
 

 

New pedagogies for 

social-emotional 
learning: lessons for 

positive education 

The ultimate goal for education is to help all 

students to thrive and flourish. Traditionally 

educators and governments have focused 

solely on academic skills as a measure of both 

their students’ success and their country’s 

educational standards. There is now a growing 

global consensus that student wellbeing and 

student learning go hand in hand to help all 

students thrive.  
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Global goal for education  

For the first time in 2015, indicators of student wellbeing were included in the Program for 

International Student Assessment (PISA), the most widely cited international student 

achievement test. This shift has led to an increased interest in positive education and social-

emotional learning.  

Positive Education  
Positive Education integrates the science of evidence based practices in improving student 

wellbeing with effective educational pedagogy and practices to help students to thrive and 

succeed academically, socially and emotionally (Noble & McGrath 2015, McGrath & Noble, 

2017).  

Social Emotional Learning (SEL) 

Social Emotional Learning is a central component of a student wellbeing program. SEL helps 

students to understand and manage their emotions, set and achieve positive goals, feel and 

show empathy for others, establish and maintain positive relationships and make responsible 

decisions (Collaborative for Academic, Social and Emotional Learning or CASEL in Durlak et 

al. 2011)  

 

Benefits of Social and Emotional Learning  

Reviews of research consistently show that SEL programs have a wide range of positive 

effects. For example, one meta-analysis by CASEL of the outcomes from  over 270,000 

students in kindergarten through 12th grade reported significant effects of SEL programs on 

positive social behaviour and a reduction in conduct problems. This meta-analysis also 

identified an 11 percentile point gain in academic achievement (Durlak et al. 2011). Similarly, 

the academic benefits of well implemented SEL programs were identified in a review of the 

effects of the Australian KidsMatter pilot study. The average academic results of students in 

‘high implementing schools’ were superior by up to six months on national assessments on 

literacy and numeracy (Dix et al. 2012).  

An extension of the CASEL meta-analysis also found that effects on targeted outcomes 

remained significant during follow-up periods that averaged 3.75 years, indicating the lasting 

benefits of SEL interventions. More recent reviews show that well-implemented SEL 

programs promote positive outcomes and reduce negative outcomes among preschool, 

primary and high school students. (Durlak et al. 2015). The magnitude of these effects 

indicates that SEL programs are valuable additions to a school’s curriculum and can help all 

students to thrive and succeed.  

School-based whole school wellbeing and SEL programs commonly focus on three factors:  

1. Improving school culture  

2. Supporting teachers’ pedagogy in teaching SEL skills  

3. Offering SEL curricula that teach specific skills and understandings to all children  

(Greenberg et al. 2017). 
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1. Explicit  

Findings from CASEL have shown that well 

implemented programs that explicitly teach 

specific SEL skills have the most significant 

effect on improving student wellbeing and 

learning (Durlak et al. 2011). This is consistent 

with the findings that the explicit (direct) 

instruction of skills and understandings 

(whether we are talking about literacy, 

numeracy or SEL skills) has one of the most 

significant effects on achieving good student 

learning outcomes.  

The Bounce Back program guides teachers on 

how to explicitly teach SEL skills such as social 

skills and then provides teachers with ways 

their students can practice and transfer the 

skills in classroom and playground activities 

plus take-home tasks to reinforce the skills at 

home. Having opportunities to practice skills is 

one of the essential factors identified as 

important to effective learning by Marzano 

and colleagues (Marzano et al 2001; Beesley & 

Apthorp 2010).  

Drawing on evidence-based pedagogies for 

effective teaching of SEL  

CASEL concluded that well-implemented SEL 

programs that achieve positive social-emotional 

and academic benefits incorporate the following 

four SAFE elements:  

Sequenced,  

Active learning 

Focused 

Explicit 

Understanding why these four elements are so 

vital for significant effect sizes on student 

outcomes will be illustrated by linking to the large 

scale meta-analyses of effective teaching and 

learning pedagogies by Hattie (2011) and 

Marzano (Marzano et al 2001; Beesley & 

Apthorp 2010).  

Examples of these four elements in action will be 

provided by drawing on the social and emotional 

learning program Bounce Back Wellbeing and 

Resilience program (McGrath & Noble 2017, 

2011). Bounce Back was first published in 2003 

as the world’s first positive education program.  

 

TLN, AEU and IEU bringing you professional development       35 



 

 

2. Sequenced 

For practice to impact positively on 

learning it must be overt and 

sequenced appropriately and students 

must be provided with opportunities 

to adjust their behaviour based on 

feedback. Research by CASEL 

concluded that a sequenced program 

is a critical element in the effective 

teaching of SEL skills.  

As a whole school program, Bounce 

Back sequences the teaching of SEL 

skills in 10 curriculum units from 

kindergarten to grade 6. Interviews 

with schools who had been 

implementing the program for up to 

12 years found that this sequencing of 

skills was one of the most important 

factors that contributed to it being 

teacher-friendly (Noble & McGrath 

2017), as illustrated by the following 

comments:  

the organisation of the units is really, 
really helpful, especially for teachers 
who have never really taught most of 
these skills before and its 
developmental sequence of units 
(across all 3 Teacher resource books) 
is really helpful 

The best thing is the structure of the 
program and the lessons that develop 
competency and social and emotional 
skills across years 

A sequenced approach to teaching 

SEL across a whole school provides 

many opportunities for multiple 

exposures and spaced practice of the 

skills through the primary years (0.71 

effect size, Hattie 2009). These 

factors then lead to a deeper 

understanding by all students and 

teachers of the skills that contribute 

to their wellbeing and resilience.  

3. Active forms of learning  

The CASEL data showed that teachers’ 

use of a variety of active forms of 

learning helps students to master new 

SEL skills and attitudes. Hattie explains 

that, visible teaching relates to teachers 

as activators, as deliberate change agents 

and as directors of learning. According to 

Hattie  teacher effectiveness is less about 

the content of the curricula and more 

about the strategies teachers use to 

implement the curriculum so that 

students progress upwards through the 

curricula content.  

Marzano’s work highlights teachers’ use 

of non-linguistic representations of the 

content as an essential element in 

effective teaching and a robust strategy 

for actively improving student learning.  

For example, Bounce Back makes the 

learning of SEL skills active by using 

graphic organisers as scaffolds for 

learning such as the BOUNCE BACK 

acronym of 10 coping statements, the 

Dos and Don’ts charts for social skills, 

drama activities like reader’s theatre and 

role plays, and educational games and 

quizzes for reinforcing what has been 

learned.  

Marzano’s meta-analysis involving nearly 

5000 students over multiple grades 

found a composite effect size of g=0.49 

for nonlinguistic representations. This 

means an average student performing at 

the 50th percentile would be expected to 

perform at the 69th percentile when 

exposed to active forms of learning. 

Cooperative learning strategies are 

another type of active forms of learning 

that are robust ways to explicitly teach 

social skills and build positive peer 

relationships as well as achieve good 

academic outcomes.  
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Marzano and colleagues reported a 

composite effect size of 0.73 on 

student learning for cooperative 

learning (Beesley & Apthorp 2010).  

Bounce Back includes a range of 

cooperative teaching strategies such 

as Team Coaching and Cooperative 

Heads Together where students learn 

to take responsibility for their own 

and their teammates’ learning plus 

collaborative problem solving 

(thinking) tools such as Ten Thinking 

Tracks and Cooperative Controversy 

which encourage students to think 

and discuss curriculum issues 

critically, creatively, empathetically 

and ethically in small groups. These 

strategies and tools facilitate student 

voice and the development of problem 

solving skills and responsible decision 

making.   

4. Focused  

A focused approach to teaching is a clear 

understanding by the teacher of the personal and 

social skills they are teaching through their chosen SEL 

program (Durlak et al. 2011). Both Hattie and Marzano 

highlight the importance of teachers’ focused feedback 

to students, so students understand the necessary 

changes they need to make to improve their learning.  

The most effective feedback (effect size 0.56 Hattie, 

2009): 

1. is related to a specific goal or objective (e.g. 

how to conduct an interesting 

conversation, how to be a good winner or 

loser, how to write a good book review)  

2. is timely  

3. includes feedback to students about what 

they did well, and what they need to do next 

time to make it better  

Teachers’ assessments of what students know and 

don’t know, based on their understanding of the skills 

and understandings they are explicitly teaching, is 

critical to teachers adjusting their teaching to make it 

more powerful and effective (Hattie, 2009). Goals 

without success criteria or clarity as to when and how 

students know they are successful are often too vague 

to serve the purpose of enhancing learning (Hattie & 

Timperley, 2007 p.88).  

To assist teachers to clarify specific learning goals the 

introduction to each Bounce Back unit provides a 

concise list of the key skills and understandings that 

are encapsulated in the unit’s lesson activities. 

Students are also encouraged to provide feedback to 

their peers (for example in cooperative learning 

groups) as well as set their own personalised and 

learning goals and self-assess by monitoring their own 

progress in achieving their goals.  

Teachers are encouraged to reinforce student effort 

(as part of the development of a growth mindset) on 

mastering skills rather than only recognising ability. 

Marzano et al (2001) reported a composite effect size 

of 0.80 when combining studies on teachers 

reinforcing student effort and providing effective 

feedback.   
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AITSL Standards 

Reading and reflecting on this article is a 

professional learning activity aligned with 

AITSL Standards: 

3.2.2 Plan, structure and sequence learning programs 

3.3.2 Use teaching strategies  

3.4.2 Select and use resources 

Conclusion 

At the heart of good education is effective teaching so children can learn and apply the 

skills they are being taught. Explicitly teaching social-emotional skills is just as important 

as teaching literacy and numeracy skills. These skills help all students thrive and cope 

well with today’s complex challenges. Positive education relies heavily on the science of 

positive psychology. To be effective in teaching the social-emotional skills and 

understandings to school age children that will contribute to their wellbeing and 

resilience it is imperative that those working within a Positive Education context draw 

on the science of effective teaching and learning. Large scale meta-analyses of effective 

pedagogy have provided practical teaching and learning guidelines to guide teachers in 

supporting students to thrive both academically and social-emotionally.  
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