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A

positive social and emotional climate in the

physical education classroom allows for students
to communicate and interact in beneficial ways.
Zins, Weissberg, Wang and Walberg (2004) described social and emotional learning (SEL) as a
process through which students are able to better manage their
emotions, feelings, and care and concern for others, as well as solve
problems and have positive peer relationships. Ang and Penney
(2013) suggested that negative feelings associated with physical education, such as feelings of failure during sport and activity, need
to be validated and taught. Ang and Penney specifically suggested
that the educator use confidence-building strategies throughout the
learning process. For example, a physical educator should teach
coping techniques such as taking deep breaths and make encouraging comments during game play so that students can respond and
participate appropriately. Positive peer interactions are necessary
for academic and career success (Weissberg & Cascarino, 2013).
Without proper classroom management and opportunities to learn
and practice these skills, students may find some activities and
games challenging, and therefore might not be successful.
This article provides physical educators with principles and
guidelines for developing, implementing and assessing effective
strategies for promoting SEL within physical education (PE) programs. Using the five core competencies of SEL as described by the
Collaborative for Academic, Social and Emotional Learning (CASEL, 2016a), teachers can create and nurture a positive, studentcentered environment in PE programs.

What Is Social and Emotional Learning?
The rigors of the present-day curriculum can be challenging for
many students. Since the 1970s, pressures to compete economically and to close the achievement gap have led to an increase in

what is expected from all teachers and the curriculum they deliver
(Manna & Harwood, 2011). Teachers make attempts to teach the
necessary skills while meeting the increasing demands of public
education to pass standardized tests, deal with classroom management, and handle other workload issues (Kyriacou & Kunc,
2007; Roehrig, Pressley, & Talotta, 2002). These demands create
a stressful environment for teachers that can have a negative effect
on SEL. Similar stress and pressure can be felt by the students as
well. Morales and Guerra (2006) and Ozer (2005) described how
students might act out, become agitated, and feel anxious and frustrated when pressured by teachers or schoolwork. Teachers and
school leaders are tasked with establishing a safe emotional environment that is challenging but developmentally appropriate for
students, with the goal of increasing academic achievement. This
is important for all educators in the school building, not just the
physical educator; however, it is clear that the activities that take
place in physical education may elicit different emotions and feelings than those in the academic classroom.
Empathy, problem solving, the ability to persevere, and the ability to manage one’s emotions are critical skills for students to learn.
Students can learn these skills by observing an appropriate model,
such as the teacher, a parent, or a classmate. Students require repeated practice and specific corrective feedback, and they need to
revisit these skills on a regular basis so that learning can take place.
For example, students may hear instructions about how to perform a basketball layup and watch a demonstration performed by
the teacher or classmate. However, in order to become proficient,
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the student should be provided with various learning experiences
to practice this skill. When practicing these skills, teachers can enhance a student’s ability to learn and perform more successfully by
creating an emotionally safe classroom environment that acknowledges student capabilities through targeted, positive feedback in
addition to specific corrective feedback. A positive learning environment can help students feel better about themselves and motivate them to keep learning and to be successful. How students
perceive themselves could potentially affect their ability to learn.
Therefore, it is critical that physical educators provide an environment that fosters the necessary skills for developing students’ emotional growth, to motivate them to keep learning and to cultivate
a positive self-concept.

What Are the Benefits and Outcomes of Social
and Emotional Learning?
School outcomes that have concentrated on SEL are: positive social behavior, fewer conduct referrals, positive emotional
health, and academic success (CASEL, 2017). When a student
can control his or her emotions, is patient to persevere through a
problem, and shows genuine care and concern for self and others,
he or she can and will embrace the learning required to achieve
these outcomes.

How educators teach and foster the skills of SEL can be described by CASEL (2016b) through the use of five identifying skills
referred to as the “five core competencies of social and emotional
learning.” In the physical education setting the five core competencies are taught in the affective domain, as seen by a student
persevering while learning scarf juggling, controlling one’s emotions during competitive game play, and demonstrating awareness
of and support for other classmates’ differences. The attainment of
these skills provides for success not only in the PE setting, but in
everyday life.

The Five Core Competencies of Social and
Emotional Learning
Social and emotional learning includes the necessary skills, behaviors and attitudes that students need to effectively develop their
affective, cognitive and social behavior. There is no better place
to develop these skills than in the physical education classroom.
Every day, physical educators are recreating an authentic environment through game play, motor skill challenges, and positive interactions with peers. There are five core competencies of SEL that
addresses the various essential skills for students to be successful in
physical education — and in life. The five competencies of SEL are
(1) self-awareness, (2) self-management, (3) responsible decision-
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academic choices they make, how long they will persist
on tasks (Zimmerman, 2000), and whether or not they
will ask for help during assignments (Ryan, Gheen, &
Midgley, 1998).
In order to teach self-awareness in the physical education setting, teachers must use concept-based learning that is meaningful and purposeful, and that provides
real-life connections for their students. Concept-based
learning is a teaching approach that focuses on teaching the “big picture” instead of only the foundational
skills of a unit of instruction in order to bring real-world
meaning to students’ learning. For example, teaching the
concept of “open space” in physical education is crucial to success in any sport or activity that requires the
player to receive a pass from a teammate. Without an
understanding of why one needs to be in an open area,
how to move to the open location, and how to change
direction and speed, the student will not receive a pass.
This, in turn, means the student will not be successful in
helping his or her team to win the game. Learning the
concept of open space provides a larger idea, or “the big
picture,” to the student, allowing him or her to be successful in the task at hand, which has a positive effect on
his or her behavior.
Self-management. Self-management is the ability
to effectively control one’s thoughts, emotions and behaviors in diverse and/or difficult situations (CASEL,
2016a). This would include managing stress, controlling impulses, and attaining personal and academic
goals. Students’ capacity to regulate their emotions affects student memory and the cognitive resources they
use on academic tasks (Gross, 2002), not to mention the
cognitive skills learned in physical education. Academic
self-regulation has important implications for student
motivation in the classroom, as well as the learning
strategies that students use to master material in physical education (Clearly & Zimmerman, 2004). This may
include the student’s ability to remain calm when his or
her score is less than the opponent’s score. In another
instance, it may be evident when the student manages
his or her thoughts when problem-solving a strategy to
succeed in a close game, or keeps emotions focused and
calm during challenging tasks such as learning how to
spin a plate on a wooden dowel in a circus unit. Regardless of the task, self-management is crucial to the success
of the student throughout the learning process.
Self-management in physical education can be taught and modeled in an older elementary or middle school team sport unit. The
teacher could begin by discussing the socially appropriate behaviors when a team wins or loses. Let students know that it is okay
to feel happy when a team works hard, plays by the rules, and wins
the contest. Validate those feelings of winning! Also validate the
feelings of disappointment when a team does not win. Perhaps this
team also worked hard and played by the rules but did not win.
Feelings of sadness and disappointment are normal and appropriate given the circumstances. However, regardless of the win or loss,
uncontrollable sobbing, screaming, name calling, bragging, or any
type of over-celebration would not be appropriate. Discussing the
feelings and emotions involved when engaged in a competitive situation can open discussion among students regarding their own experiences and can provide for a safe environment to explore those

making, (4) relationship management, and (5) social awareness.
These skills are critical in the development of the whole child and
for fostering their overall success. When students develop socialemotional competencies, they are more capable of seeking help
when needed, managing their own emotions, and problem-solving
difficult situations (Romasz, Kantor, & Elias, 2004). According to
CASEL (2016b), a wide range of research has shown that SEL can
be effectively promoted by teachers in all academic areas and can
produce positive results.
Self-awareness. Self-awareness is the ability to identify, describe and understand one’s own thoughts and emotions and the
potential effect they may have on one’s behavior (CASEL, 2016a).
This consists of accurately evaluating one’s strengths and limitations and having a well-grounded sense of sanguinity. Students’
beliefs about their own strengths and weaknesses influence the
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feelings. Showing short video clips of professional competitions
modeling appropriate, as well as inappropriate, behaviors can also
help students to engage in conversations regarding the ability to
self-regulate their emotions and actions during competitive times.
At the end of each class the teacher can use an exit slip to ask
students how they expressed themselves appropriately through
their behavior or words, what was challenging when managing
their emotions, if they met their goal of how to behave when their
team was winning or losing, or how the competition affected their
emotions. These exit slips can be placed in a journal to be used as
an affective assessment at the end of the unit. Self-regulation in
this instance would provide opportunities for students to set goals,
self-regulate, and self-correct to foster improvement. Providing opportunities for students to engage in activities where they must be
able to control feelings of excitement or frustration, as well as being safe in order to succeed and enjoy the activities, can help teach
the skill of self-regulation.
Responsible Decision-making. Responsible decision-making is
the ability to make appropriate and respectful choices about personal behavior and social interactions based on the consideration
of ethical standards, safety concerns, social norms, and the wellbeing of self and others (CASEL, 2016a). Responsible decisionmaking can be used to foster problem solving with students as a
management strategy. This competency includes students’ capacity to identify problems and to develop appropriate solutions to
those problems, whether they are social or academic (Payton et al.,
2000).
In order to teach responsible decision-making in the physical
education setting, teachers must provide opportunities for students
to become self-motivated and self-reliant and to take responsibility
for their decisions. This can be accomplished in a small-group activity during which students collaborate with one another to solve
a problem. One method of attaining that goal is to teach students
how to modify an activity or game in order to increase the amount
of physical activity. This involves raising the awareness of physical
activity, learning the benefits of movement and exercise, and, most
importantly, utilizing the skills of responsible decision-making in
the process. The goal of physical educators is to ensure that students are moving during the majority of the time they spend in PE.
For instance, the goal of the lesson could be to modify a traditional baseball game to increase physical activity. Students wearing
pedometers can track step counts while playing one full inning of
a traditional baseball game. Step counts can be recorded, including
the position or role that the student played during that activity.
Next, students can work in small groups to come up with ideas to
increase the amount of physical activity. This process can be utilized
by using Vasil’s (2001) ABCDE model, which involves assessing
the problem, brainstorming alternative solutions, considering the
consequences of each, deciding and acting, and evaluating the consequences. When integrating this model into the physical education
example, students would be reminded of the steps in the ABCDE
model as they begin to create changes to the existing baseball activity. After students have decided on the changes, they will again
play one full inning and record their step counts. Students will then
compare the step counts of both baseball activities to see whether
or not the modified game increased the amount of physical activity. At the conclusion of the class students will present their findings. Vasil’s (2001) activity can be found at http://www.pecentral.
org/lessonideas/ViewLesson.asp?ID=1271#.WJZ6xRSlK7A.
Relationship Management. Relationship management is the
ability to form and maintain healthy and rewarding relationships
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with various individuals and/or groups (CASEL, 2016a). This
competency includes the ability to communicate clearly, cooperate, actively listen, avoid inappropriate social pressure, negotiate
conflict, and seek and/or offer help when necessary. In physical
education, relationship management would teach students to work
cooperatively and collaborate, and would infuse their individual
interests in an effort to build strong, positive relationships that foster community building. Implementing cooperative challenges in
the physical education setting is a great way to develop relationship skills and management by teaching students how to cooperate, collaborate and build a sense of community.
Examples of physical challenges that would require cooperation
are activities in which a group attempts to work together to successfully get each member over a wall, cross a “lava-filled lake,”
or transport themselves through a “black hole.” Using the skills
of active listening or communication in group activities such as
these will help to form and maintain healthy and rewarding relationships, which directly ties into good relationship skills and how
one manages effective relationships. The teacher thus provides an
environment for students to learn how to work as a team to solve a
problem using their minds and bodies. Glover and Midura (1992)
provided several books for physical educators about this topic and
encouraged each student to play various social roles such as the
leader, the follower, the encourager, or the summarizer. This provides an opportunity for all students to make a contribution to
their community and build relationships. Without requiring students to successfully communicate, collaborate and develop positive peer relationships, these cooperative tasks will be unsuccessful, and students will be less able to manage their relationships
outside of physical education.
Social Awareness. Social awareness is the ability to embrace
diversity by recognizing, understanding and appreciating the similarities and differences among individuals and groups (CASEL,
2016a). Social awareness allows students to be accepting of various perspectives and to empathize with others from diverse backgrounds and cultures, as well as to understand social and ethical
norms. Social awareness can be taught in physical education by
providing opportunities to problem solve through movement in
ways that allow for the use of creativity, self-expression and cooperation. Sensory activities provide a kinesthetic response through
the use of stimuli in creating and/or exploring movement sequences
and patterns. However, the teaching of CASEL’s social awareness is
just one way to address personal and social responsibility in physical education. A quality and developmentally appropriate physical
education program should incorporate the teaching of personal
and social responsibility whenever possible or applicable throughout the curriculum and through the use of a variety of concepts.
A multicultural dance unit with elementary students is one
example of how to teach social awareness in physical education.
The teacher can create diverse groups of students, mixing genders
and ethnicities, and can ask students to create a dance sequence
related to a particular culture. Students would first research the
geographic location of the culture, discover how the citizens in
that area of the world live, and watch videos of popular dances
of that culture using their smartphones or an iPad provided. The
students can be assessed on the creation of their dance based on
changes in level, changes in direction, types of movement, and the
ability to remain on count. Students should create their dance and
also provide a short narrative in writing of the culture of the dance
assigned. Refer to Figure 1 for an example of an assessment for a
multicultural dance.

Creative Scarf Dance Project
Grade 5
1. Scarf dance will be created in small groups.
2. Dance must have 4 eight counts equaling 32 counts.
Sequence must repeat.
3. Dance must have at least 4 different movements.
4. Dance must include a direction change (body).
5. Dance must include a level change (scarf).
6. Dance must incorporate more than one body part (hips,
hands, arm movements).
7. Dance must have a starting position and an ending
position (quiet & still).
8. Partners must do movements in synchronicity.
9. Dance should be done to the beat of the music.

Gr. 5 Scarf Dance Project
Group Members:
1. ___________________
2. ___________________
3. ___________________
4. ___________________
5. ___________________
What country is this dance from? _________________________
Describe the choreography in each 8 count and note any
changes in level, direction, body parts and/or speed.
First 8 count
Second 8 count

10. Scarf movements should be big and bold, off the body,
and with air flowing through the scarf.

Third 8 count

11. Dancers must demonstrate effort, enthusiasm and
organization in the performance.

Fourth 8 count

12. Dance will be performed at the end of several practice
sessions for a final grade.
13. Submit a five-paragraph essay detailing what the group
has researched about the assigned dance. Pay close
attention to the culture, the attire, the daily eating habits
and any other information your group found interesting.

Rating Sheet
(worth 10 points each)
Starting position
Four movements
Level change
Direction change
Body parts

_____
_____
_____
_____
_____

Synchronicity
_____
To the beat
_____
Ending position _____
Stage presence
_____
Level of difficulty _____

Figure 1.
Grade 5 multicultural scarf dance assessment
Modified with permission from Kelly Smith (2013)

Why Promote Social and Emotional Learning
in PE?
The social-emotional climate is the backbone of the physical education program (Gagnon, 2016). Promoting students’ SEL in PE
can help develop an appreciation for the importance of movement
in their daily lives and can provide students with opportunities to
improve their social interaction skills. Social-emotional learning
in the PE setting should begin in preschool and continue through
high school, addressing clearly specified grade-level outcomes that
are developmentally appropriate (Denham, 2006). A unique aspect of the PE curriculum is that it allows for many opportunities
to develop various interpersonal and collaborative skills, such as
communication, responsibility, decision-making, and goal-setting
skills. Movement is a powerful means of learning, and by engaging in physical activity students can practice and develop a variety
of these personal, social and cognitive skills. Additionally, physical education can create opportunities for leadership, cooperation,
teamwork and other strategies to help them manage individual
challenges (Ishee & Mchale, 2002).

Research has suggested that a systematic focus on SEL and
well-being in educational settings is associated not only with reduced levels of disruptive behavior (Howie, Beets, & Pate, 2014;
Mahar, 2011; Mahar et al., 2006), increased student engagement,
and improved academic achievement during the school years (Rasberry, Lee, & Robin, 2011), but also better outcomes in adult life
(Schweinhart, 2004).
Skills are best learned in physical education when they are embedded throughout the curriculum and revisited (Graham, Holt/
Hale, & Parker, 2013) through a combination of experiences.
For teaching appropriate learning activities/tasks given the social-emotional levels of particular students/classes, it is suggested
to provide a variety of active forms of learning. Teachers need to
teach specific skills, reteach the skills, model the skills, provide
specific and corrective feedback, and then provide students plenty
of time to practice the skills. For example, students can be taught
the five competencies of SEL by using scripted role-plays that
focus on specific skills such as communication, problem solving
or responsible decision-making. These can be done within the
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context of a skill-based PE lesson by implementing Glover and
Midura’s (1992) cooperative-learning teaching strategy, which
incorporates the assignment of various roles to each student. For
more information regarding the use of this technique, refer to
the book Team Building through Physical Challenges (Glover &
Midura, 1992). This teaching strategy allows for all students to
develop leadership, problem-solving and empathy skills related
to SEL. Once students have demonstrated the ability to use these
skills in various situations, teachers can then provide opportunities for the application of the skills in a variety of games and
physical activities.
Activities should be adapted to the specific needs of the students
and should be linked to the goals and outcomes of the physical
education program. These types of activities and experiences will

foster healthy social-emotional development for all types of learners and will serve them well not only in school, but throughout
their lives. By incorporating SEL into PE programs, students can
learn to recognize and manage their emotions, establish healthy
relationships, set positive goals, meet personal and social needs,
make responsible decisions, and solve problems. Table 1 provides
various suggested activities and assessments that could be utilized
to incorporate each of the core competencies of SEL into the physical education setting — for example, using teaching cues to raise
self-awareness during peer interaction or providing opportunities
for self-assessment, personal choice, or goal setting when teaching
self-management.
Physical education teachers have a unique opportunity to affect
the positive development of their students, not only through the

Table 1.
Application of Social-Emotional Learning Competencies in Physical Education
SEL Core Competency

Teaching Strategies and Activities

Self-awareness
Life skills taught through physical
education, such as respect of
self and others, team building,
and critical/creative thinking.

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Hellison’s (2003) teaching personal and social responsibility model
Spatial awareness (personal and general space)
Mindfulness activities
Tag games
Cooperative activities
Team building
Teaching cues that raise self-awareness with peer interaction
Multi-player games requiring the use of positive interpersonal skills
Self-assessment
Personal choice, creating

Self-management
Skills that help students adhere
to healthy lifestyles such as
regular physical activity.

•
•
•
•

Self-assessment
Personal choice
Goal setting
Self-monitoring (demonstrate self-management strategies during
physical activity)
Social support/interaction
Authentic game application
Intrinsic motivation
Critical thinking
Challenge, conflict or risk taking

•
•
•
•
•
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Responsible Decision-making
Skills in physical activities that
apply the value of decisionmaking and analyzing the
effectiveness of competitiveness.

• Respecting others’ or teacher’s decisions when playing a game
• Group situations that allow students to be part of a team and work
with others
• Outdoor activities that test and develop students’ physical, social
and personal skills

Relationship Management
Skills in physical education that
help form and maintain healthy
and rewarding relationships with
various individuals and/or groups.

•
•
•
•
•

Social Awareness
Skills in physical education
that help individuals to work
collaboratively, cohesively and
constructively.

• Group situations that allow students to be part of a team and work
with others
• Partner or group discussions
• Activities that build trust and develop mutual obligation among
students (e.g., rock climbing)
• Games that build community
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Games that teach conflict resolution
Games that develop cooperation
Community building
Games that teach taking turns
Games that allow students to practice kindness

Authentic
Assessments
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Self-evaluation
Peer observation
Portfolio
Project
Homework
Checklist/rubric
Poster creation
Game creation
Game observation
Journal writing
Written exam
Video
presentation
• Teacher
observation

content they teach, but also through the social interactions and
relationships they develop — including how they manage student
behavior and model social and emotional competencies (Yoder,
2014). Quality physical educators are most likely already utilizing instructional strategies that can easily support positive learning
environments, social-emotional learning, and academic learning.
Examples of these instructional practices might include:
1. Classroom-management strategies that are developmentally
appropriate for students and that motivate them to want to behave
in the classroom;
2. The use of teacher language that encourages student effort
and performance;
3. Providing opportunities for students to make responsible decisions about their work and creating an environment where they
can provide meaningful input to the content;
4. Providing cooperative learning opportunities with specific
instructional tasks where students are actively working with their
peers toward a common goal aligned with the content in a meaningful manner;
5. The use of balanced instruction that includes both teachercentered and student-centered instruction so students learn directly
about the material and engage with the material;
6. Strategies for building proficiency that can foster SEL by integrating various social-emotional competencies into each element
of the lesson.
Employing SEL throughout the physical education curriculum
can be easily accomplished through the use of appropriate instructional practices and strategies such as these. Ideally, all quality
educators should implement the strategies recommended in this
article on a regular basis in order to foster positive learning environments, social-emotional competencies, and academic learning
for all students.
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