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BACKGROUND 

In August 2022, Moms for Liberty - Bay County chapter emailed the Superintendent and 
School Board of Bay District Schools expressing concerns about Social Emotional 
Learning (SEL) and Critical Race Theory (CRT) in Bay District Schools (BDS).   This 
email was prompted after a review of past school board meeting minutes and seeing the 
SEL permission slip for parents to sign during the 2021-2022 school year posted on the 
BDS website.  The permission slip is no longer used and the SEL is now part of the Life 
Skills curriculum. 

According to the minutes of school board meetings in 2019-2020, the district chose to 
use Merrell Strong Kids and Botvin Life Skills curriculum to meet the requirement to 
teach Life Skills as stated in the State Academic Standards.   

State Academic Standards 

http://www.leg.state.fl.us/statutes/index.cfm?App_mode=Display_Statute&URL=1000-
1099/1003/1003.html 

(n) Comprehensive age-appropriate and developmentally appropriate K-12 instruction on: 

1. Health education that addresses concepts of community health, consumer health, 
environmental health, and family life, including: 

a. Injury prevention and safety. 

b. Internet safety. 

c. Nutrition. 

d. Personal health. 

e. Prevention and control of disease. 



f. Substance use and abuse. 

g. Prevention of child sexual abuse, exploitation, and human trafficking. 

2. For students in grades 7 through 12, teen dating violence and abuse. This component 

must include, but not be limited to, the definition of dating violence and abuse, the warning 

signs of dating violence and abusive behavior, the characteristics of healthy relationships, 

measures to prevent and stop dating violence and abuse, and community resources available to 

victims of dating violence and abuse. 

3. For students in grades 6 through 12, awareness of the benefits of sexual abstinence as 

the expected standard and the consequences of teenage pregnancy. 

4. Life skills that build confidence, support mental and emotional health, and enable 

students to overcome challenges, including: 

a. Self-awareness and self-management. 

b. Responsible decision-making. 

c. Resiliency. 

d. Relationship skills and conflict resolution. 

e. Understanding and respecting other viewpoints and backgrounds. 

f. For grades 9 through 12, developing leadership skills, interpersonal skills, organization 

skills, and research skills; creating a resume, including a digital resume; exploring career 

pathways; using state career planning resources; developing and practicing the skills necessary 

for employment interviews; workplace ethics and workplace law; managing stress and 

expectations; and self-motivation.  Health education and life skills instruction and materials 

may not contradict the principles enumerated in subsection (3). 

 

According to Dawn Capes, director of student wellness programs, Bay District Schools 
chose this curriculum to Life Skills taught by mental health professionals and trained 
teachers who are part of the Mental Health TRIAD teams.  The curriculum is available 
for Pre-K through 12th grade and is taught in classrooms the TRIAD team and teacher 
determine there is a need.  In 5th -8th grades, the social studies time is used.   

 



SUMMARY 

Our Moms for Liberty-Bay County chapter is concerned about the curriculum chosen to 
meet these standards.  In our opinion the curriculum reveals too much personal 
information and does not include the family or their values in the discussion.  It 
leaves the child vulnerable and open to suggestions from the facilitator and 
peers.   

The curriculum chosen also relies heavily on social emotional learning (SEL).  

SEL is being used nationwide to sexualize children and open their minds to gender 
fluidity.  The use of this curriculum is grooming children away from their families and 
creating gender confusion. 

While the use of SEL in teaching has been used for many years, Transformative SEL 
takes it to a new level that crosses into critical race theory and social 
justice.  https://casel.org/events/building-culture-equity-sel-conference/  

• SEL can help adults and students have courageous conversations about race, 
privilege, and the power dynamics that have dispossessed minorities for 
centuries. 

• Transformational SEL offers a means for addressing social justice and the 
underlying cultural and political structures that have long promoted 
inequities (race, class, gender, etc.).  

CASEL is the organization pushing this agenda into the schools and created Merrell 
Strong Kids which is being used at Bay District Schools.   

CURRICULUM REVIEW 
 

A group of 5 local parents reviewed the Merrell Strong Kids Curriculum and Botvin Life 
Skills curriculum during the month of September.  All reviewers are residents of Bay 
County with children and some with grandchildren.  One reviewer is a writer. One 
reviewer has nursing experience.  One was a teacher for over 20 years.  One has 
experience directing and recommending mental health services to employees.  One 
participated in individual and group mental health therapy.  

Each person chose which workbook and teachers guide to review.  Each person 
provided their summary and observations of the curriculum.   The reviewers liked the 
no-smoking/no-drugs/no-alcohol message of the Botvin Life Skills training but disagreed 
with how the curriculum teaches the child with role-playing situations.  The reviewers 
liked the identification of emotions for PreK and Kindergarten.  None of the reviewers 



appreciated the lack of parental participation, the role playing, personal information and 
the emotional triggering of students in grades 1-12. 

 

OBSERVATIONS OF SEL CURRICULUM  – BELOW ARE ACTUAL COMMENTS FROM THE 
REVIEWERS. 

 

Kids explore their truths, which is training in moral relativism.   

SEL teaches kids to navigate this world based on how they feel, without critically 
thinking through a problem. The danger of SEL is placing emotions before facts and 
truth.  

These teachers are not trained psychologists and are not equipped to deal with issues 
or reactions that could come up in these “psychotherapy” sessions. Could be 
dangerous. Doesn’t belong in school. Also, this makes the children so vulnerable to 
manipulation.  

No mention of seeking out parents for help 

The whole curriculum is about FEELINGS which is problematic on many levels. 

 

Botvin Life Skills was written by psychologists and psychiatrists and crossed the line 
into child group therapy.   When the curriculum has the teacher tell the students they 
must keep the information in this class confidential, right there is a red flag. 

 

Merrell Strong Kids curriculum also has a teacher warning to make sure kids practice 
confidentiality.  There are parent letters explaining what the teacher is doing with the 
child, so there is some visibility to the parent, but you do not hear the questions from the 
kids and their answers.  You do not participate in the role play with your child.  There is 
a lot of role-playing in these lessons that puts your child into situations they may or may 
not be experiencing.   Kids are asked to share their own experiences and are asked to 
help their friends instead of seeking help from their parents. 

 

Lastly Merrell Strong Kids has strategies for cultural 
adaptations.  https://www.apa.org/pi/oema/resources/policy/provider-guidelines  



"Psychological service providers need a sociocultural framework to consider diversity of 
values, interactional styles, and cultural expectations in a systematic fashion. They need 
knowledge and skills for multicultural assessment and intervention, including abilities to: 

1. recognize cultural diversity; 
2. understand the role that culture and ethnicity/race play in the 

sociopsychological and economic development of ethnic and culturally diverse 
populations; 

3. understand that socioeconomic and political factors significantly impact the 
psychosocial, political and economic development of ethnic and culturally 
diverse groups; 

4. help clients to understand/maintain/resolve their own sociocultural 
identification; and understand the interaction of culture, gender, and sexual 
orientation on behavior and needs." 

 

In the intro I learned that staff training and professional development should have 
occurred and that the PreK Level involve ten lessons, done once a week for about 30 
minutes over the course of ten weeks.  That immediately set off the following questions: 

 

1. How much training did teachers receive?  (one hour, a day, etc.) 

2. Who did the training? What were their credentials? 

3. What did the training involve? (Sit & get, online module, interaction, discussion etc.) 

4. Was the training grade-level specific, or a general training? 

5. Has there been any follow-up since the initial training? 

6. Are teachers seeing an impact on students by using this curriculum? 

7. Is the curriculum still being used? (If I walked up to a teacher and said tell me about 
the Strong Kids curriculum, would they be able to discuss it) 

8. Is this an area that has been checked off the must-do list and is now sitting on a 
shelf? 

The PreK lessons are very concrete - teaching students to name and understand how 
they might react when having these feelings.  It works on teaching them to use their 
words, instead of just acting out.  Much classroom misbehavior stems from internal 



conflict students are having and they are crying out for help - they want a teacher to 
ask, “Hey, what is going on?  Talk to me”. 

 

EXCERPTS FROM THE CURRICULUM 

 

CASEL – Merrell Life Skills teachers guide.  This is the Prevention Triangle Model upon 
which the curriculum is based.  The classroom lessons need to stay at the primary 
prevention level but should never include students sharing personal information.   

 

 

 

 

 

 



CASEL – Merrell Life Skills teachers guide.  “If You’re Happy and You Know It Song, 
redone for PreK - I like it,  Kids need to know they have other emotions than just happy 
and sad. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Botvin Life Skills Student guide.  This is the middle school workbook.  Botvin hits the 
same topics in each grade level with different questions.  Each year, the child is 
encouraged to act based on a decision not made with their parents, but with their peers.  

 



 

 

 



Botvin Life Skills teachers guide.   This curriculum needs training.  How often do the 
TRIAD teachers and mental health professionals receive training?   

 

 



Botvin Life Skills teachers guide.  The guide warns that “sensitive information” will be 
disclosed by the student. 

  

 

Botvin Life Skills teachers guide.  These ground rules are similar to ground rules for 
group therapy.  Note:  Anything discussed in the class remains confidential.  Parents 
must be aware and allowed to be present when this type of discussion is happening 
with their child.   



 

 

 

 

 

 



Botvin Life Skills student workbook.   This exercise labels the student as a passive, 
aggressive or assertive person.  It implies that “C” is the correct answer.  There is no 
value system explained that guides you to the appropriate response.  For question 4, 
my child was taught not to stay at a party where other 12 year-olds are drinking beer so 
none of the responses are correct.     

  



Botvin Life Skills student workbook.  What is the purpose of having a child addressing 
these issues without parents and values that help to guide decisions?  Again, these 
questions are for 12 year-olds, not adults.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



Merrell Strong Kids teachers guide.  Each year builds on the next for the Merrell Strong 
Kids curriculum.  Here are contents for the 6th-8th grade.  Approx ages 11-13 years old. 

 

  

 

 



Merrell Strong Kids student workbook.  Like Botvin, Merrell Strong Kids has group rules. 
Personal information will be shared in the group and to keep it confidential.  Again, 
parents need to be informed and be allowed to be present with their child or be able to 
opt out of the curriculum.   

 

   

Merrell Strong Kids student workbook.   In this section children aged 11-13 are asked to 
pinpoint emotions when they happened, what they were doing, what does it tell about 
yourself?  This is a group therapy session with self-evaluation, without parental 
involvement.   





 



Merrell Strong Kids teachers guide. Please note paragraph 3.  In small groups, have 
students talk about situations in which they noticed an emotion and the physical feeling 
they think they are experiencing at this moment.   This makes a child vulnerable and 
open to the suggestions of the facilitator.  This is done in front of peers and without 
parents.  

 

 



 

 



Merrell Strong Kids student workbook.  This is from grades 9-12.  Kids aged 
approximately 14-18.   These scenarios do not have any value explanations.  They pose 
a disturbing situation and ask for a level of feeling.  Is the goal to get kids feeling 
comfortable in these situations?  Is the goal to have them be uncomfortable and open to 
the right answer given by the facilitator?  All scenarios are being done with peers and a 
facilitator, with no parental involvement.   

 

 

 

 

 



Merrell Strong Kids student workbook. Different scenarios for Grades 3-5.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Merrell Strong Kids student workbook. Here is an example of small group roll play. Kids 
in Grades 3-5 are to act out the appropriate emotions for each situation in front of a 
group.  Why put kids through this?   After this lesson will kids go home asking for a 
puppy?  There is no set of values or context.   

 



Merrell Strong Kids teachers guide. In the beginning of the guide there are letters to 
parents that the school is supposed to send out, letting them know each lesson that will 
be presented.  Are these letters being sent to parents?   

Then, in the guide there is a section on support systems and knowing to get help.  This 
is to guide the facilitator to let the children know where to seek help and how to put 
together a list of resources.  A list of resources would be great for the parents.  I 
disagree that children should be told to talk to other family members, neighbors, 
teacher, school psychologist before being encouraged to go to their parents.  

 



   

 



Merrell Strong Kids teachers guide.    This curriculum has an expectation of behavior 
based on teachers and group leaders.  Where are the parents in this discussion?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Merrell Strong Kids teachers guide.  Here is a reminder to explain students can choose 
to share personal information or not.  Teach students to tell stories without naming 
names.   Students are expected to share and give out personal information while the 
parents are not present.   

    

 

 

 

 

 

 



Botvin Life Skills student workbook.  Grades 4&5.  This is inappropriate for this age 
development.  It puts the child in a confrontational situation or potential policing or 
management situation.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



What is the purpose of this exercise?  The 10- or 11-year-old needs to decide what to 
do with a million dollars on their own.  Why are parents left out?  

 

 

This feeds into the next worksheet.  This is private information not for a school session.  
It speaks about receiving peer pressure.   

 



Again not appropriate guidance from a child social worker.  A child should not advise 
another child what to say to a bully.  Where are the parents?  

 

 

 

 

 

 



Botvin Life Skills student workbook. 6th grade.  Violence and the Media section.  

Why are we promoting our 12 yea- old children to watch examples of violence and 
explain the acts?  

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 



The exercise is having children watch graphic verbal and physical violence and then 
write about it.  Are they trying to shed doubt on the police and sympathy for criminals?  

 

 

 



These questions solicit a child’s personal information or family information out without 
parental consent as if it is a counseling session. 

  

 

 

 

 



What is done with the information on this page?  Again, personal information can be 
given out without parental consent.  It’s a tattle-tale page.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



CONCLUSION 

There is enough information found in our review that we feel the school board and other 
parents need to see this curriculum and determine if it is still appropriate for Bay District 
Schools.  There are more straightforward curriculum choices not written by and for 
mental health professionals that can teach the life skills found in the state requirements.  
BDS can be more transparent with parents regarding this curriculum, allowing them to 
gran informed consent or to opt out for their child.    


