
Building Safe & Positive  
School Culture



“Where Social Emotional Learning meets Character Development”

        is a curriculum and professional development organization 
trying to create a better world through education. Our mission is to help schools more 
effectively teach strong character and social-emotional skills. to their students. 

We believe that every student in your school wants to BE good, they just don’t 
always know what “good” looks like. So we provide curricula and trainings that allow 
educators to get back to the core of teaching - teaching young PEOPLE and not just 
young TEST TAKERS. Teaching the Whole Child.

If we only teach with a focus on end of the year test scores, then research shows 
we are giving students 30-50% of what they need to be successful in today’s world. 
Did you know that the average teenager today has as much anxiety as the average 
psychiatric patient in the 1950’s? Young people today need more support developing 
emotional regulation, coping skills, and mindfulness. As anxiety increases, empathy 
decreases. Students need to be taught empathy, kindness, and character. 

What is this?

“CharacterStrong has the power to change adults, 
students, and culture. I believe every district needs the 
strength CS brings to the system - it is the foundational 

work upon which all other work can be built.”

-Dr. Sara Johnson, Superintendent

So how do we do it? Well, at Characterstrong, we believe 
in Low-burden, High-impact (         ) tools and strategies for 
educators to intentionally and effectively do this critical work. 

This isn’t your average marketing booklet - consider this the beginning of your 
CharacterStrong journey! As you read through what we offer and our Proven 
Process for positive culture change, you’ll also discover some LoHi strategies to 
put into action immediately!



the proven process

The 10 Steps to Infuse Social Emotional Learning & Character 
Development into the Daily Fabric of your School

Step 1: CS Educator Training
 • 1-2 Day Trainings
 • Building Champions
 • Infusing SEL & Character
 • Leadership Development
 • Personal & Professional  
                 Growth
Step 2: CS Professional 
 Development
 • In-building
 • Creating Common Language
 • Building Buy-In and Shared  
                 Purpose
 • The What, the Why, the How
 • Culture & Climate Connetion
Step 3: CS School Assembly
 • Student Excitement & Buy In
 • Creating Shared Student/       
                 Staff Language
 • High-Level Purpose -> 
  Consistent Practice

Step 4: Advisory Curriculum
 • Tier 1 Universal Supports
 • SEL + Character 
   Development
 • Plug & Play
 • Building Community
 • Teaching Relationship Skills
 • Meets All Learning Styles
Step 5: Leadership Curriculum 
              (optional)
 • Key Group of Influencers
 • Tools of Servant-Leadership
 • Experiential Learning
 • Relationally Focused
	 •	New	Definition	of	School					
   Spirit
Step 6: CharacterStrong Gym
 • 40 Week Staff CharaterDare
 • Family CharacterDare

Step 7: CS Implementation 
              Fidelity Rubric
 • School-Wide Integration
 • Adult Relationship Practices
 • Curricula Implementation
 • Walkthrough Tool
 • Scoring Guide
 • Action Planning Form
Step 8: Building Capacity
 • More Staff to CS Educator  
                 Trainings
Step 9: Follow Up PD
 • Recalibrate
 • Review
 • Reflect
Step 10: Ongoing Assemblies
 • Continued Inspiration
 • Outside Voices 
 • Shared Experience

Clarity Competence Consistency

What do people believe
In or care about?

What do people
Know how to do?

What do people do
Daily, weekly, annualy?



Clarity / step 1: Educator trainings

WHAT IT IS: 
A one or two day training that focuses on “Building A Safe 
And Positive School Culture.” Using the experience of 
working hands-on with over 1,000 school campuses as 
our foundation, this training shares the very best tools, 
ideas, and resources to effectively help educators weave 
social-emotional learning and character development into 
the daily fabric of their school.

WHY WE DO IT: 
Any attempt at thoughtfully improving school culture 

needs champions who feel equipped and inspired to lead 
the charge. This training is designed to get a small group 
of individuals on your campus prepared to begin the work 

of culture development and intentional implementation. 

“I have been in education for 25 years 
and found this workshop/training 

to be of extreme value. I believe the 
information is applicable, and needed, 
in all schools, at all levels. Thank you 

for an invaluable experience.”  

-Teri Corwin, High School Teacher

Step 1: educator trainings



Low Burden, High Impact

One part of our training day includes a practical model 
for any educator to build more intentional culture in 
their school. In the S.E.R.V.E. model, E is for “Engage 
Relationally.” Try this simple strategy to build that 
critical staff-to-student relationship:

Hand each student a notecard and ask them 
to write down their name and one thing 
that they could teach you. Use your new-
found knowledge intentionally by asking 
students about what they put on the card, 
especially with students it has been harder 
to connect with in a positive way.

Houston



Clarity / step 2: PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT

One part of our professional development day 
includes a simple exercise in clarifying your impact 

every day with students. If your students walked 
away from you each day feeling only one thing, 

what would your “one word” be for this year?

I teach to make my students feel:         
     

WHAT IT IS: 
A 1-6 hour professional development day led by a certified 
CharacterStrong Presenter to provide the “what,” the “why,” and 
the “how” for teaching social-emotional learning and character 
development. A powerful, engaging day to equip staff with tools and 
strategies to focus on teaching the whole child and make a direct 
impact on climate and culture data.

WHY WE DO IT: 
Our most successful implementers consistently say that the 

most important step is creating a common language. Our 
professional development is designed to make sure everyone 

is on the same page for the purpose and the practice of 
implementation and to create critical buy-in “fuel in the tank” - 

to do this work with fidelity and enthusiasm.

“The best part is that my teachers are taking 
ownership; I am simply supporting them. 

This training allows you to be vulnerable and 
honest with yourself and your staff. Tough, but 
awesome experience for me as a principal to 

experience this with my teachers.”

Step 2: PRofessional development

  - Ted Vierling, High School Principal



WHAT IT IS: 
An assembly experience for your campus that speaks to 
CharacterStrong’s mission of “Making Kindness Normal” through a 
variety of powerful voices and backgrounds. A workshop with some 
of your most influential students on campus to make sure they walk 
away with the practical next steps to make character a habit.

Clarity / step 3: CS SCHOOL ASSEMBLY

step 3: CS school assembly

“I can’t speak 
highly enough 
of Houston and his 
impact at our school. In 
debriefing his visit with my 
students, they were impacted 
on so many levels. Not only 
was his narrative well put 
together and well thought out, 
the message was something 
they could relate to and take 
into their lives outside of 
school as well. My leadership 
students are eager to carry the 
message - to live it and help 
others live it as well.”

 -Crystal Stengele, High School 
Student Council Advisor

WHY WE DO IT:
When we can get both students AND staff 
speaking a common language and feeling 

inspired to dig into the challenging work of 
character development, we set the stage for 
whole school change. Student inspiration + 

staff application = sustainable change.

All of our CharacterStrong speakers share 
this powerful paradigm shift in the follow up 
workshop: Nice is Reactive, but Kindness is 
Proactive.

How would you fill in these blanks? 

Nice is                      , but 

Kindness is  .
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WHAT IT IS: 
A robust curriculum at the secondary level that weaves 
social-emotional learning, character development, and 
community building into a plug-and-play advisory experience 
that is engaging, relevant, and culture-shifting. Vertically-
aligned grades 6-12 with over 100 lessons for 6-8 grade and 
over 100 lessons for 9-12 grade. Everything is hosted in an 
online, easy-to-use platform that gives teachers a powerful 
way to teach and facilitate meaningful experiences around 
growth mindset, resilience, kindness, mindfulness, empathy, 
civil discourse, and more.

WHY WE DO IT: 
We know that the consistent, communal time that advisory 

provides is valuable, but we don’t always have the time to create 
a thoughtful, detailed, teacher-ready scope and sequence that 
feels fresh and accessible to students and staff. This content 

was built for teachers by teachers who know intimately the 
the challenges of creating an effective advisory program that 

works. This content is key to strengthening a school’s universal 
approach to supporting the whole child.

“These Social Emotional Learning 
and Character lessons have been 
transformative. I’ve been at this 

school for 38 years. I’ve never seen 
the staff this engaged with students 

and I believe the kids are more 
engaged with one another.”

-Jim Qualheim, High School Teacher

Step 4: ADVISORY Curriculum

COMPETENCE / step 4: Advisory Curriculum
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One of the hallmarks of our curriculum is the 
CharacterDare process - a simple, but powerful vehicle 
to put abstract values into practical action. For the 
character component of our work, we focus on the 
Eight Essentials: Patience, Kindness, Humility, Respect, 
Selflessness, Forgiveness, Honesty, Commitment. Here is 
your Kindness Dare for the day:

Give one person a “clothing compliment” and 
one person a “character compliment” today. 
Clothing compliments are easier because 
they are right on the surface. Character 
compliments require a bit more observation 
and vulnerability.
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WHAT IT IS: 
90, 60-minute lessons that create a foundation for effective 
leadership in your building by teaching a powerful model of 
servant-leadership and high-leverage relational skills like 
active listening, conflict resolution, character building, and 
empathy. All of it is accessible online in an easy-to-use 
platform that includes everything you could need to take your 
student leadership program to the next level.

WHY WE DO IT: 
Our paradigm at CharacterStrong is that every student and staff 
member in a school is a leader because, as John Maxwell notes, 

“Leadership is influence - nothing more, nothing less.” The 
Leadership Curriculum was built over 10 years in the classroom by 

John Norlin where he taught 5 sections of leadership a day with 
the goal of making sure everyone knew how to use their influence 

- their leadership - effectively and positively.

Step 5: Leadership Curriculum

COMPETENCE / step 5: LEADERSHIP Curriculum

“In 17 years at the middle level, I’ve never seen 
a more transformative curriculum that meets 
the whole child right where they’re at. It gives 

them purpose, value, and it allows them to 
learn about themselves in a healthy way.”

-Sally Rusk, Middle School 
Leadership Teacher

Our Leadership 
Curriculum focuses 

on creating a new 
definition of school spirit - 

creating a place where people want 
to show up, not feel like they have to show up. 

Reflect on your campuses spoken or unspoken 
definition of school spirit.

1. Who does it include? Who does it exclude?
2. What’s the number one way you are helping 

students and staff feel “spirited?”



Our Staff CharacterDare includes proactive classroom strategies, relationship 
building techniques, and research-based practices that role model character 
development powerfully in a building. Here is one of our favorite Dares for you to 
try this week called “Second Hand Compliments.”

Walk into a colleagues classroom randomly one day when you aren’t teaching and 
compliment them in front of their class. Don’t talk to them directly, just talk to 
their students and let the students know why they have such an amazing teacher. 

COMPETENCE / step 6: CS GYM

WHAT IT IS: 
A constantly updated resource library that any educator can 
use to weave SEL & character into their practice. Some features 
include: CharacterDares for Staff, Students, and Families. A huge 
collection of prompts for one of our signature relational activities, 
Compliment Creations. A searchable database of experiential 
activities for any grade, group size, or risk level. A searchable 
database of videos that are tagged by grade, length, academic 
content area, and SEL/character focus including summaries and 
debrief questions.

WHY WE DO IT: 
Social-emotional and character resources are everywhere 

across blogs and books. We’ve put the very best content at 
educator’s fingertips so that it is easy to find and easy to 

use. Our CharacterDares mobilize key culture stakeholders 
into consistent, meaningful action.

Step 6: CS Gym

“A goldmine of practical 
resources! Thank you!” 

-Most People



WHAT IT IS: 
A walkthrough tool and action-planning form that helps 
ensure thoughtful, effective implementation through the lens 
of behavior change and implementation science. It focuses 
on developing key adult relationship practices, school-wide 
integration, and curriculum implementation for maximum 
culture and data results.

WHY WE DO IT: 
Peter Drucker says, “If you can’t measure it, you can’t improve 

it.” Our Fidelity Rubric takes a systematic approach to an 
otherwise abstract process of culture-change by measuring 

the thoughtful rollout of research-backed relational strategies 
and reliable data-gathering techniques to make sure that you 

know what you are doing every step of the way.

“Fidelity is a critical implementation outcome that is linked 
to improving student outcomes. CharacterStrong has core 

components that, when implemented, are likely to drive 
important changes in school culture and student outcomes. 
The CS Fidelity Rubric was developed to capture these core 

components and provide a tool for school teams to gather 
data on their implementation to inform their ongoing 

efforts to delivery CS with fidelity.”

- Dr. Clayton Cook, Associate Professor in the 
College of Education and Human Development, 

University of Minnesota

Step 7: Implementation Fidelity Rubric

CONSISTENCY / step 7: CS IMPLEMENTATION FIDELITY RUBRIC



“I have been in education for over a 
quarter of a century and this is, hands 
down, the BEST training that I have ever 
been privileged to be a part of. There are 
so many components that teachers of 
every age and discipline can use in the 
classroom. It also is self-reflecting and 
not only makes someone a better teacher 
after attending, but also a better person. 
This presentation allows for professional 
and, more importantly, personal growth. 
I recommend it for EVERYONE that 
is involved in education. VALUABLE 
BEYOND BELIEF!”

- Pam Roh, Wisconsin Educator



Step 8: Building Capacity
By sending more educators to our one or two day trainings, 
you empower more people to take deep ownership. We have 
superintendents, secretaries, counselors, bus drivers - everyone 
is welcome at these trainings because every person is a potential 
touchpoint for culture impact. 

Step 9: Follow Up PD 
Our follow-up professional development days solidify previous learning 

and expand on our most high-leverage strategies to make sure your 
staff maintains strong enthusiasm and execution.  

Step 10: Ongoing Assemblies 
With a consistent theme of “Making Kindness Normal,” our student 
assemblies reinforce the message from varied perspectives. We want 
students to see people of different backgrounds sharing what Kindness 
means to them and how to live a CharacterStrong life.

Why we do it: 
At CharacterStrong, we believe people need to be reminded more 

than they need to be taught! Building culture and developing 
these skills in young people (and in staff) requires continued, 

intentional work. The key to fluency is repetition and we 
know, through implementation science, that it takes 

3-5 years for true change to take shape. We provide 
support every step of the way!

Step, 8, 9, 10: Sustaining Progress

CONSISTENCY / stepS 8-10: BUILDING CAPACITY, FOLLOW UP PD, ONGOING ASSEMBLIES



KINDNESS: Do something to celebrate someone’s birthday even though it’s not their 
birthday. Send them a message telling them you are glad they were born, make or 
buy a cupcake for them, or plan a surprise party with a few friends. Bonus points if 
you can do the math to celebrate someone’s Quarter, Half, or 1/16th Birthday.

HUMILITY: Tell one friend one thing you admire about something they are really 
skilled at. Exercise humility by asking them to give you a mini-lesson on that thing!

HONESTY: Write down 3 things that are important to you. Go through your past 10 
posts on social media and see if any of those 3 things are featured. If not, how can 
you create more alignment with what you care about and what you share?

SELFLESSNESS: Take on someone else’s chore today at home without telling them. 
See how sneaky you can be so that no one knows to give you credit.

RESPECT: Learn the names of 2 staff members at your school you’ve never talked to 
before. Bonus points if you learn about something they are interested in outside of 
their work at school.

FORGIVENESS: Did you know that the character skill of forgiveness is most 
connected to happiness? Think of an event that has been making you upset and 
write it down. Flip the page over and see if you can find one positive thing that has 
come or might come from that experience.

PATIENCE: Call or sit with someone close to you who you haven’t chatted with 
in awhile. See if you can ask them at least 5 meaningful questions and let them 
answer without giving advice or jumping in with your own story.

COMMITMENT: Begin a 5 day challenge of your choosing. Maybe it’s flossing or 
exercise or drinking enough water or journaling. Whatever it is, write it down and 
include your start date, finish date, and a space to mark your daily progress.

We gave you some Low Burden, High Impact (         ) tools throughout 
this booklet. Here are 8 LoHi CharacterDares for your students to 

engage in based on our Eight Essentials!
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@Careacter 
/GetCharacterStrong 
@CharacterStrong

888-958-1396
contact@characterstrong.com

characterstrong.com


