THE HEART OF THE PROGRAM: A GRAPHIC NOVEL

We created this short graphic novel, The Heart of the Program, to illustrate—both literally and
metaphorically—the social and emotional growth that occurs in the interstitial moments
throughout the day at a Residential Environmental Learning Center (RELC).

This novel takes place over several days at a RELC, following participants’ thoughts and
experiences from their arrival through their final evening on site. While the story is told
through the thoughts and words of the participants as they move through various activities,
there’s another story to discover if you read between the lines—one that connects these
common RELC experiences with specific social and emotional (SEL) competencies.

Each day at a RELC presents multiple opportunities for SEL engagement with participants.
We hope that this graphic novel helps illustrate the myriad ways youth might experience
social and emotional growth within your program. We encourage you to first read the entire
graphic novel, then revisit its pages using the “study guide” that can be found at its
conclusion.

This graphic novel was illustrated by Debora Cook
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This morning allacross the continentof Viorth America, students are waking
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THE HEART OF THE PROGRAM: A STUDY GUIDE

This “study guide” is intended as a companion for the graphic novel you just read. Before diving in, first
reflect on your experience reading through The Heart of the Program: How many of the SEL competencies
did you recognize during your initial read? Have you seen these reflected in your own program?

The guide below traces the SEL competencies referenced throughout the graphic novel in participants’
words, thoughts, and actions. Each section below correlates with a specific page; after reading through
each section, revisit that specific page to see the SEL competencies in action.

Page 1: ARRIVAL

Arrival time at a RELC brings a host of emotions, along with a set of tasks that participants complete as
they settle into their new surroundings. During this time, students may practice:

e Self-Management: Taking responsibility for their personal belongings

e Organizational Skills: Unpacking their luggage and organizing their bunk

@ Responsible Decision-Making: Choosing to handle all of the tasks that help them settle in
@ Social Engagement: Meeting other dorm/cabin mates and choosing a bunk mate

Additionally, some students may also be coping with acculturative stress, as the culture of a RELC may
be quite different than their own.

Page 2: WELCOME

At an opening ceremony or welcome activity, those same feelings—excitement, confusion, anxiety,
curiosity, and so on—continue to manifest. During this time, students are working through:

e Stress Management: Working through an unfamiliar situation, like being away from home and
acclimatizing to a new social situation

A land acknowledgement statement during this time may give space for affirming cultural heritages.

Page 3: MEAL TIME

Meal times provide rich context for SEL. First, students have the opportunity to participate in service
roles, which might include table captains, clean up crew, and so on. In doing so, they may practice:

e Communication: Working as a team to serve a meal or clean up the dining hall

@ Respect for Others: Helping the on-site community by providing a needed service

® Self-Confidence and Self-Efficacy: Helping with chores that they might not have done before, and
discovering they are good at these

During mealtimes, participants also have to make multiple decisions around food. This is an opportunity
to witness the following in action:

e Identifying Problems: Asking themselves—What choices lead to food waste?

e Solving Problems: Figuring out ways to waste less food

e Impulse Control: Over time, learning to take more wise amounts of food

e Ethical Responsibility: Learning how reducing food waste can help the larger communities of which we
are a part



Finally, students have the opportunity to engage with one another and with program staff during
mealtimes. Here, they can work on:

e Social Engagement / Relationship Building: Sharing stories, jokes, and conversation with table mates
e Respect for Others: Practicing good manners, making sure that everyone has enough to eat, passing
food around the table

Page 4: THE FIRST DAY
The first day can be challenging, as students get used to their new environment. Program staff have an
important responsibility to support students as they get accustomed to the site and routines.

Page 5: PREPARING FOR THE DAY

The start of each day offers multiple touch points for experiencing SEL. First, there is ample opportunity
to practice self-management as students prepare for the day, where they can utilize:

e Impulse Control: Staying on task instead of, say, playing outside
e Organizational Skills: Gathering and keeping track of needed materials like journals, water bottles, and
backpacks

In addition, the morning is a prime time for students to exercise responsible decision-making by:

e Evaluating Natural Consequences of Decisions: Considering what will happen if they forget important
items, for example, stream-crossing shoes
® Solving Problems: Considering how to properly pack their bags or locate needed gear

Finally, this part of the day offers plenty of opportunity to practice relationship skills with their bunk-
mates and program instructors:

@ Teamwork: Cleaning up shared living spaces and helping others with their belongings
® Communication: Asking others—fellow participants and program staff—for help when needed

Page 6: GAINING FAMILIARITY

As students gain familiarity with the systems and structures of the program site, their comfort and confi-
dence increases, they develop more of a responsibility towards each other, and work together to take

care of the program site.

Page 7: INDEPENDENCE

Several days into a program experience, students are more comfortable with the new routines and gener-
ally demonstrate increasing independence. As the days go on, they often join in new social groupings and
are proactive in these relationships, anticipating others’ needs and offering help.

Page 8: FREE TIME

“Free time,” when participants are able to exercise decision-making and make meaningful choices, is a

program time where SEL opportunities abound:

e Social Engagement: Choosing whether or not to engage in social free time activities like group games
e Ildentifying Emotions: Checking in with themselves about how they’re feeling, and what they would like
to do during this period

e Relationship Building: Choosing who they would like to spend time with



Page 9: CLOSING CEREMONIES

Closing ceremonies allow students to reflect on not only academic content, but also their social and
emotional development—whether or not they would refer to it in that way! Some of the opportunities

during this time include:

e Accurate Self-Perception: Taking stock of how their internal dialogue of self might have shifted during
the experience

® Recognizing Strengths: Thinking back on how they excelled during activities and the experience as a
whole

e Self-Confidence: Recognizing their abilities in the context of the program

® Perspective-Taking: Reflecting on the larger meaning of their experiences

e Empathy: Considering the experiences of others at the RELC, and others back home

e Relationship Building: Reflecting on the interactions they experienced with fellow participants and pro-
gram staff

e Ethical Responsibility: Making connections between the responsibilities they had during their time at
the RELC and how these may translate once back home or back at school

Page 10: BACK HOME

Many school groups take time after the trip to use the student’s RELC experiences as a rich context for
many kinds of writing, including poems, thank you letters for RELC staff, narratives, and so on. These

kinds of extension activities allow for:

e Self-Awareness: Labeling one’s feelings, practicing accurate self-assessment, and linking thoughts and
emotions to behavior
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