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Research Question:  What do DCPS elementary school teachers think about Mental Health Education 
(MHE), inclusive of Social-Emotional Learning, being taught as a specials / inner core subject area, like 
Physical Education (PE), Music, Drama, Art, Technology, etc.?   

 
Rationale  

In select schools of select Wards within DC Public Schools, some children were learning remotely for 
a consecutive 18 months (or more) due to COVID-19.  This means that these children were kept away from 
their peers for a significant amount of time during poignant stages of social and emotional development that 
have traditionally been practiced, explored, and cultivated through social interaction at school.  I therefore 
found myself wondering about the effects from a lack of peer interaction, created by the COVID-19 pandemic, 
on our students’ social and emotional well-being.   This led me to further query, what plans are in practice 
within DCPS elementary schools to address the possibilities of this adaptive challenge.  As a DCPS teacher, I 
know the stress I am under to do well on my IMPACT evaluation.  Doing so, ensures that I can receive a salary 
that equates to my educational accomplishments and years of service in the profession.  I reflect on the notion 
that while Social-Emotional Learning is very important, and it’s great if Student X can recognize her behaviors 
and control her own emotions.  This skill does not allow me to pay my mortgage and put food on the table.  
Student X’s ability to multiply (and pictorially represent) 36 X 9 on the other hand, does.  While I do my best 
to squeeze in the miniscule amount of SEL that is noted in my teacher duties and responsibilities for my 
particular elementary school, I know in my heart of hearts, it’s insufficient.  I know I am not sure how to 
handle my own emotions sometimes and occasionally find myself intimidated by the requirement to teach 
someone else how to perform such a task. This research question came about because I wondered if I was the 
only teacher feeling this way.  If not, what solutions are viable?   
  
Literature Review  

A valuable resource used was Study.com, a website recommended by the Praxis series as a teaching tool 
for people who wish to study material that will help them to pass the Praxis tests necessary in obtaining teacher 
licensure, certification, and or credentialing.  Paying a monthly subscription to this site permits access to a 
plethora of information that covers a breadth of topics.  This research paper utilized information from lessons 
under the subject topic, Principles of Teaching and Learning (K-6).  Here within, the learner discovers content 
explaining how the environment can influence social and emotional domains including information about 
certain environmental conditions that can stunt development (What are Cognitive, Social, and Emotional 
Development?, 2014).  This body of research also provides specific knowledge about the emotional state of 
students who are unfamiliar with the idiosyncrasies of culture and the affects this disassociation can have on 
child development overall (The Effect of Culture, Socialization & Culture Shock on Education, 2012). 

Dr. Wendy Ellis, a professor with George Washington University and guest speaker at the Congressional 
Black Caucus’ Annual Legislative Conference, Autumn 2020 gave a presentation touching upon the 
implications of SEL reminding viewers to “…think about the behaviors we see in the classroom not just from a 
behavioral health perspective, but also thinking about long term and big systems change…What supports and 
buffers are we putting in place so that our children bounce back and bounce forward to thrive?”   

 
Methodology 

For the purposes of this study, an online survey/questionnaire, via Surveymonkey.com, was created in 
March 2022 and promoted using a post on the WTU (Washington Teachers’ Union) FaceBook page on April 
2, 2022.  Additionally, a link to the survey ran for several consecutive weeks in the WTU Monday Morning 
Brew.  The survey consisted of 27 questions inclusive of two short-answer and one open-ended response.  The 
remaining 24 questions varied from Likert scale selection to multiple-choice.  While the teacher survey is 
currently still open and data continues to roll in, at the time this report was written, 55 DCPS elementary 
school teachers responded.    
 
 



Data Analysis  
A review of the data suggests that DCPS teachers have strong sentiments regarding SEL instruction as 

less than 4% of surveyed respondents note the current training and development provided by DCPS to 
facilitate SEL as being “unacceptable”.  An overwhelming 70.9% of teachers “agree” that someone more 
qualified than themselves should be dominantly responsible for providing students with SEL 
instruction.  Furthermore, an astounding 94.6% of survey participants were in agreement with the statement, 
"Like Physical Education (PE), there should be mandatory Mental Health Education (MHE), encompassing 
Social-Emotional Learning, that is taught by an SEL certified educator.  Ultimately, there is broad agreement 
surrounding the importance of SEL for the development of students with 92.7% of surveyed teachers feeling 
that policies should be changed so that Mental Health Education, inclusive of Social-Emotional Learning and 
development, is taught by an SEL certified educator.  
  
Implications (5) 

·       A change in our current schema of Mental Health Education (MHE) is imperative. 
·       DCPS could be an example of innovative leadership setting trends for increasing the  

  relevance of Mental Health Education. 
·       DC Partnerships/alliances to increase SEL certification could be built with institutions of  

  higher learning.  
·       Partnerships and alliances with the AFT (American Federation of Teachers) and WTU could  

  be enhanced through their professional development series. 
·       Funding for more data collection is necessary. 

  
Recommendations (5)    

• Write policy that reflects students’ rights to knowledge about how to take care of their mental health 
as much as they do for their physical health. 

• Write policy that will immediately generate a shift within our district’s current schema of Mental 
Health Education (MHE).  

• Write policy that enables DCPS to be the example of innovative leadership that sets the trend for 
increasing the seriousness of providing Mental Health Education (MHE) courses to our students, 
especially after facing unforeseeable deficits created by COVID-19. 

• Utilize AFT’s National Trainers to guide a course that will lead current DCPS teachers toward 
becoming SEL certified. 

• Policy needs to be written to ensure Mental Health Education (MHE), inclusive of Social-Emotional 
Learning (SEL) is a mandated course subject, taught by educators certified in SEL. 
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