positive health and learning outcomes for students—and 
with increased teacher satisfaction and job retention. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Page 24

http://tribes.com/2009/04/what-is-it-about-tribes/�


The literature is also clear on what constitutes a professional learning community (Darling- 
Hammond & McLaughlin, 1995; Kruse et al., 1995; Lieberman, 1995; Lieberman & Miller, 
1990; Talbert & MacLaughlin, 1994). Summarizing much of what leading school reformers like 
Linda Darling-Hammond, Milbrey McLaughlin, Ann Lieberman, and Judith Warren Little have 
advocated, Sergiovanni lists the practices of professional learning communities as doing the 
following (1996): 
 

 Encourage teachers to reflect on their own practice; 
 Acknowledge that teachers develop at different rates, and that at any given time are more 

ready to learn some things than others; 
 Acknowledge that teachers have different talents and interests; 
 Give high priority to conversation and dialogue among teachers. 
 Provide for collaborative learning among teachers; 
 Emphasize caring relationships and felt interdependencies; 
 Call upon teachers to respond morally to their work; 
 View teachers as supervisors of learning communities (1996, p. 142). 

 
If we were to substitute “students” for “teachers” we would have a list to give teachers of just what 
students need to be successful learners!  Both of these lists are what Tribes TLC is all about.  As 
Lieberman (1995) writes, “People learn best through active involvement and through thinking 
about and becoming articulate about what they have learned.  Processes, practices, and policies 
built on this view of learning are at the heart of a more expanded view of teacher development 
that encourages teachers to involve themselves as learners—in much the same way as they wish 
their students would (p. 592). 
 

 
 
Bonnie Benard, MSW, is a former Senior Program Associate at the WestEd Regional Educational 
Laboratory, School and Community Health Research Group. Since 1982 she has provided research 
support and conceptual frameworks for understanding and addressing prevention and youth 
development issues. In addition to her writing and consultation, she provides workshops and 
presentations internationally on the topic of resiliency and youth development. Bonnie’s insights have 
long served as guiding principles for the caring culture of Tribes. 
 
The full article can be found in the book What Is It About Tribes? and at www.tribes.com. 
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Evaluation of Tribes Learning Community Schools has shown that: 
 

 Tribes TLC has a positive impact on classroom environment 
 teachers spend less time managing student behavior 
 students are less likely to be referred for disciplinary problems 
 the Tribes process helps teachers address academic standards 
 students in well-implemented classrooms score significantly higher on standardized tests  
 teachers report increased staff collegiality and planning. 

  
WestEd conducted a 2-year evaluation of Tribes that involved administering surveys in 13 
schools and collecting standardized test results for 40 Tribes schools. Evaluators found that: 

 Tribes was seen as a vehicle for facilitating continuous school improvement 
 there was evidence of improved student inclusion, collaboration, respect for multicultural 

populations, sense of value, resiliency, and student engagement 
 students and staff enjoyed safe and supportive classroom and school environments 
 teachers and principals reported declines in student referrals and suspensions 
 there was evidence of better classroom management and increased teacher collaboration 
 three-quarters of teachers reported that the Tribes process helped them to address 

academic standards and helped students master standards 
 2nd and 5th grade reading and math scores increased more in high-growth Tribes schools.  

  
The School District of Beloit in Wisconsin conducted a 3-year evaluation of the Tribes process 
that included more than 3,000 elementary and middle school students. Dr. Derick Kiger presented 
the study at the 2001 American Education Research Association Annual Meeting and earned the 
First Place Instructional Program Evaluation Award. Evaluators found that: 

 4th graders from Tribes classrooms where the program was well-implemented scored 
significantly higher on the CTBS than students from less well-implemented classrooms 

 sixty percent of the teachers reported that they spent less time managing student behavior. 
  

In Tulsa, Oklahoma, Dr. Judith Holt used a randomized design to conduct an evaluation of the 
impact of Tribes on discipline referrals at a middle school. The study found that: 

 students based in Tribes classrooms were significantly less likely (27%) than non-Tribes 
students (73%) to be referred to the principal’s or counselor’s office for disciplinary 
problems, including disruptive behavior, refusal to work or follow directions, and fighting. 

  
The Central Oahu School District in the State of Hawaii conducted a study of 17 elementary 
schools that implemented the process of Tribes. The evaluators found that: 

 mutual respect was the most common practice for students and faculty. 
  
Fifty-five classroom teachers and their students in Spring Branch ISD in Texas participated in a 
Tribes evaluation survey, which found that in Tribes classrooms: 

 teachers spent less time managing student behavior 
 teachers had more time for creative teaching 
 students saw new learning as “fun” 
 mutual respect was evidenced through behaviors 
 group behaviors changed even at bus stops as students began accepting more 

responsibility for their behavior. 
Contact CenterSource to receive the full evaluation reports.  
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Based on more than a year of extensive research and analysis, 
the CASEL Guide identifies 23 school-based programs that 
successfully promote students’ self-control, relationship building, 
and problem solving, among other social and emotional skills. It 
is the first review of its kind in nearly a decade.

The CASEL Guide focuses on: 

Universal school-based social and emotional learning (SEL) 
programs intended for all students (not those targeting 
students with special needs or pre-existing challenges); and

School-based programs that can be delivered by existing 
school personnel during the regular school day. 

Recent research has shown that school-based SEL programs 
improve students’ classroom behavior and reduce conduct 
problems, such as bullying. They can also help students make 
significant gains in academic achievement—on average, a gain of 
11 percentile points, according to a recent review of 213 studies 
published in the journal Child Development.

The CASEL Guide includes detailed, Consumer Reports-type 
descriptions and ratings for each program earning the CASEL 
SELect designation. 

If your district or school is just beginning to explore SEL, the 
Guide will help in your planning and selection of strong, evidence-
based programs that serve your students’ needs. If you are 
seeking to deepen SEL practice you have already begun, the 
Guide will help you reflect on and augment your efforts.

In addition to being a resource for educators, the Guide also 
documents the significant advances the SEL field has made in the 
past decade, establishes new and more rigorous standards for 
SEL program adoption, and provides suggestions for next steps 
for SEL research and practice.

To earn the CASEL SELect designation, programs must meet three 
requirements:

Be well-designed classroom-based programs that 
systematically promote students’ social and emotional 
competence, provide opportunities for practice, and offer  
multi-year programming. 

Deliver high-quality training and other implementation 
supports, including initial training and ongoing support to 
ensure sound implementation. 

Be evidence-based with at least one carefully conducted 
evaluation that documents positive impacts on student 
behavior and/or academic performance. 

CASEL SELect programs comprehensively address five research-
based social and emotional competencies:

2 0 1 3

CASEL GUIDE
Effective Social and Emotional Learning Programs

Preschool and Elementary School Edition

CASEL is the nation’s leading organization advancing the teaching of academic, social, and emotional skills. Through research, 

practice, and policy, we collaborate to ensure that all PreK-12 students have the opportunity to master these skills and become 

knowledgeable, responsible, caring, and contributing members of society. 

The 2013 CASEL Guide was developed with funding from NoVo Foundation and 1440 Foundation. It is the successor to our 

landmark 2003 guide, Safe & Sound, which has been downloaded more than 100,000 times. 

SUMMARY

Social & 
Emotional
Learning

Self-
Management

Self-
Awareness

Responsible
Decision
Making

Relationship
Skills

Social
Awareness

Download the 2013 CASEL Guide at www.casel.org/guide.
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