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Social and Emotional Learning (SEL) 
Teaching Tips for classroom 
practitioners 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1. The importance of relationships in the classroom.  

How do we develop positive relationships with children? 

2. The importance of a positive classroom environment.  

How do we develop a positive classroom environment?  

3. The importance of involving children and encouraging ‘pupil voice’  

How do we involve and empower children?  

4. The importance of developing children’s social and emotional skills 

How do we develop children’s social and emotional skills? 

5. The importance of helping children to solve their own conflicts 

How do we develop children’s skills to solve their own conflicts? 

6. The importance of supporting children when they have a problem  

How do we support children when they have a problem?  

 

Appendix 1: The SEL Lesson Checklist  
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Top Tips 1: How do we develop positive 
relationships with children?   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Stand at the classroom door and greet children by name as they arrive, with a smile and a 

positive comment.  Do the same when they leave for lunch or to go home.   
 

 Get to know your children and what is important in their lives.  Show an interest in your 

students' lives outside of school, for example having a conversation about what they did 

over the weekend. 
 

 Share what is important to you in your life (as appropriate) – tell them stories about your 

life, show them pictures of your family etc.  
 

 Language: Speak respectfully to children in a way that maintains their self-esteem – do not 

belittle, make fun of them, put them down or shout at them.  
 

 Encouragement:  Build their self-esteem in every interaction: Take every opportunity to talk 

about and the positive skills, attributes and characteristics of particular children.   

 

 

 
 

 If you have to tell a child off, talk about the behaviour, not the child themselves 

 

 

 Tell children what they have done well before you tell them what they have done wrong.  
 

 Make time to talk to children individually if they appear or tell you that they are sad or 

upset. (see ‘Dealing with problems’)  
 

 Do what you say you are going to do – children lose trust easily.   

The importance of Positive and Consistent Relationships in the classroom 

Children who develop warm, positive relationships with their teachers are more excited about learning, 

more positive about coming to school, more self-confident, and achieve more in the classroom.  

They won’t care how much you know until they 

know how much you care.. 

X has tried really hard with this difficult task. Even though he wanted to give up, he 

showed how persistent and resilient he is by keeping going until he solved the problem.  

You are thoughtless  That was a thoughtless thing to do. 
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Example activity for relationship 
building 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1. Give children their own blank bunting flag. 

 

2. Ask them to write their name on it and to draw or write something about themselves 

– what they like doing, something they enjoy outside of school, something about 

their family etc.  

 

3. Make a flag for yourself. 

 

4. Talk about your own flag, telling the children a little 

about yourself, and ask each child to talk about what 

they have chosen to draw. 

 

5. Hang the individual flags across the classroom as a 

display.  
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Top Tips 2: How do we develop a 

positive classroom environment?  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Make sure the classroom meets children’s basic needs for warmth and comfort and that all 

children can see, hear, and take part in lessons.  Place shy or quiet children near the front so 

that you can involve them fully.  
 

 Children need to feel safe in the classroom (and around the school) if they are to learn, so 

make sure that there is adequate supervision, clear rules and expectations and that children 

know exactly what will happen when a rule is broken.  
 

 Build a sense of belonging and trust between class members.  You might initially play 

‘Getting to know you’ games1  and then use community-building and fun activities on a 

regular basis (such as making up and singing class songs to popular tunes or playing circle 

games (see ‘example activity’ on the following page).   
 

 Make sure that all children work with everybody in the class.  One way of choosing partners 

or groups is to put each child’s name on a slip of paper or a stick, put them in a container  

and get children to pull out two or more names to identify pairs or groups to work together.  

 

 Help every child to know that they are cared for and valued by making sure that every child’s 

gifts and talents are recognized and rewarded (not just academic 

achievements) through displays on the wall and circle activities such 

as ‘compliments’, making sure each child has a turn in the ‘hot seat’ 

(see ‘example activity’). You might nominate two children as ‘Stars of 

the Day’ each day and talk about why you have chosen them, or send 

‘Praise Postcards’ home with one or two children each day.  
 

 Give special responsibilities to each child in turn.  

                                                           
1
 Refs to SEAL materials?  

The importance of a positive classroom environment 

A positive environment is one in which children feel that they are safe, that they belong and that they are 

valued. The physical environment will look attractive and demonstrate that children’s work is valued with 

displays of the children’s work. The social and emotional environment will be one in which children feel 

relaxed, safe to ask questions and take risks with their learning (knowing that the adults and other children 

will support them), and share their feelings.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

They will forget what you said 

They will forget what you did 

But they will never forget the way that you made them feel 

Maya Angelou   
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Example activity for developing a 
positive classroom environment   
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1. Use a ‘circle time’ format (i.e. with all children sitting in a circle so that they can each 

see and hear everybody else). 

2. Explain the rules: 

a. Only one person speaks at a time (you might use an object that the children 

hold when they are speaking and explain that they cannot speak unless they 

are holding the object) 

b. There are no ‘put-downs’ allowed.  

c. If you do not want to take part you can keep silent and nobody will make you 

join in.  

3. Model giving a ‘compliment’ to the person on your left. You might choose a skill or a 

quality that you admire in the person, or thank them for doing something kind or 

generous.  

4. Each person takes it in turn to give the person on their left a compliment while the 

rest of the group listen.  

5.  When the ‘round’ has finished everybody claps.  

 

There are lots of circle time games and activities that can be used with classes of all ages for 

different purposes – to mix up groups, to energise and change the pace of learning, to solve 

problems and to build the community.  
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Top Tips 3: How do we involve children 
and encourage ‘pupil voice’?  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 The most important thing to do is to give children opportunities to say what they think, 

listen to what they say and, where possible, act upon their ideas.  

 Children will not say what they think if they do not feel safe in the classroom, so follow the 

tips in Section 2: ‘Creating a positive classroom environment’.  
 

 When children make a suggestion or answer a question, try not to give the impression that 

there is one right answer.   Even if the idea is not practical, or the answer wrong, try to 

encourage the child and find out what has prompted their response. For example  

 

 

 

 

 

 Build children’s confidence in expressing their thoughts and feelings by encouraging children 

to talk in pairs before asking them to speak in front of the whole class.  

 Circle time allows every child to have their say – not just the louder, more confident 

children. Make sure you include every child (offering the opportunity to ‘pass’ and returning 

to them) prompting quieter children where necessary:  

 

 Let children decide on some classroom issues: what displays could go on the walls; how the 

classroom materials could be organised; what treat or reward the class might work for etc.  
 

 Have a regular ‘class council’ meeting where children can share any issues that affect them.  

The importance of involving children 

Children learn more effectively and are able to contribute to the community when they feel that what they 

say and think matters.   When they have been involved in, for example, the drawing up of rules or how things 

are run, they have a sense of ownership that means that they are more likely to take responsibility for 

themselves and the community. They need to be given opportunities to exercise some power and to develop a 

sense of ‘self-efficacy’ in order to develop belief in themselves and self-confidence.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Few things help an individual more than to place responsibility upon him, 

and to let him know that you trust him 

Booker T. Washington  

Do you want to add anything Li? 

Well done for sharing your idea – 

that’s really brave of you.  

That’s an interesting idea. I hadn’t 

thought of it like that before….. 

 
Well, I’m not sure that would be possible, but can you explain why you think that 

might be a good idea?  
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Example activity for involving children 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1. Use a ‘circle time’ format (see Section 2: Example activity for developing a 

positive classroom environment) and introduce the idea of ‘rights and 

responsibilities’ in the classroom.  

2. Talk about the school rules and why we have them, perhaps letting the children 

talk in pairs before taking feedback from each pair in the circle.  

3. Ask the children to think of the worst classroom they can imagine which has no 

rules and to describe or draw what it would be like to try to learn in this 

classroom.  Relate the picture they describe to the need to have rules.  

4. Introduce the idea that the classroom belongs to the children as well as the 

adults and ask them to think of what helps them to feel safe and to learn in the 

classroom, making a list of ‘Our Rights’. These might include: 

 For people to be kind and helpful 

 To work without being distracted 

 To have the materials we need to do our work  

5. Explain the link between the rights that they have identified and the 

responsibility of everyone in the class community to respect those rights by 

acting in particular ways.  Make a corresponding list of ‘Our Responsibilities’, e.g.,  

 To act in kind ways and to help each other 

 To get on with our work without disturbing other people 

 To keep the classroom tidy and put things away in the right place 

6. Ask if everybody agrees with the rights and responsibilities and when agreement 

is reached, write them on a poster and ask all the children to sign their names. 
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Top Tips 4: How do we develop 
children’s social and emotional skills? 

 

 

 

 

6.  

7.  

8.  

9.  

 

 Encourage children to recognize and name their feelings. Use a ‘feelings check-in’ every day 

(see Example Activity), ask questions about how characters in books and films might be 

feeling and how the children know.  Encourage them to become ‘feelings detectives’ and 

work out how other people are feeling through their expressions, their body language and 

their behaviour.   
 

 Model talking about your own feelings and talk about how you manage them (for example, if 

you are feeling angry you might count to 10 backwards, or if frustrated with a task you might 

take a deep breath, do something different and then return to it).   
 

 Use experiential and interactive activities. Make use of auditory, visual and kinaesthetic 

methods of teaching to engage children’s hearts as well as their heads (through for example 

stories, poems, pictures, video-clips etc.).  
 

 Teach and encourage good social and group working skills. Give children group challenges 

and tasks that require them to discuss, cooperate, negotiate, compromise and work 

together to achieve a common end.   Talk about how well they have worked together as well 

as what they produce. 
 

 Use praise and reward throughout the day when you spot children being understanding, 

kind, helpful, persistent, or using good strategies for dealing with feelings of anger or 

frustration. Draw other children’s attention to it and give certificates, points or ‘friendship 

tokens’.  
 

 Draw children’s attention to their developing social and emotional skills in every curriculum 

area. In PE talk about  working together, in mathematics the need for persistence, in Chinese 

the feelings of characters in stories etc.   

 

The importance of children’s social and emotional skills  

Children will not learn if they do not have the necessary social and emotional skills. These include : 

understanding ourselves and our feelings and feeling OK about ourselves, even when we get things wrong; 

managing our feelings in ways that don’t hurt ourselves or other people; being motivated and keeping going 

when things are tough; having empathy for other people and respecting their rights; having  the social skills to 

communicate, to be assertive, to make and keep friends and to work with others as a collective.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

How we are feeling influences how well we learn. We cannot learn if we are anxious or unhappy.  

Having the opportunity to think and talk about how we are feeling helps us to manage our 

emotions and clear our minds ready for learning.   
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Example activity for developing 
children’s social and emotional skills  

1. Begin each day by asking the children to show or talk about how they are feeling. Some ways 

of doing this are described below.  This is called a ‘check-in’.  Encourage children to use as 

many different words as they can to talk about their feelings (e.g.  irritable, cross, angry, 

furious).  

2. Ask one or two children who are feeling good to explain what is making them feel this way.  

3. If a child indicates that he or she is feeling unhappy or anxious, make time to ask them if 

they would like to talk (privately, not in front of the class) and make a time to do so.   

4. As well as ‘check-ins’ at the beginning of the day, you can use them in the middle of lessons 

or at the end of a lesson, lunch-time or the school day.  

5. Don’t forget to include yourself in the check-in, and model being honest if you feel anxious 

or unhappy about something.  It is important for children to understand that all feelings are 

OK (although not all behaviours are!).   

6. You might use a circle time sometimes to talk about ways that children manage 

uncomfortable feelings – what they do if they feel frustrated or angry for example, and keep 

a class book of ‘strategies for dealing with difficult feelings’.  

Different sorts of ‘check-ins’ 

You might have a ‘ladder’ display showing different feelings, where children can 

place their name (and change it throughout the day!).  

You could get children to make a ‘Feelings Fan’ 

and hold up one of the pictures to show how they 

are feeling.  

 

 

You could ask children to put their photograph on a tree 

display when they come in– if they place it near the top it 

means they are feeling good – if nearer the bottom, that 

they are not feeling so great.  

 

You could ask children to put their thumbs up, middle or down to 

indicate how they are feeling (or whether they have understood 

or enjoyed an activity).  
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Top Tips 5: How do we develop 
children’s skills to solve their own 
conflicts? 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 Explain to children that conflict is a normal part of life – in the classroom there will be 

disputes, just as there will be between friends in the playground and groups in the school 

community.   
 

 Teach the skills of conflict resolution from an early age. See ‘Example Activity’ for one way to 

do this.  
 

 Model the skills of conflict resolution yourself.  Demonstrate how you calm yourself, listen to 

the other person and assertively say what you would like to happen and agree to try out a 

way to solve the problem.  Talk about how your idea worked out afterwards.  
 

 Use a circle time to discuss the sort of conflicts that 

children experience and how they might deal with them. 

Use role-plays to get children to act out their ideas for 

solving common problems. Ask children for their ideas 

before offering your own solutions.  
 

 Keep a class book of conflicts that children have 

experienced and how they were solved, or design posters 

to show this.  
 

 Model apologizing to children and other adults whenever you can, and talk about how you 

can make amends for something you have done wrong – even if it was not intentional.  
 

 Set up a space in the classroom or school where children can go to sort out their 

disagreements. Use visual reminders and a timer, and if children haven’t sorted out the 

problem when the timer runs out, they know to involve an adult.  
 

 You might set up a ‘peer mediator’ system in school where children are trained to listen to 

children’s disagreements and help them to solve them.  

The importance of helping children to solve their own conflicts  

As adults we have a tendency to listen to children’s disagreements and then tell them who is right and what to 

do. This does not teach children the skills they need to resolve their own conflicts or empower children to 

become citizens who are able to work well with others. Conflict is a part of life in every classroom, just as it is 

in the family, the community and the workplace and so we need to give children the tools to ‘disagree without 

being disagreeable’! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

You can’t solve problems until you understand the other side 
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Example activity for developing 
children’s skills to solve their own 
conflicts 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1. Teach children from an early age different ways to calm down.  You might discuss ideas in a 

circle time, ask children to do a survey of children and adults in the school or at home, or use 

your own experiences, a story book or a video to help children think about this.  You could 

ask groups of children to produce a poster or give a talk on what they have found out.  

 

2.  Teach children the skills of listening to each other, and taking it in turns to say how they 

feel, why, and what they would like to happen.  Teach them to use this script:  

 

 

3. Model and help children to come up with as many ideas as they can for making things 

better. Other children might contribute their ideas.  Get the children who have the conflict 

to agree to try out one idea.  Remind them that it may be a compromise – both may not be 

completely happy but it has to be an idea they can both accept.  

 

4. Remind children to stick to the idea they have agreed and finally to meet together after a 

period of time (depending on the age of the child) to discuss whether it is working for both.  

 

I feel….when……because.  I think it would be better if…. 
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Top Tips 6: How do we support 
children when they have a problem?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  The most important priority is to ensure that children know that the adults in the school 

care about them and that it is safe to talk to them (see Top Tips 1 and 2).  It is a good idea to 

tell all the children that you will listen to them if they have a problem, but explain the limits 

of the confidentiality you can offer.  
 

 As adults in the school we need to be familiar with Child Protection rules and know who to 

tell if we are concerned that the child may be in danger.  

 

 Set up different ‘levels’ of problem-solving mechanisms in the classroom.  

o Regular circle times can be used to discuss problems that children are happy to 

discuss in a public forum, with children listening and then offering their suggestions, 

e.g. ‘would it help if I…..’.   (Note that if children bring up problems that you think 

are inappropriate to share in a circle time you can stop the child talking by saying 

something like, ‘That sounds really important but maybe it would be better for you 

and I to talk about that later. Would that be OK?’.  

o ‘Golden Time’ or ‘Bubble Time’ can be offered to children to talk privately to you at 

pre-arranged times if the problem is not too urgent.  You 

could keep an ‘appointment book’ and see children when it 

is convenient.  

o You might have a ‘worry box’ placed in the classroom, 

where children can write down any worries they might 

have and request a time to talk to you privately or a ‘slot’ 

during a circle time.  

 

 Know where a child can get help for different sorts of problems.  

 

 

The importance of supporting children when they have a problem  

Children need to know that they have someone to speak to when they have a problem in their life. For 

schools this is important as children cannot learn or function well when they are pre-occupied by worry or 

anxiety. For some children the teacher may be the only person that they trust enough to share personal 

issues with. They will share their problems if they believe that you care about them and if they feel safe 

enough to talk to you.  As teachers we need to create opportunities for children to talk, have good listening 

skills and be clear about when and how to refer children to other professionals or services.  

A problem shared is a problem halved… 
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Example activity for supporting 
children when they have a problem 

Doing Good Listening 

 

1. If you can’t do good listening there and then, tell the child why and agree a ‘talk-time’ as 

soon as possible. 

  

2. When you can talk, let the child know you are 

interested and give them all of your attention. Use eye-

contact and ‘open’ body language. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. Encourage the child to keep talking. Use ‘encouragers’ (‘uh-huh’, ‘I see’, ‘go on’) and ‘open’ 

questions (‘how did you feel then?’). Let them know you’ve understood (‘Have I got this 

right? You were excited when…then disappointed when…’) 

 

4. Avoid ‘road-blocks’ to conversation.  

a. Don’t belittle the child’s worry  

b. Try not to interrupt or ‘take over’ the conversation   

c. Don’t lecture them (‘When I was your age…’, judge them (well that wasn’t very 

sensible was it?), moralise (‘Well, maybe you shouldn’t have…’)! 

 

 Help tackle a problem in four steps.  

o JUST LISTEN. Bite your tongue before you jump in with solutions and opinions!  

o Accept the child’s feelings (even if you don’t like it when she says she hates the school!).   

o When the child is calm ask what they think they could do to solve the problem.    

o Offer your own ideas. This comes LAST! 

 

Remember that you must talk to the designated adult if you are concerned that the child may be in 

danger.    

Oh come on, is that really worth 

worrying about?  



14 
 

Good luck! 
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Appendix 1: The SEL Lesson checklist  

 


