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Objectives

1. What is Social and Emotional Learning (SEL)?
2. Why is it important?
3. Where one can find SEL interventions that can be 

brought into a school setting?
4. How can you tell if interventions are working?
5. What can you do in your own setting?

(GROUP WORK)



What is Social and Emotional Learning 
(SEL)

Awareness Skills
Personal Self-awareness Self-management
Social Social awareness Social management

(relationship skills)

Emotional Intelligence in adults



Key Skills Taught in SEL Programs 

Self-Awareness
Identifying and recognizing own 
emotions

Recognizing strengths

Social Awareness
Empathy

Respect for others

Responsible Decision Making
Evaluation and reflection

Personal responsibility

Self-Management
impulse control, stress management

Relationship Skills
Working cooperatively



Why is SEL important?

We are social beings and school is a social place
“win-win”: schools that enhance SEL improve academic 
performance

Essential for lifelong success in jobs, relationships

Recent research shows impact on brain development



Linkage Between SEL and Academic Outcomes

(CASEL, 2007)



What is going on in children’s brains?



Rethinking the brain

Old thinking

Brain development depends on genes

Experiences before age 3 have limited long-
term impact

Secure relationships with caregivers create 
favourable contexts for development

Brain development is linear with steady 
progress from infancy to adulthood

A toddler’s brain is much less active than 
that of a college student

McCain and Mustard, 1999

New thinking

Genes interact with experiences

Experiences before age 3 alter brain development 
and impact on adult capacities

They create contexts and directly affect how the 
brain is wired

There are sensitive periods for acquiring different 
types of knowledge and skills

By age 3, toddlers brains are twice as active as 
those of adults



From Aitken and Trevarthen

SERVE AND RETURN

Sound
Vision
Smell

Touch
Taste

Concept also from Centre on the Developing Child at Harvard 
University 



Neuron Development



Dr Robin Gibb U of  Lethbridge



Together We Make a 
Difference      Peel VP 
Conference May 2010

But, not
done until
at least age
24 years…

20

Connections are
formed and 
altered
by experience



Graphic courtesy of Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University. Originally published in Nelson, C.A. (1999) Change and continuity in 
neurobehavioral development: lessons from the study of neurobiology and neural plasticity. Infant Behavior and Development, Volume 22(4) 415-429. 
Cited in InBrief: The Science of Early Childhood Development, presentation summary from the National Symposium on Early Childhood Science and 
Policy, Cambridge, MA, June 2008.



TWO BRAINS

The REACTIVE brain–
“the lizard brain” (limbic 
system)

OR
REFLECTIVE Brain ---the 
wizard brain 
(Pre frontal cortex)

Courtesy of Dr. Jean Clinton, McMaster U.



Together We Make a 
Difference      Peel VP 
Conference May 2010



Too much stress

Will go to the REACTIVE 
BRAIN, (amygdala)
Never to Prefrontal 
Cortex,(PFC) the part 
where brain links and 
associates

Courtesy of Dr. Jean Clinton, McMaster U.



Good morning teacher



A Classic SEL 
“Meta-Cognitive” Model
• STOP, CALM DOWN, & THINK before you 

act
• Say the PROBLEM and how you FEEL

• Set a POSITIVE GOAL

• Think of lots of SOLUTIONS

• Think ahead to the CONSEQUENCES

• GO ahead and TRY the BEST PLAN
(CASEL, 2006)



How can social and emotional skills be 
part of the educational mission?

Strength-based approaches

Importance of school climate

The power of relationships



Paradigm shift

Attacking 
Deficits
1950s to 80s

Building 
Strengths
1990s to present



Deficit model
“A deficit model assumes certain knowable norms for youth/family behaviour 

and interaction.  Whatever deviates from these norms is assumed to be 
defective.  Interventions then focus on fixing that which is in need of repair, 
inadvertently reinforcing a focus on dysfunction.”

(Madsen, 1999, p. 22-23)

Examples
“Just Say No” (1980’s program to address substance abuse)
 Most anti-bullying programs
 Prevention of unintended pregnancy



Strength-based models

• children, youth and their families have strengths, resources and the ability to 
recover from adversities

• Interventions focus on developing those strengths in individuals and in their 
environments

• Thus, they are better-prepared when threats to well-being arise

 Examples
 5 Cs of Positive Youth Development
 Search Institute Developmental assets



A strength-based approach
FROM…

Problems

Reaction

Despair

TO…
Opportunities

Proactive behaviour

Hope

31



Mult-tiered Systems of Support



A programmatic vs. embedded approach

implement an external program
Pathways to Alternative Thinking Strategies (PATHS)
Roots of Empathy

Embedding SEL skills into the curriculum
« School-wide social-emotional and behavioural expectations are 
taught and reinforced. »

NS Report on Inclusive Education, 2018, p. 29



Features of successful SEL programs

1. Multi-year
2. focus on several domains (e.g., individual, school, 

and family)
3. school climate is a central focus
4. emphasis on changing behaviour and learning skills

Greenberg, 2001



Effective Strategies are S.A.F.E

Sequential: sequenced activities to achieve skills

Active: interactive forms of learning

Focused: focused on personal or social skills

Explicit: targeting of specific skills



SEL Toolkit



2011 – 2012, one-page survey of 135 schools in 
6 NS school boards
Response rate per board: 39% (13 to 82%)
73% elementary or elementary+middle
Questions:

Types of Programs
How discovered
How evaluated

PEBS not counted in results

Survey of SEL programs in NS Schools



132 initiatives
28 programs
- (multisession with structured content)

44 non-SEL
2 Frameworks (e.g., PEBS)
12 activities (“one-off” educational sessions)

Initiatives identified



Most popular initiatives*
Program # Schools

Second Step 17
Virtues Project 14
Roots of Empathy 11
Options to Anger 7
Lion's Quest 6
Social Learning (SuperFlex) 5
Free to be You 4
Character Bound 2
Go Girls (Big Brothers/Sisters) 2
PATHS 2
Room 14 2
Tribes 2



Issues Addressed by Any Initiative Offered in a 
School

Issue
Total

% 
Emotional Health 83
Healthy Relations 75
Sexuality 90
Bullying 25
Mental Health 30
Substance Use/Abuse 32
Cultural Sensitivity 34
Practical Component 59



Evidence-Based Programs

Program Target
Population Recommendation

PATHS K - 6 STRONG

Second Step K - 8 STRONG

Caring School 
Community K - 6 CONDITIONAL

Roots of Empathy K - 8 CONDITIONAL

The Fourth R Gr 7 - 12 CONDITIONAL



Non Evidence-based Programs

Program Target Population
DARE Gr 5 – 8

Lion’s Quests: Skills for 
Adolescence Gr 6 – 8

Options to Anger* K – 12
Room 14: A Social Language 

Program Gr 1 – 5
   th with anger-management 



Promising Program not reviewed in 2013 
Toolkit

PAX-Good Behavior 
Game
Has been tried in 
Manitoba

Promising program



The Importance of Evaluation

Interventions cost time & money
Could be spent on other activities or resources

Costs must be justified
Intervention should work!

How to justify? 
Through successful evaluation 



How to Evaluate

Gold Standard: Randomized control trial

Quasi-experimental design
(like above but no randomization)

Before-after
(no control or comparison group)



What to count

Self-report questionnaires
Survey tools: Social/emotional skills, school 
climate, bullying/victimization
- Middle Developmental Index

Routinely collected data
Disciplinary referrals/suspensions
- May be useful for tracking overt/severe bullying

Report card data, esp. p. 1
- Several indicators of social skills



Middle Years Development Instrument

Self-report survey for grade 4 & 7 
students
5 areas:

Social and emotional development
School connectedness
School experiences
Physical health & well-being
Constructive use of after-school time



Middle Development Index

Social and emotional development
Empathy, optimism, happiness, pro-social behaviour
- “I helped someone who was hurt”

Connectedness
To adults, home, school, community, peer belonging
- “There is an adult who really cares about me” 
- “When I am with other kids my age, I feel I belong”

School experiences
Academic self-concept, school  supportiveness, school 
belonging,  future goals, experiences with   bullying
- “This school year, how often have  you been bullied 

socially?”



MDI: SOCIAL AND EMOTIONAL LEARNING

Example of a social awareness domain question

“When I see someone being treated mean it bothers 
me”
a. Disagree a lot
b. Disagree a little
c. Don’t agree or disagree
d. Agree a little
e. Agree a lot



How a program worked in a research setting may not 
be the same as in your school
There are no short cuts to measuring SEL
Proxy measures such as disciplinary referrals may give 
some insight (but they are a poor substitute)
Important to build measures of assets (e.g., 
social/emotional skills) into routine data collection)

Evaluation bottom line



How are SEL skills addressed in your province or 
school board?

1. Break into groups according to province then by school board 
or education centre

2. Spend 10 minutes individually researching SEL in your 
jurisdiction. Is it mentioned? Are there any explicit strategies?

1. Explore websites
1. Start with provincial websites
2. Then move to your own board/centre website

2. Write down (from websites or your own experience) SEL 
content and practice



How are SEL skills addressed in your province or 
school board?

1. Discuss as a group (20 minutes):

1. Are SEL skills adequately addressed?

2. What should change?

3. What practical steps can I take when I return?

2. Report to plenary (20-30 minutes)



Thank You

John.LeBlanc@dal.ca

@JohnCLeBlanc

mailto:John.LeBlanc@dal.ca
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