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Social-emotional learning (SEL) has been receiving more and more attention recently 
in the educational sphere, both from practitioners and researchers. SEL has been called the 
“missing piece” of education; the information and strategies we’ll discuss throughout this 
book will allow you to complete the puzzle to providing exceptional learning experiences 
to your students.

KEY CONCEPTS

• What is social-emotional learning (SEL)?

• Why is it so important in our classroom today?

• How can SEL help you and your students?

• What are some strategies for integrating SEL to develop a more positive classroom 
culture?

• What are some misconceptions about SEL?

• How can we increase our students’ SEL?

INTRODUCTION
Across the country, momentum is building for schools and districts to help students 
develop the social, emotional, and academic skills that evidence shows are needed for suc-
cess both in school and in life. There’s a deepening recognition that skills such as respon-
sibility, problem solving, empathy, self-regulation, self-control, and persistence all form 
a solid foundation for academic achievement and personal growth. The Every Student 
Succeeds Act (ESSA), 2015, recognizes social-emotional education as a vital factor in 
helping students develop critical life skills that go well beyond academics.

Making the Case  
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Learning
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Furthermore, emotions are of paramount importance for cognition: “We feel, there-
fore we learn” (Immordino-Yang & Damasio, 2007, p. 3). When there is damage to the emo-
tional networks of the brain, even simple decisions can become challenging (Damasio, 
1994). For educators who have dozens of students in their classrooms each day, it can 
feel overwhelming to support the range of students’ emotional needs in addition to their 
diverse learning needs. Educators may feel inadequately prepared and need tools to sup-
port emotional learning.

There is also the time factor to consider. Teachers have concerns that there is not 
enough time to address the emotional needs of their students in addition to the cognitive 
content that must be covered in the curriculum. One teacher I spoke with said, “I cannot 
take time each day to talk about how each student feels.” This is the challenge that many 
teachers experience daily.

However, while it is important to recognize that dilemma, educators cannot ignore 
the critical role of emotions in the classroom and their impact on learning. We must ask, 
What would it take to weave social and emotional learning into the daily routine and fabric 
of our nation’s schools? For both adults and children, emotions drive our attention and are 
essential for cognitive skills such as memory and executive functioning. Emotions even 
influence basic perception (Zadra & Clore, 2011). If we are not addressing emotions in our 
classrooms, then we are not addressing how students learn.

The strategies shared in this book provide educators with engaging strategies that 
are research based and do not require a lot of time to implement. Using these classroom-
tested techniques, teachers can design environments and lessons to support emotions for 
learning. These strategies are inclusive in nature and can be proactively integrated into 
the learning environment so that any student can access them, whether a student is just 
having a “bad day” or they have greater emotional or learning challenges.

What Is Social-Emotional Learning?
SEL has been defined in a number of ways (see Humphrey et al., 2020). In general, it focuses 
on a set of social, emotional, behavioral, and character skills that support success in school, 
the workplace, relationships, and the community. According to CASEL (Collaborative for 
Academic, Social and Emotional Learning,

Social and emotional learning (SEL) is an integral part of education and human development. SEL 
is the process through which all young people and adults acquire and apply the knowledge, skills 
and attitudes to develop healthy identities, manage emotions and achieve personal and collective 
goals, feel and show empathy for others, establish and maintain supportive relationships, and make 
responsible and caring decisions. (CASEL, 2015)

Joan Duffell, executive director of the Committee for Children, summarizes the definition 
this way: “These are the skills that allow children to calm themselves when angry, make 
friends, resolve conflicts respectfully, and make ethical and safe choices” (Elias et  al.,  
2017, p. 64).

On a broader scale, SEL includes recognizing and understanding emotions, strate-
gies for managing emotions, developing the ability to recognize and understand emo-
tions in others, and strategies for responding to the emotions of others. SEL also includes 
explicitly teaching and practicing strategies to develop emotional resiliency—the abil-
ity to bounce back after adversity. For years, many of us in education have assumed that 
impulse  control, self-discipline, and sound decision making were taught in the home, 
that they are innate skills, or that teachers just do not have time to bother with them. 
Fortunately, educators are realizing that those assumptions were incorrect. Now, we look 
to schools to integrate these traits into the curriculum.
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What Does the Research Say?
The concept of SEL and its importance in education have evolved over the years. In 1997, 
Elias et al. suggested that SEL comprises a set of competencies, which Durlak et al. (2011) 
further described as the ability to

• Recognize and manage emotions

• Set and achieve positive goals

• Appreciate the perspectives of others

• Establish and maintain positive relationships

• Make responsible decisions

• Handle interpersonal situations constructively (p. 406)

A few years later, the Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning 
(CASEL, 2005) identified five interrelated cognitive, affective, and behavioral competen-
cies (see Figure 1.1):

1. Self-awareness—the capacity to reflect on one’s own feelings, values, and behaviors

2. Social awareness—the ability to view situations from another perspective, respect the 
social and cultural norms of others, and celebrate diversity

Figure 1.1.  CASEL’s five interrelated cognitive, affective, and behavioral competencies.  
(Source: ©2021 CASEL. All Rights Reserved. https://casel.org/sel-framework/)
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3. Relationship skills—the ability to initiate and sustain positive connections with peers, 
teachers, families, and other groups

4. Self-management—the set of skills that includes self-motivation, goal setting, personal 
organization, self-discipline, impulse control, and use of strategies for coping with stress

5. Responsible decision making—the ability to make choices that consider the well-being 
of oneself and others

Furthermore, the Wallace Foundation model (Jones et  al., 2018) identified three 
domains of SEL:

1. Cognitive regulation—attention control, inhibitory control, working memory and plan-
ning, and cognitive flexibility

2. Emotional processes—emotion knowledge and expression, emotion and behavior regu-
lation, and empathy or perspective-taking

3. Interpersonal skills—understanding social cues, conflict resolution, and prosocial behavior

From their extensive study of effective SEL practices, Navigating SEL from the Inside 
Out (Jones et al., 2017), the Wallace Foundation identified key features that are essential 
for implementing effective SEL programs (see Figure 1.2):

• Set reasonable goals

• Incorporate SAFE elements

Figure 1.2.  Key features of effective SEL programs. (From Jones, Brush, Bailey, 
Brion-Meisels, McIntyre, Kahn, Nelson, & Stickle. [2017]. Navigating social and 
emotional learning from the inside out [p. 22]. The Wallace Foundation; reprinted 
with permission.)
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• Occur within supportive contexts

• Build adult competencies

• Partner with family and community

• Target key behaviors and skills

Additionally, in an article titled “What Is Social Emotional Learning?” educator 
Samantha Cleaver (2013) reminds us that SEL is more than just classroom management 
and the development of social skills. In a school or classroom where SEL is purposefully 
included from the first day of class, it becomes an integral part of the day’s lesson; it is not 
just an afterthought or an “add-on.” The basic principles of SEL are merged into the cur-
riculum so that they are continually reinforced.

When instruction on relationships, empathy, and emotional features are incorpo-
rated into lessons throughout the day, it can positively affect how students learn and feel 
about themselves and others. As a result, there may be a reduction in acting-out behav-
iors, giving teachers more time to effectively address curriculum-based teaching and 
learning.

WHY SOCIAL-EMOTIONAL LEARNING?
The Aspen Institute released a major report promoting SEL in education. The report From 
a Nation at Risk to a Nation at Hope (National Commission on Social, Emotional, and  
Academic Development, 2019) states

The promotion of social, emotional, and academic learning is not a shifting educational fad; it is 
the substance of education itself. It is not a distraction from the “real work” of math and English 
instruction; it is how instruction can succeed. And it is not another reason for political polarization. 
It brings together a traditionally conservative emphasis on local control and on the character of all 
students, and a historically progressive emphasis on the creative and challenging art of teaching 
and the social and emotional needs of all students, especially those who have experienced the great-
est challenges. (p. 6)

An emphasis on educating the “whole child” is understood to include mastery of social 
and emotional skills in addition to academic ones. Proponents of this broader view of 
learning believe explicit instruction focused on the social and emotional aspects of learn-
ing (SEL) will result in improved academic learning.

This reflects an ageless debate: the “what” of learning versus the “how” of learning. 
As Berman, Chaffee, and Sarmiento (2018) note, “How we teach is as instructive as what 
we teach. Just as the culture of the classroom must reflect social belonging and emo-
tional safety, so can academic instruction embody and enhance these competencies and 
be enhanced by them” (p. 13). Teachers communicate these values every time they step in 
front of their class.

Current efforts to address the social and emotional needs of students can be traced to 
the work of Waters and Sroufe (1983), who describe competence as the ability “to generate 
and coordinate flexible, adaptive responses to demands and to generate and capitalize on 
opportunities in the environment” (p. 80).

In other words, competent people are adaptive—they respond to situations in their 
environment in appropriate ways, and they seek opportunities in their communities. Isn’t 
that what we want our students to be able to do? Accordingly, it seems that schools should 
be invested in developing this type of skillset in students to prepare them for the colleges, 
careers, and communities they will live in.
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Furthermore, over the last decade, increased attention has been paid to SEL needs of 
children. This area of learning is necessary and essential to address—for both children and 
adults. It is time that schools take responsibility for meeting the entire range of learning 
needs that educators also have—the need to use new technologies, understand and imple-
ment new standards, use new assessment strategies, and attend to their students’ and their 
own SEL.

The evidence of the impact of SEL is compelling. Before they can learn academics, 
students need to know how to behave in a group. A thorough meta-analysis of the impact 
of SEL was conducted by Durlak et al. (2011). This study examined hundreds of programs 
involving more than 270,000 students in kindergarten through high school. In their find-
ings, the authors noted, “SEL programs significantly improve students’ skills, attitudes, 
and behaviors” (p. 2) on six factors:

1. Social and emotional skills such as goal setting, conflict resolution, and decision making

2. Attitudes toward self and others such as self-efficacy, school bonding, and helping others

3. Positive social behavior such as getting along with others

4. Conduct problems including bullying, noncompliance, and aggression

5. Emotional distress including stress, anxiety, and social withdrawal

6. Academic performance as measured by reading and math test scores and grades

How Social-Emotional Learning Will Help You and Your Students
While social and emotional learning may seem like a new development to be studied and 
adopted, it isn’t about adding one more program or strategy to your already crowded cur-
riculum. Rather, it’s a comprehensive approach to teaching and learning that spans all 
grade levels and all content areas—one that has a positive impact on students and therefore 
important implications for professional learning. Research shows the importance of infus-
ing social and emotional learning into the daily work of schools (CASEL, 2015; Jones  & 
Kahn, 2017).

Students are more successful in school and daily life when they

• Learn how to self-regulate and manage themselves

• Understand how to empathize with the feelings of others and are able to relate better to 
them

• Make positive and proactive choices about their personal and social decisions

These social and emotional skills are a few of the short-term student outcomes that 
SEL programs foster and develop (Durlak et al., 2011; Farrington et al., 2012; Sklad et al., 
2012). The other long-term benefits also include the following:

• Decreased emotional anxiety and stress

• Improved assessment scores and grades and increased attendance

• More positive attitudes toward oneself and others, as well as improved outcomes includ-
ing positive self-efficacy, more confidence, resiliency and persistence, empathy, connec-
tion, compassion for others, and commitment to school, as well as an increased sense of 
purpose
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• More positive interactions and relationships with peers and adults

• Reduced behavior problems

These far-reaching implications of greater social and emotional competence can also 
increase the students’ readiness for not only graduation from high school but also postsec-
ondary education and career success, as well as fostering more positive family and work 
relationships and overall better mental health condition (Jones et al., 2015).

Common Misconceptions About Integrating  
Social-Emotional Learning Practices in the Classroom

There are numerous studies that demonstrate how SEL builds the foundation for flour-
ishing and thriving in life—inside and outside the classroom. In fact, students with strong 
social-emotional skills tend to

1. Get along more positively with others

2. Have an increased ability to cope with stress and anxiety

3. Be more likely to complete high school

4. Have key social skills that help them be better prepared for college and careers

Despite the research and increased presence in schools, there are still misconcep-
tions about SEL. The following sections contain some of the most common misconceptions 
about SEL and some reasons to refute them.

Does Social-Emotional Learning Interfere With the Role of Academic Learning?  The 
instructional minutes that teachers have with students are critical. They need to maximize 
the impact of that time to help all students succeed. Jones et al. (2018) explain, “Children who 
are able to effectively manage their thinking, attention, and behavior are also more likely to 
have better grades and higher standardized test scores” (p. 15). Further research confirms this 
claim that time spent on SEL can facilitate academic learning (e.g., Durlak et al., 2011; Hawkins 
et al., 2004). Therefore, when students develop prosocial behaviors and self-regulation skills, 
they learn more (e.g., Duncan et al., 2007); and the converse is also true that students with 
unaddressed problematic behavior learn less than their peers (Wilson et al., 2001).

What About the Role of Parents/Families in Implementing Social-Emotional Learning?   
When schools and teachers integrate SEL practices in a transparent way, parents and  
families can monitor and be involved in these efforts and reinforce SEL values at home.

Does Social-Emotional Learning Integrate Well With Classroom Structures?  There is 
no single way of thinking about SEL in schools, and this book provides you with multiple 
options to integrate the principles and practices into your daily routine. SEL practices are 
not intended to be rules to which students must conform—instead, they are classroom con-
ditions in which students and teachers need to work together in a productive, positive, and 
collaborative way.

The SEL techniques presented in this book are efforts to help students grow and 
develop socially and emotionally and to facilitate the skills of teachers to help their stu-
dents be productive members of society. There is no single “recipe” or formula for SEL 
techniques that will work in every classroom. Educators need to select strategies that are 
congruent and compatible with their own classroom environment.
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What About Issues of Equity and Social-Emotional Learning?  It is important to realize that 
social and emotional learning is about much more than developing kids who are nice to one 
another, are collaborative in class, and have a positive mindset. SEL is also an equity issue. 

Equity is the practice of recognizing the unique qualities of every individual and 
dismantling systems and structures that prevent students of certain demographics from 
achieving to their highest potential. Equity is not the same as equality. As Rufo and Caus-
ton (2022) note, “Whereas equality assumes equal treatment, inherent in the principle of 
equity is that [educators] may need to support students differently for them to be successful 
in an educational system” (p. 87).

Today’s schools are increasingly diverse, with multicultural and multilingual students, 
as well as students with different learning needs and social and economic backgrounds. 
Therefore, educators are tasked with serving students from different backgrounds with a 
wide variety of entry points for learning. This may include a variety in students’ academic per-
formance, motivation for engaging in learning, perception of positive behavior expectations, 
and/or understanding of the cultural “norms” of the classroom (note that that expectations for 
what is “positive” behavior and strong academic performance are shaped by cultural norms).

As a result of diverse student populations, various inequities have arisen, including 
an academic achievement gap between students of color and white students (Merola & 
Jackson, 2019; National Center for Educational Statistics, 2018a-c); trouble or difficulty 
accessing the curriculum due to English language proficiency or other language barriers 
(Haycock, 2014; Genesee et al., 2005); lack of access to the general curriculum and inclusive 
classrooms, especially for students with disabilities (Rufo & Causton, 2022; Dessemontet &  
Bless, 2013; Hehir et al., 2012); and systematic biases in expectations for minoritized stu-
dent populations (Scott et al., 2017; Cherng. 2017; Carlana, 2019); among others.

SEL provides a foundation for safe, supportive, and positive learning with equitable 
opportunities so that students can succeed in school, careers, and life. SEL meets students 
where they are by helping students to better understand themselves and others, to feel 
respected and valued based on their individuality, and be provided opportunities to receive 
the unique supports they might require to access learning.

Implementing SEL practices in schools requires equitable learning environments, 
therefore, SEL instruction must include the “explicit goal of promoting educational equity” 
(CASEL, n.d.). While SEL practices cannot dismantle the inequities inherent in educa-
tional systems, CASEL (n.d.) states that:

“When SEL is leveraged to promote equity:

• SEL is relevant for all students in all schools and affirms diverse cultures and  
backgrounds.

• SEL is a strategy for systemic improvement, not just an intervention for at-risk  
students.

• SEL is a way to uplift student voice and promote agency and civic engagement.

• SEL supports adults to strengthen practices that promote equity.

• Schools must engage students, families, and communities as authentic partners  
in social and emotional development.”

SEL and equity are also inherently intertwined with complex subjects such as trauma, 
racism, identity, biases, opportunity gaps for certain populations (e.g. based on race, socio-
economic status, sexual orientation, gender, ability, etc.), and much more. Throughout the 
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book you will find SEL practices that help young students understand equity through the 
framework of valuing every individual within the school community for their unique iden-
tities, interests, backgrounds, and knowledge. However, certain topics are outside of the 
scope of the foundational SEL practices presented in this book (for a deeper exploration 
of some these topics, see Rufo & Causton, 2022; Jagers, 2016; Alexander, 2019; CASEL, 
2021; García & Weiss, 2017; Duane, et al. 2021; Linder, 2021; Lund et al., 2021; Walls, 2021; 
 Simmons, 2019; Simmons, 2021; Green et al., 2019).

STRATEGIES FOR YOUR CLASSROOM: CAPTURE THOSE “TEACHABLE MOMENTS”
According to CASEL (2013), SEL is the 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, estab-
lish and maintain positive relationships, and make responsible decisions. As a teacher you 
can be part of this process by learning to notice “teachable moments” throughout daily 
classroom routines.

Teachable moments can occur when we least expect them. Because class time is so 
precious and passes too quickly, strategies that impact small moments in instruction have 
great potential for helping students form a learning community. Imagine that your class 
is faced with a challenge or dilemma. It may be a conflict between students or a classroom 
procedure that has been compromised.

Teachers should strive to build a sense of a caring community in their classrooms; 
it’s important to recognize that strengthening relationships between students isn’t a one-
time event—it needs to be routinely integrated. First, teachers can instruct strategically 
and systemically. You do not need to adopt an entire SEL curriculum to get started: all you 
need is a positive disposition and a desire to make a difference! Each chapter in this book 
will present strategies that you can integrate into your classroom norms so that identifying 
teachable moments becomes second nature to your teaching style. There is nothing to it . . . 
but to do it!

Class Meetings
Class meetings build a sense of creating a classroom community, collaborative problem 
solving, and clarifying communication. Take class meetings as opportunities to reinforce 
how SEL principles can be used to help reach a solution. During the class meeting time, you 
can use several questions to help frame problem-solving responses:

1. What is the problem our class is having?

2. Why is this a challenge for our class?

3. How does the issue make you feel?

4. What can we do about it? Brainstorm solutions.

5. What is our best solution? Why?

Effective teachers know that classroom and school climates influence the content 
learning that happens within them. Teachers who are themselves skilled in SEL recog-
nize those teachable moments when a student is being challenged to apply what they have 
been learning about themselves. Those same teachers are responsive and assist students in 
working through a challenge, thereby further strengthening relationships.
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Integrate Social-Emotional Learning to Develop a Positive Class Culture
An integrated approach to SEL amplifies program effectiveness because students receive 
many opportunities to apply the principles to their lives in a natural way. The insights they 
gain about themselves and others provide them with a new lens through which to see the 
world. The time dedicated to infusing SEL in meaningful ways into the curriculum isn’t 
time wasted—it is an investment in our students to maximize their capacity to learn with 
and from others.

In our classrooms and schools, there are many things we cannot control. We can-
not change the kinds of homes or economic situations from which our students come, the 
trauma they may have faced in the past, or the challenges they will likely face in the future. 
However, we can control our own school and classroom environments, and we can use our 
time with students to teach them necessary coping strategies and skills that will help 
them achieve both academic and real-world success. This is the goal of SEL.

SEL, then, is the first step toward developing a positive school climate, which can often 
result in fewer behavior problems, stronger social-emotional health, and higher academic 
motivation and achievement, especially for our students who are more likely to struggle in 
school. See Figure 1.3 for a list of simple ways to integrate SEL throughout the day.

What do all learners want and need to perform well? Maslow (1943) affirmed that 
next to one’s basic physiological needs of safety, food, water, and so forth, learners require 
physical and mental security and safety. Furthermore, Muhammad (2009) contends that 
“substantial cultural change must precede technical change. When a school has a healthy 
culture, the professionals within it will seek the tools that they need to accomplish their 
goal of universal student achievement; they will give a school new life” (p. 16).

It goes without saying that all learners want a supportive relationship with the people 
around them. All learners deserve to know the performance expectations. It is all about 
lesson mastery, not lesson mystery. Furthermore, all learners desire to know how they are 
progressing (formative assessment) and ways to improve (feedback). The way in which 
educators cultivate a culture of well-being and trust is pivotal to such profound learning 
and self-awareness.

SUMMARY
Increase your own learning in SEL. A warm, caring teacher does wonders for our students! 
By educating the heart through SEL, teachers can encourage the development of positive 
habits in children. This will make a huge difference in schools and communities!

Understanding SEL and how it helps to support all students is an important issue of 
equity, of which all teachers need to be aware. When educators understand the social and 
emotional learning contexts and needs of students, their ability to make the curriculum 
accessible to every student improves. This book will cover techniques on how to integrate 
SEL successfully throughout the curriculum to support student success.

Overview of This Book
Answers to the following questions will be covered in this book:

• What can we do to make sure all of our students feel safe and welcome in our schools?

• What can schools and communities do to create inspiring and challenging learning 
opportunities for all students that address social, emotional, and academic skills simul-
taneously? Examples will be shared to demonstrate SEL in action.
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Figure 1.3.  Simple ways to integrate social-emotional learning throughout the day.The Social-Emotional Learning Toolbox: Practical Strategies to Support All Students by Kathy Perez.  
Copyright © 2022 by Paul H. Brookes Publishing Co., Inc. All Rights Reserved.

Simple Ways to Integrate Social-Emotional 
Learning Throughout the Day

• Start the day with a check-in.

• Use story time for teachable moments.

• Work in partnerships.

• Teach students how to work collaboratively in a group.

• Nurture a culture of kindness.

• Teach students new words to support a growth mindset.

• Set up a peaceful place in the classroom.

• Teach your kids how to manage conflict with peer mediation.

• Use positive posters to teach social-emotional skills.

• Practice lots of role play to act out emotions.

• Allow for plenty of talk time.

• Play games to build community.

• Use cross-age tutors: Buddy up with an older or younger class.

• Build community with teams.

• Teach students to monitor their own progress.

• Hold regular class meetings.

• Make space for reflective writing.

• Encourage expression through art.

• Include interview projects.

• Create classroom jobs.

• End each day with a checkout and community circle.
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• How can we support educators to model these skills and foster them in their students?

• What can we learn from the communities, districts, and schools that have prioritized 
this work?

• How can schools partner with families and community organizations, knowing that 
schools can’t do this work alone?

As a former classroom teacher, special educator, reading specialist, ESL teacher, 
administrator, instructional coach, and consultant, I have worked with thousands of stu-
dents and teachers over the years, around the planet. I have worked across the general and 
special educational curriculum in elementary, middle, and high schools, and in nearly 
every configuration of schooling. Based on these experiences, and on my review of the 
research, I have concluded that because teachers dramatically influence students’ social 
and emotional development, they have a responsibility to do so in a way that is positive and 
purposeful.

One idea that is a primary focus of this book is that classroom learning should always 
include cognitive, social, and emotional aspects. In this book, I offer real-life classroom 
examples, tools, and practical strategies that you can use to intentionally guide students’ 
social and emotional development. It is essential to integrate SEL into the academic main-
stream of learning.

I appeal to teachers and school leaders to consciously support the growth of every 
child, not just academically but also socially and emotionally. Together with their families 
and community, you can equip your students to realize their aspirations and contribute in 
positive ways to our society. What could be more meaningful and worthwhile? Give your 
students a voice and choice. Finding ways to design learning experiences that tap into what 
students value is at the very heart of learning.

Recapture the joy of learning—inspire to go higher!
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