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Project Rationale
The COVID-19 pandemic continues to surface

and deepen the inequities in this country. Reflecting 
on these past two years and the impact of the pandemic on

our Breakthrough community, we saw a need for a framework that puts
social-emotional needs at the forefront of our work. Through the support of
All Points North Foundation, Breakthrough’s National Office has developed
a social-emotional learning framework, and plans to create an aligned
student advisory curriculum and teaching fellow professional development
modules over the course of three years. Breakthrough believes that we 
are humans before we are students, teachers, or staff. These efforts will
advance our trajectory as a people- and equity-centered organization, 
and strengthen the work we are already doing to propel students on their
path to college and aspiring teachers on their path to the classroom.

Where We Were and Where We Are Going
We began this project by evaluating the Collaborative Leadership
Framework (CLF), which was developed in collaboration with the National
Office and affiliates in 2013. While the CLF had its strengths, it was time to
evolve the framework to reflect our current social climate and better support
our students through their challenges and aspirations. We conducted
student focus groups in Fall 2021 and reviewed recent research on social
emotional learning (SEL). We also incorporated a lens that recognizes the
pervasive and endemic racism we have in this country (Delgado Bernal,
2002), as we cannot talk about social-emotional skills without responding 
to our current racial context. We bring discussions around identity, power,
and oppression to the widely used Collaborative for Academic, Social, 
and Emotional Learning (CASEL-5) framework, and build on the work of
Camangian and Cariaga (2021) to develop the Human First Framework.
This new framework explores our humanity in a system designed to erase
the beauty of diversity. Through our framework, we will encourage our
students to authentically appreciate themselves, each other, and their power
to make systemic change.

SUMMARY
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INTRODUCTION

Purpose of the Framework
The Human First Framework was developed to provide Breakthrough 
with tools to continue conversations around social-emotional health 
with our students, teachers, and staff. While the COVID-19 pandemic
brought greater attention to the importance of mental health and systemic
inequities that impact the well-being of marginalized communities (Van
Beusekom, 2021; Vestal, 2021), these challenges are not new. As an
equity-centered organization, addressing our community’s holistic
needs and recognizing our common humanity are foundational to
our dual mission that serves both students and teaching fellows.

The purpose of this first rendition of the Human First Framework is to
affirm students’ lived experiences and expand their critical consciousness 
to support them in their social-emotional growth. The challenges that our
students face do not occur in a vacuum. Black, Indigeneous, and People 
of Colors’ (BIPOC) cultural values, experiences, and assets are often
overlooked in our white-dominant culture (Bell, 1997; Delgado-Bernal,
2002; Yosso, 2005). 

Rather than prescribing the “correct” ways to think, 
react, and feel, we want to elevate our students’ strengths and
continue to support our community in finding love, solidarity, 

and passion for systemic change.
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Context
We began this project by evaluating our existing framework, the
Collaborative Leadership Framework, using five criteria outlined by 
Blyth and Borowski (2018):

1. Specificity – are competencies clearly defined? What do they look like?
2. Balance – is there a balance among intrapersonal, interpersonal, and

cognitive competencies?
3. Developmental – what do competencies look like over time? Is there

guidance on how they should develop?
4. Culturally sensitive – does the framework include culturally relevant

competencies? Does it favor one cultural group over another?
5. Empirically grounded – is there connection to real outcomes such as

success in school, work, and life? Are the competencies based on
research?

Overall, while the CLF had strengths in specificity and balance of
competencies, the area that would benefit from revision in the CLF was
addressing the developmental and cultural needs of our Breakthrough
students. All aspects of SEL, from planning and implementation to
assessment and expansion, must have students’ cultural assets and 
inherent strengths in mind (Jagers et al., 2019; Saavedra & Nolan, 2018).
Therefore, we concluded that our new framework should not only
integrate culturally responsive thinking with SEL, but also start with
our students' experiences and needs as its foundation.

RESEARCH BEHIND 
THE HUMAN FIRST
FRAMEWORK



7

Overall, the students shared big dreams and aspirations. They wanted to
make an impact in the world, support their families, and become happy,
successful adults. Many of them felt that their friends and families supported
their dreams, and nearly every student shared how Breakthrough has been
critical in their educational journeys. The students were aware of key SEL skills
such as proactive planning, self-care, and asking for help, and were actively
working on themselves even through self-doubt and lack of motivation. 

Focus Group Overview
Then how to begin the work but by hearing from our students? Liou and
colleagues (2009) wrote that the first step for organizations aiming to
incorporate students’ cultural wealth is to critically examine their basic
assumptions about their students and to have a clear understanding of
students’ aspirations. We leaned on our students to get a view into their
hopes and dreams, support systems, and challenges that they face. A total
of 20 Breakthrough students from 10 different affiliates participated in the
conversations. The students ranged from 7th grade to college, and 19 of
them identified as BIPOC. The National Office held four sessions during
the fall of 2021, and took the students’ availability and demographic
factors such as race, gender, and grade level into consideration when
creating the groups. 

RACE

7th

8th

9th

10th

11th

12th

College

GRADE

Black

Hispanic/Latinx

Asian/
Pacific Islander

Multiracial

White

TOTAL NUMBER OF STUDENTS: 20

Affiliate: Birmingham, Fort Worth,
Greater Boston, Houston, New York,
Sacramento, San Francisco, San Juan
Capistrano, Santa Fe, Summerbridge
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Challenges
Many students saw their personal mindsets as the biggest barrier in
reaching their goals. Students most frequently named self-doubt as a
challenge, sharing that it was easy to “doubt [themselves] and everything
[they] do, and [they] overthink every small little detail” (Student A,
Breakthrough Houston). Although self-doubt is not an unusual challenge for
middle and high school students, research suggests that BIPOC students’
sense of self may be impacted by systemically imposed messaging about
their capabilities (Camangian & Cariaga, 2021; Carey, 2019). BIPOC
students face an internal dilemma (Carey, 2019). As they develop their
personal aspirations, students not only have to unpack historical
stereotypes, but also their internalized beliefs and expectations of their
families (Carey, 2019). Insecurity, uncertainty, and doubt are neither
surprising nor insignificant challenges that our students face in our
education system that erases the stories and successes of marginalized 
folks (Delgado Bernal, 2002). 

Challenges

Assets and Supports

➤ Holding self-doubt

➤ Feeling overwhelmed and pressured

➤ Having difficulty asking for help

➤ Strong desire to improve the world and
inspire others

➤ Strong will to succeed (resilience)

➤ Strong community, role models, and friends

MAJOR THEMES FROM STUDENT FOCUS GROUP CONVERSATIONS
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Breakthrough students also experience societal pressure to meet
conventional expectations of success, adding to their stress and
insecurities about their capabilities. Almost half of the students mentioned
their desire for security – to make money, be happy, and get a job where
they are “not putting [themselves] on the line” (Student B, Breakthrough
San Juan Capistrano) as they might have seen their families having to do.
Student B, a student of color, shared how his biggest dream is to help his
family “rise up in the social pyramid” through his college degree, and
show his mom and younger siblings that they can “make it out.” He has 
a strong will to succeed, but his goal is a high-stakes, high-pressure one.
The societal barriers and pressure that he faced, unlike his peers who had
“a lot more money, who [didn’t] have as many responsibilities as [he did],
who [didn’t] have as many hardships in life” (Student B), were additional
stressors that he had to navigate at his primarily white school. When
further considering that the education system reinforces the dominant
culture and may require BIPOC students to abandon their own cultural
traditions, values, and worth to achieve success in the space (Jayakumar
et al., 2013), it is unsurprising that higher-achieving, “resilient” BIPOC
youths have been found to have greater levels of stress hormones than
typical students (McGee & Stovall, 2015). The pressure that our students
feel to succeed, compounded by the narrative that it is up to our students’
individual success to overcome generational oppression and margin-
alization, is a significant challenge.



Assets and Supports
While the personal and societal barriers may feel daunting, our students'
assets and support systems seem to outweigh the challenges. Yosso (2005)
and numerous critical race theory scholars suggest that communities of
color have a wealth of cultural capital that are used to survive and resist
oppressive systems. Our students described their incredibly rich cultural
capital during the focus group conversations, especially in their aspirational
(ability to maintain hopes and dreams), social (network of support), and
resistant capitals (skills to oppose inequality) (Yosso, 2005). 

Breakthrough students have big aspirations despite research that suggests
that even BIPOC students with higher GPAs are more likely to believe they
are underprepared and lack key executive functioning skills for college,
compared to their peers (McWhirter et al., 2007; Reid & Moore, 2008).
While Breakthrough students might face self-doubt and societal pressures,
they have confidence that they will reach their dreams. Student C from
Breakthrough New York shared their struggle with self-doubt, but then
explained that “[they are] very strong-willed, so if [they] want to do
something, [they’ll] get it done. It's a lot of figuring out things and just
finding who [they are] as a person.” College is merely one of the “stepping
stones to where [they’re] supposed to be, and [their] future” as they have
bigger hopes to “leave a mark” in the world. Like Student C, Breakthrough
students in the focus groups exhibited aspirational capital and inner
confidence that encouraged their dreams of not only going to college, but
also making an impact in the world. 

Furthermore, students found their strength through their families, teachers,
friends, and Breakthrough. Community was the most frequently mentioned
theme – the students’ social capital permeated all conversations, and made
a huge impact on their aspirations. Student D from Breakthrough Santa Fe
has a “diverse group of friends” who made him “aware of issues that [he]
wouldn’t have thought of before.” The conversations with his friends
inspired his dreams of making “a better world” for marginalized groups.
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Student E (Breakthrough Birmingham) also shared how Breakthrough gave
him “an opportunity to get away from things that go on in [his] house, [his]
school and just be able to continue to connect to Breakthrough.” The
community that our students have through Breakthrough acted as a buffer
against the isolation caused by the pandemic, and played a critical role in
building their confidence to reach their dreams. 

While in theory, one can parse cultural capital into categories, in
practice, students draw from multiple aspects of their cultural wealth
to find success (Martinez et al., 2020). Student F from Breakthrough Fort
Worth shared her challenges as an aspiring first-generation college student
and the aspirational, social, and resistant capitals that support her to reach
her dreams: 

Even though navigating college admissions felt daunting, Student F
demonstrated a strong commitment to her goal of becoming
a teacher, which was influenced by the support of
her family, friends, and Breakthrough. She
further explained that “people that look
like [her] and other people of color
deserve to have a good education
in their communities,” which 
is why she wants to be an
advocate for education.
Student F’s aspirations,
network of support, and
resistance against the status
quo are testaments to the 
assets our students already 
bring to our community.

“So I come from parents that didn't go to college and that currently 
don't have the means to send me to college, so it's kind of scary. 

Like in my senior year, going into that like ‘How am I going to do this?’
but just not letting that be like a setback for me and not having 

that fear stop me from continuing to reach my goal.”

BREAKTHROUGH CINCINATTI 11



THE HUMAN FIRST
FRAMEWORK

Introducing the Human First Framework

“There is no such thing as a politically neutral curriculum; 
there is no such thing as a politically neutral school; and there is no 

such thing as a politically neutral teacher. The question is not 
whether particular ideologies are being promoted, but which ones 

are – and how well we like them” (Hinchey, 2004, p. 115).

Social-emotional learning has been a recent “buzzword” in the education 
space, and not without reason. It is defined as “a process through which 
children and adults acquire and effectively apply the knowledge, attitudes, 
and skills necessary to understand and manage emotions, set and achieve 
positive goals, feel and show empathy for others, establish and maintain 
positive relationships, and make responsible decisions” (Jagers et al., 2019, 
p. 162). There has been an outpouring of different SEL programs over the
years, all with potential to build relationships, unpack biases, and provide
emotional support. However, SEL is too often based on white,
cisgender, patriarchal norms, and fails to acknowledge historical
injustices and oppression in communities and schools (Camangian
& Cariaga, 2021; Communities for Just Schools Fund, 2020; Madda,
2019). Our students do not need to be “fixed” or managed. Breakthrough
students already bring incredible wealth of knowledge to our community.
The question is, how do we harness those strengths?

12 



13

Camangian and Cariaga (2021) pose humanization as a solution. We first 
recognize that the “social and emotional health and well-being of 
communities of color and multiply-marginalized people have much more to 
do with their alienation from resources born off of their oppression”
(Camangian & Cariaga, 2021, p. 3). While the CASEL-5 (self-awareness, 
self-management, social awareness, relationship skills, responsible 
decision-making) (CASEL, n.d.) and growth-mindset (see Yeager & Dweck, 
2012) are research-based and widely adapted by school districts, they 
lack an analysis of the impact of inequitable systems on students’ well-
being. 

The Human First Framework fills this gap by describing three mindsets that 
confront inequities and recognize humanity, assets, and the power to make 
change: 1) Knowledge (and Love) of Self, 2) Solidarity, and 3) Self-
Determination (Camangian & Cariaga, 2021). These mindsets layer on top 
of the CASEL-5 and growth mindset. With them, our students will be able to 
transform inequitable social conditions rather than simply react to them.



14

From Self-Hate to Knowledge and Love of Self
Aligned SEL Competencies: Self-Awareness, Self-
Management, and Self-Efficacy (Intrapersonal)

The Societal Problem: Self-Hate
The American education system historically and contemporarily hasn’t
centered BIPOC students’ lived experiences as the focus of their own studies.
Rather, it undermines our students’ identities and imposes white, imperial,
patriarchal, and heterosexual norms as the foundations for “success”
(Camangian & Cariaga, 2021; Jayakumar et al., 2013; Yosso, 2005). As 
a result, BIPOC students are given misinformation about their identities and
cultures. This approach mystifies the root causes of systemic oppression,
implying that marginalized students’ successes and worth are dependent 
on their abilities to assimilate into the dominant culture. 

The Collision: Knowledge and Love of Self
Knowledge of self refers to students coming “to know themselves and
their cultural identity, history, and place in society” (Camangian &
Cariaga, 2021, p. 8). Rather than being “objects of a culturally hostile
curriculum,” students should be the “subjects of their own realities”
(Camangian & Cariaga, 2021, p. 9). Self-awareness and self-management
will naturally follow as students reclaim their identities, cultures, and assets.
This internal struggle against oppressive conditioning will allow students to
find healing within themselves and their culture, not in a set of behaviors or
rules deemed “correct” by society (Ginwright, 2018). 

Connection to Students’ Experiences
During the focus group conversations, many students saw their personal
mindsets, especially self-doubt, as barriers to success. They attributed these
challenges as individual ones, and hoped to overcome them through their
own hard work and will. Creating space for students to talk about their self-
doubt in the context of their identities, perceived places in society, and their
ideas of success will support them in unpacking stereotypes that may
contribute to these mental barriers.



15

From Divide and Conquer to Solidarity
Aligned SEL Competencies: Social Awareness and
Relationship Skills (Interpersonal)

The Societal Problem: Divide and Conquer
Social connection is one of the strongest predictors of mental health and 
well-being (Kawachi & Berkman, 2001). However, the dominant culture divides
and pits groups against each other for a place in its society, emphasizing
individual success over collective well-being. Internalizing this perception can
lead to self-doubt and distrust within and between marginalized communities
(Bell, 1997). The resulting lack of solidarity in marginalized groups with 
“people who look like them or remind them of their own suffering” (Camangian
& Cariaga, 2021, p. 10) works against efforts to collectively challenge the
dominant culture, and individuals are left to fend for themselves. 

The Collision: Solidarity
Young people can overcome the divisions created by the dominant culture when
they “identify how members of their community exist in relation to social
forces shaping their humanity,” and “[hold] each other collectively
accountable in ways that they feel understood and supported” (Camangian
& Cariaga, 2021, p. 11). Relationship building and social awareness foster
solidarity, but it is so much more; solidarity is finding community within a
collective, anti-oppressive struggle. Students should be able to go beyond
empathy to not only recognize, but also relinquish privileges, and have authentic
dialogue to support each other in the fight for a more equitable world. 

Connection to Students’ Experiences
As members of marginalized communities, our students face personal and
societal pressures to succeed. They shared their goals and struggles to 
“make it out” (Student B, Breakthrough San Juan Capistrano) in a society built
on privilege. However, “surrounding [themselves] with people” (Student G,
Breakthrough New York), whether at home, school, or at Breakthrough, was 
the most commonly named way students faced their challenges. By expanding
the definition of community at Breakthrough to include dialogue on oppression
and reflections around individual and collective dreams, students will not only
build stronger friendships, but also partnerships in their dreams to “leave a
mark” (Student C, Breakthrough New York) in the world. 

SO



From Suboppression to Self-Determination
Aligned SEL Competencies: Responsible Decision-Making
and Growth Mindset (Cognitive)

The Societal Problem: Suboppression
Suboppression happens when marginalized communities behave according
to the dominant culture’s worldview (Freire, 1970). Bell (1997) writes that 
“a dominant group can project its particular way of seeing social reality 
so successfully that its view is accepted as common sense, as part of the
natural order, even by those who are in fact disempowered by it” (p. 11). 
In an effort to cope and survive, marginalized folks may then opt to
assimilate into the dominant culture, giving up their individuality and
worldview (Camangian & Cariaga, 2021). 

The Collision: Self-Determination
On the other hand, self-determination calls for “collective control over a
community’s lives” (Camangian & Cariaga, 2021, p.13) through cultural 
or collective self-esteem. The process starts with cultivating pride in the
social groups that students most identify with, and then directing that pride
towards making change, big or small. The legacies of social resistance
should inform students’ theory of change as activists, leaders, and
advocates. Rather than feeling powerless under the expectations of the
dominant culture, students will feel empowered to determine their own 
path in creating a more equitable society. 

Connection to Students’ Experiences
Our students want to make a difference. They are proud to share their
dreams and are working incredibly hard to reach them. Their experiences,
identities, and communities all serve as inspiration to make the world a
better place, and we need to honor these aspirations. Breakthrough
students should be free to mentor and motivate each other as they think
about the big questions and problems that are important to them.
Breakthrough’s role is not to write the path for our students, but to create
opportunities for them to learn about themselves, each other, and the world
to become informed and transformative leaders. 

16



Breakthrough is so much more than an academic preparation program;
Breakthrough is a community. Students may learn about social-emotional
skills at school, but Breakthrough has the potential “to value, leverage, and
nurture community cultural wealth” (Jayakumar et al., 2013, p.568) beyond
what students receive in our education system. In a world that measures our
students’ worth by the dominant culture’s arbitrary standards, we hope that
this framework reminds our Collaborative and our students about the
beauty and strength of our diversity. 

CONCLUSION

BREAKTHROUGH AT KENT DENVER 17
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BREAKTHROUGH ATLANTA

INSPIRING STUDENTS.  
DEVELOPING TEACHERS.  
TOGETHER, WE ARE BREAKTHROUGH.




