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From Playdates to the Board Room:  
SEL Skills for Life
When my daughter Hanna was about 8, 
I found her in her backyard playhouse 
with a friend. They were sitting in two 
child-sized Adirondack chairs with some 
yarn.  I asked what they were up to and my 
daughter replied, “Knitting for charity.” It 
was such an unexpected answer, and I was 
both touched and proud. Fast-forward more 
than a decade, and I can look back at that 
memory and understand the slew of social-
emotional skills that she was drawing on: 
perspective-taking, empathy, emotional 
recognition, and so on.

Most parents can think of tender moments 
when their baby laughed, their toddler had her first play date, or their child did something kind for 
another person.  We think of these moments as sweet and touching, but we often don’t recognize them 
for the significant developmental milestones they signify. Like learning to walk or learning to read, these 
social-emotional competencies develop over time, step by step, based on children’s developing abilities 
and caregiver support.

At this point, the evidence is fairly conclusive — social-emotional development and learning (SEL) are 
critical for school and life success and satisfaction. If we want children to do well and be happy, these 
competencies are the key.  Further, understanding the path of social-emotional development is crucial. 

Too often, we have inappropriate expectations for young children, such as expecting them to manage 
disappointment easily or share all the time. Let’s face it: We can’t even do this consistently as adults.  
And we miss opportunities to intentionally teach and scaffold this development every day.  From the 
moment a child steps (or crawls or is carried) into a classroom, there are plentiful opportunities to build 
nurturing and secure relationships — the foundation of all development and what we call Prime Times 
at Bright Horizons® — and help them develop age-appropriate social skills, learn about emotions, 
and discover how to handle them. When all of this is happening, challenging behaviors are drastically 
reduced!

The importance of social-emotional skills and the companion set of self-regulation skills cannot be over-
stated. They are the not-so-secret ingredient behind every successful child and adult.  In the pages of this 
edition of Spark, you will learn more about typical social-emotional development, gather ideas for daily 
development, and expand your knowledge of ways to respond to challenges that teach new skills.  Each 
child deserves our collective commitment to continually improve our teaching skills. Bonus: You might 
even learn a trick or two to apply in your own life.

Follow Rachel on Facebook   
@RachelRobertsonBH

Your partner in teaching and learning,

 
Rachel Robertson 
VP, Education and Development
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“Social-emotional skills are considered to be some of  
the most essential skills for our future learners, leaders, and 
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Abraham Maslow introduced the idea of a hierarchy of needs in the 1960s. He believed 
that children (and adults) must have their basic needs of emotional and physical security met 
before they can move on to higher levels of feeling, thinking, and living, including self-esteem, 
love, bonding, and self-actualization, or reaching one’s potential. 

A simple way to think about it 
is to remember this: happy 
children are children who 
can learn. Since the 1960s, 
numerous researchers have 
confirmed Maslow’s ideas and 
expanded on them. We now know 
with certainty that children need 
nurturing relationships, safety, 
and security to thrive. 

When children’s basic physical 
and emotional needs aren’t 
met, their minds and bodies 
react with a fight or flight 
response. They are literally 
unable to focus, learn, or forge 
relationships. 

When children are valued, 
protected, and nurtured, they 
feel safe to learn and grow. 
They can become securely 
attached to their families and 
care providers and forge loving 
relationships. They can develop 
empathy and go on to become 
productive adults. They have a 
strong foundation of resilience 
and critical thinking that allows 
them to overcome challenges and 
solve problems. 

Everything that happens in a classroom 
supports or takes away from social-emotional 
development. Social-emotional development 
isn’t a separate part of the curriculum or 
something that happens occasionally. Our 
primary concern around social-emotional 
development isn’t about behavior management; 
it’s about offering children the very best chance 
at healthy social-emotional growth.

At Bright Horizons, 
nurturing healthy  

social-emotional development  
is the foundation of  

our work. If we don’t get  
this right, nothing else  

we do will matter.

Healthy social- 
emotional growth: 

 f Increased happiness 
 f Less anxiety or frustration
 f Better relationships
 f Improved learning in all areas

What Children Need
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Social-Emotional Development:  
A Continuum

Think about how an infant develops physically. Young babies first lift their heads, roll 
over, and then sit up. Later, they gain control of their limbs — grabbing toys, picking up food, 
crawling, and finally walking. All this happens within the first 12 to 14 months of life for most 
children — a remarkably brief period of time. The process unfolds in a gentle, gradual sequence. 

Social-emotional skills emerge in a similarly predictable fashion, but they’re harder to see — and 
perhaps harder to understand. We sometimes expect young children to do more than they’re 
realistically able. But as educators, we must understand social-emotional development and know 
how to nurture it. 

This chart outlines some other areas of social-emotional development.   

AG E  G R O U P W H AT  F R I E N D S H I P S  
L O O K  L I K E H OW  W E  C A N  H E L P

Infant
Show interest in peers.

Play side-by-side, not collaboratively. 

Respond to children quickly. 

Build trust and security.

Play games, laugh, and enjoy time 
together. 

Toddler
Moving toward collaborative play.

Don’t share materials or take turns 
conversationally. 

Model back-and-forth conversation. 

Show interest in children’s  
thoughts and feelings.

Preschoolers
Can share materials. 

Can take turns in conversation. 

Beginning to empathize.

Demonstrate back-and-forth play. 

Model sharing. Encourage  
collaborative work. 

Offer help in resolving conflict. 

School-Age
Children

Can collaborate and extend play.

Understand concepts of fairness. 

Can create games with rules.

Can relate to another’s perspective. 

Model and have discussions about 
conversational turn-taking, showing 

empathy, and resolving conflict. 

Offer opportunities for  
collaborative play. 

One Example: How Friendships Develop
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Social-Emotional Development  By Age

I N FA N T T O D D L E R
 

  Expresses a variety of emotions.

Responds to the cries of other infants  
by crying themselves.

Responds with pleasure to nurturing care. 

Shows interest in another child’s emotions.

Begins to learn about sharing.

Responds with empathy to a child who  
is sad or hurt.

Sees others as distinct and separate.

P R E S C H O O L S C H O O L  AG E

Recognizes and names emotions.
Understands that another child can feel differently 

than they do.
Looks to adults to know how to handle situations.

Comforts friends in distress.
Uses black-and-white thinking, but beginning  

to understand others’ perspectives.
Shares with peers.

Uses role-playing to learn about emotions.
Responds to guidance.

 
 

Values fairness.

 Can consider another’s perspective.

Understands abstract concepts.

Shows more self-control over  
emotional reactions.

Consider ways that you might support children in each area. As you read the magazine, 
watch for other ideas and refer back to this chart. 
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 In this issue, you’ll read a lot about children’s healthy social-emotional development as 
a primary goal at Bright Horizons, and you’ll learn about CSEFEL’s Pyramid Model, a 
simple, effective approach to nurturing social-emotional growth. 

CSEFEL and the Pyramid Model
The Center on the Social and Emotional Foundations for Early Learning (CSEFEL) at Vanderbilt University 
developed the Pyramid Model to describe a simple, yet profoundly effective, framework for addressing social-
emotional learning. The framework relies on four levels of teaching practice to support children, even those 
with persistent behavioral challenges, in a classroom setting:

The Pyramid Model:  
A Targeted Approach

According to CSEFEL, “when the  
three lower levels of the pyramid are 

in place, only about four percent of the 
children in a classroom or program will 

require more intensive support  
(Sugai et al. 2000).” This knowledge is 

empowering because it gives  
teachers the keys to make  

positive change. 

This issue of Spark focuses 
on the social-emotional 
aspects of the Pyramid 
Model — targeting  
levels two, three,  
and four* which  
are related to  
social-emotional  
development. 

*The fifth 
level, intensive 

intervention, is 
beyond the scope 
of this magazine. 

Please see Caring 
Matters for more 

information.

Intensive 
individualized
interventions

High quality  
supportive environments

Nurturing and responsive relationships

Teacher knowledge of children’s development

Targeted social  
emotional supports
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Social-emotional Skills for Adults

“Teachers often report feeling ill-equipped to meet the 
needs of children with challenging behavior and frustrated 
in their attempts to develop safe and nurturing classroom 
environments. These teachers spend much of their time 
addressing the behaviors of a few children, leaving little time to 
support the development and learning of the other children.

Increasing evidence suggests that an effective approach to 
addressing problem behavior is the adoption of a model that 
focuses on promoting social-emotional development, providing 
support for children’s appropriate behavior, and preventing 
challenging behavior (1).”   

We know social-emotional development is important, but what is it exactly? It’s helpful to 
first think about all the social-emotional skills adults need to function successfully in life, 
such as the ability to: 

 fRecognize, identify, understand, and manage our emotional states.

 fUnderstand, empathize with, or accept another’s point of view (theory of mind). 

 fForm attachments to significant people in our lives, make friends, and nurture and care for 
one another. 

 fUse reason and logic to make decisions.

 fDelay gratification, e.g., wait to buy something until we can afford it. 

 fFollow rules established for health, safety, and the common good. 

 fContribute to society in productive ways. 

 fSet healthy boundaries for our well-being and the well-being of those around us. We 
don’t run over others and we don’t allow others to run over us. We respect ourselves and 
everyone else. 

 fSolve conflict through self-reflection, dialogue, and compromise. 

It’s fairly obvious that without these skills, adults will have difficulty in their college 
experiences, careers, relationships, and life, but these skills don’t develop overnight. They 
grow through many years and their foundation starts in early childhood. 

The Benefits of Focusing on  
Social-emotional Learning
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Why It Matters:  
Long-Term Effects 

The Five  
Components of  
Social-Emotional 
Learning

Social-emotional development sometimes takes a backseat as teachers feel pressure to offer 
more “academic” learning. But social-emotional learning is the foundation that allows for 
success in all other areas of life.

All of the components of SEL learning are critical for later success in school, life, and relationships. In 
one of the most comprehensive studies to date, researchers reviewed 213 studies detailing the effects of 
SEL programs. They discovered that (at-risk) students participating in SEL programs had:

 fAn 11 percentile point gain in academic performance over those students who did not participate  
in an SEL program.

 fBetter attitudes about themselves, each other, and school.

 fImproved behavior.

 fIncreased ability to handle life challenges and stress (2). 

Several other studies have found that children who participate in SEL programs are less likely as adults 
to engage in risky behavior, require public assistance, be arrested for violent acts, or have psychiatric 
problems. 

References: 1. Fox, Lisa, et al. “The Teaching Pyramid: A Model for Promoting Social Competence and Preventing Challenging Behavior in Young Children.” July, 2003. Young Children. 
Washington, D.C.: NAEYC. Retrieved at http://csefel.vanderbilt.edu/resources/inftodd/mod4/4.7.pdf 2. Gunn, Jennifer. “The Real and Lasting Impacts of Social-Emotional Learning With 
At-Risk Students.” July 25, 2018. Concordia University Portland. Retrieved at https://education.cu-portland.edu/blog/classroom-resources/sel-at-risk-students/
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Creating Powerful Interactions 

From language arts to math to movement, every part of a developmentally appropriate 
curriculum is important, but no aspect of the classroom is as vital as the relationship 
between children and teachers. Until children feel safe, valued, and respected, only 
minimal learning will take place. Children must be able to form strong, loving attachments to 
caregivers if they are to thrive. 

The concept of Powerful Interactions, as described in NEO, is a Bright Horizons expectation. 
In their book, Powerful Interactions, Amy Laura Dombro, Judy Jablon, and Charlotte Stetson 
offer three strategies for connecting with children to deepen their learning: 

Be present. Recognize your own emotional reactions to a situation. At the same time, 
observe children, listen to them, and tune in to their signals. Spend quality time each day 
with each child. Talk with and listen to individual children often. Some children naturally 
gravitate or reach out to adults; others need us to sensitively approach them.

Connect.  Use children’s names, get on their level, and ask meaningful questions. Seek to 
know each child well. Give children the same respect that you give adults. Avoid talking 
with other staff about the children as though they are not present. Part of being respected as a 
person is not being discussed as if one were invisible or incapable of hearing.

Extend learning. Use your knowledge of each child to scaffold learning and add new 
materials and ideas. 

THE PYRAMID MODEL TIER TWO: NURTURING AND RESPONSIVE RELATIONSHIPS 

In the next pages you’ll learn simple strategies for 
nurturing and responsive relationships, the second 
tier in the Pyramid Model. These ideas include: 

 f Creating Powerful Interactions

 f Bonding and Attachment

 f Understanding and Responding to  
Children’s Communication

Bonding and  Attachment 
Intensive 

individualized
interventions

High quality  
supportive environments

Nurturing and responsive relationships

Teacher knowledge of children’s development

Targeted social  
emotional supports
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Bonding and  Attachment 

Babies are wired from birth to form deep 
attachments with the people in their lives. These 
attachments help ensure that babies get the love 
and care they need. Through numerous studies, 
we’ve learned that bonding and attaching to 
caregivers during the first three years of life is 
critical for healthy development. The strength of 
these attachments plays a role in a child’s:

 f Happiness and emotional health. 
 f Later relationships.
 f Language development.
 f Cognitive function and academic success. 

Early childhood educators can have a 
profound influence on children’s lives 
as they: 

 f Build trust by providing consistent, 
loving, nurturing care. 

 f Respond to children’s needs promptly. 

 f Sing and speak to children frequently. 
Listen to their ideas and thoughts. 

 f Express happiness at being with children. 

 f Offer comfort and help children navigate 
hard emotions. 

 f Offer encouraging support to families. 

Prime Times was designed to help teachers use 
small, everyday moments to build relationships 
and nurture attachment and bonding. It is a 
Signature Practice, part of NEO, and an essential 
component of the Bright Horizons approach. 
Think about how you respond to children during 
mealtimes, toileting and diapering, naptimes, 
and playtimes. Use these times to really pay 
attention to each child. Say their names, look in 
their eyes, and connect with them. 
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Many of us grew up with the notion that children’s behavior is something to be managed and 
controlled, often through a system of rewards and punishments. When children are “good,” they 
are given a reward or treat; when they’re “bad,” they face time out, loss of privileges, or a similar 
consequence. 

These ideas might help us “manage” behavior in the short-term, but they can have long-term 
negative effects. What if, instead, we looked at behavior from a different perspective — as a means of 
communication? How would that change our interactions with children?

Behavior is children’s primary way of communicating, especially during the early years when they 
are still developing language. When we understand this, we can respond to children empathetically, 
in ways that build relationships and trust. Psychologists, educators, and behavioral specialists have 
discovered that behavior is most often communicating one (or more) of the following: 

    I do not understand your expectation. 
 
When children are confused, it’s hard for them to listen or follow directions. 
They might seem uncooperative, when, in fact, they are likely feeling frustrated 
or anxious. Most children want to please adults. They want their days to run 
smoothly and they want to feel peace, just as we do. 

How to help: 

 fCreate a predictable, yet flexible, routine.

 fRefer to a visual schedule every day; go back to it several times each day. 

 fMake clear, realistic class rules and expectations, preferably with the children’s help. It could be as simple 
as, “We care for ourselves, each other, and our classroom.” Refer back to these rules frequently. 

 fGet on children’s level. Look them in the eye, state your expectation clearly, and explain why you have the 
expectation, e.g., “When we push in line, someone can get hurt. I need you to walk carefully and keep your 
hands away from other children.”

 fTell children what you want them to do, rather than what you don’t want them to do. “Please walk” is 
clearer and more positive than “Don’t run.” 

Understanding and Responding to  
Children’s Communication
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I cannot comply with your expectation. 
 
We wouldn’t expect a child with no musical experience to sit down at 
a piano and play a concerto, yet we often expect children to perform 
socially and emotionally in ways that they simply can’t. 

How to help:  

 fMake sure your expectations are realistic (refer to the developmental milestone chart on page 6). 

 fRecognize that each child develops at his or her own pace. The milestone chart is a general guide only. 

 fObserve children with curiosity. Does their behavior indicate that you might be asking too much or 
that they need instruction? 

 f Limit the time children spend in group time and transitions. Use small groups over large groups 
whenever possible. 

 fTeach skills and scaffold growth, using concrete examples, visuals, and modeling. To teach a child  
to take turns, demonstrate by using puppets or stories. Model it yourself and then have the children  
try. Children can learn a variety of social skills, such as taking turns conversationally, sharing 
materials, joining a group, asking questions, or offering compliments with this method (see more  
ideas on page 19). 

I am feeling distress or discomfort. 

 
        Children come to our programs each day with a variety of needs and  
   experiences. Like us, they might be hungry or tired. They might have had 
a busy morning or be recovering from illness. Many children’s nervous systems are sensitive 
to the environment. Fluorescent lights, noise, crowds, and the energy in the room affect them.  
Additionally, young children are still developing self-regulation. They might be able to comply with 
an expectation for a little while before running out of steam. 

How to help: 

 fRecognize children who are experiencing sensory overload, which often manifests itself in 
withdrawal, overactivity, aggression, or stimming (repetitive verbalizations or hand gestures). Some 
children become louder and more physical; others retreat or even put their hands over their ears. 

 fOffer quiet spaces in your classroom (learn more on page 14). 

 f Ensure children get plenty of physical activity, especially time outdoors.

 f Bring natural objects inside. 

 fUse gentle touch and a gentle voice to offer comfort. 

References: Gartrell, Dan. A Guidance Approach for the Encouraging Classroom. Belmont, CA: Wadsworth Publishing, 2012. Kranowitz, Carol. The Out of Sync Child. New York: TarcherPerigee, 2006. 
Siegel, Daniel. The Whole-Brain Child. New York: Bantam Books, 2012. 
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Imagine you’re invited to a friend’s 
home for lunch. When you arrive, 
your friend greets you warmly and 
invites you in. The table is laid 
with pretty dishes, and the food is 
simply, but thoughtfully, prepared. 
Your friend is obviously excited to 
see you and you enjoy an engaging 
conversation as you eat. 

Now imagine a different experience: 
you arrive for lunch and your friend 
seems frantic and distracted. The 
kitchen is a mess and the dishes 
and food are hastily thrown on the 
table. Your friend seems relieved 
when you depart. How does the first 
experience make you feel? Valued, 
welcome, relaxed? How about the 
second experience? 

 

Creating an Encouraging Classroom

THE PYRAMID MODEL TIER THREE: HIGH QUALITY SUPPORTIVE ENVIRONMENTS

In the next few pages, you’ll learn simple preventative 
classroom practices, which can reduce frustration 
for both teachers and children and increase social-
emotional growth: 

 f Creating an Encouraging Classroom

 f Using Words With Intention

 f Practicing Mindfulness and Self-Care

Intensive 
individualized
interventions

High quality  
supportive environments

Nurturing and responsive relationships

Teacher knowledge of children’s development

Targeted social  
emotional supports

©Spark, a BH Exclusive Resource – Social-Emotional Learning – Spring 2019_2 Issue



©Spark, a BH Exclusive Resource – Social-Emotional Learning – Spring 2019_2 Issue

Creating the  
Encouraging Classroom

Dan Gartrell (2010) frequently uses the 
term “encouraging classroom” to describe a 
classroom in which everyone feels valued, 
accepted, and welcome. Creating an 
encouraging classroom starts with teachers’ 
attitudes and values, but it also includes the 
physical design of the room. Think again 
about the idea of preparing a meal for a dear 
friend as you consider the message your 
classroom sends to children and families. 

Listed here are a few 
ideas for setting up “yes” 
environments that nurture 
social-emotional growth. 

Design a space that feels peaceful  
and beautiful to you. When teachers  
are comfortable and happy, children are  
likely to be too. 

Simplify. Organize the materials so they’re 
easy to maintain. The children should know 
exactly how to use them and clean them up. 

Limit visual clutter, especially on 
the walls, which can cause sensory 
overload. Think about keeping twice as much 
of the walls blank as covered. Be thoughtful 
about what you do display. Does it make sense 
to the children? Does it add value? 

Consider all the ways to set up the environment 
so that it is as engaging and interesting as 
possible for children and challenges them to 
become fully involved in learning with others. 
Set up a positive “yes” environment so 
that you spend the majority of your time 
saying “yes” and encouraging children 
rather than discouraging them. In other 
words, organize your space so you can say “yes” 
to children’s activities and ideas, instead of 
no. How you arrange the furniture, how you 
organize materials, and even the lighting in the 
room can impact how your classroom “feels.” 
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Plan the placement of centers. For 
example, the block area should not be 
near a pathway because the play will be 
interrupted often. Create a place to display 
artwork in documentation panels and save 
unfinished work for a later time.

Display meaningful artwork and 
images of the children. 

Use natural light, table lights, or floor 
lamps as much as possible. 

The “yes” environment isn’t a quiet one, but it is generally peaceful. As you thoughtfully 
design your classroom to meet the needs of the children, you’ll notice several benefits: children tend 
to engage more readily in learning activities and stay focused for longer periods of time; children 
have fewer conflicts over materials; the overall energy in the classroom feels more peaceful.  

Provide soft spaces with washable, durable 
pillows. 

Offer natural materials, such as smooth 
stones, shells, and bits of wood. Store materials 
in wooden or wicker baskets, rather than 
plastic, when possible. 

Allow children to “own” the space, making 
decisions about how it is designed and used, 
which encourages independent thinking and 
creativity, while sending the message that 
children’s thoughts and ideas matter. 
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“Sticks and stones may break my bones,  
But words will never hurt me.” 
Whoever said this has obviously never looked in the 
eyes of a child who’s been wounded by a thoughtless 
comment. Words do hurt. Young children — and even 
infants — cannot make sense of every nuance of adult 
social behavior or language, but they do hear words, 
read body language, and monitor facial expressions. 
At best, thoughtless words leave children frustrated or 
confused. At worst, they can cause deep emotional pain.

On the other hand, using words with care can be a 
powerful tool for teachers. Below are a few suggestions:

 fUse specific, concrete words. Describe the behaviors 
you want to see. “Please sit down on the carpet.” 

 fOffer specific, helpful encouragement, rather than 
vague, general statements. “You helped Cody clean up 
the paint. That made the job go faster, and I think you 
made Cody feel better. Thank you.” 

 f Speak respectfully and gently. Don’t say anything to a 
child that you wouldn’t say to an adult. 

 fMatch your words with a positive tone and body 
language. 

 fThink about common classroom sayings. Do they 
make sense to children? Are they clear? For example, 
teachers often tell children to “use their words” when 
solving conflict. But children might not know what 
words to use. They might need you to give them the 
words. 

 fHonor and validate a child’s feelings. Comfort and 
reassure children by saying, “I see how sad you are. 
It’s going to be okay. I will help you.” This is very 
different from a pat response of “You’re okay.” 

Make your classroom a safe place by insisting on 
respectful language for both children and adults. Think 
about the messages your body language and facial 
expressions are sending to children and be intentional 
about your communication.

Using Words
With Intention

REFLECTION QUESTION: 

Should I require children  
to say they’re sorry? 

Throughout the day, teachers are faced with 
complex social situations. It’s tempting (and 
sometimes necessary) to quickly solve those 
situations. One common way is by requiring 
children to say they’re sorry. But what if the child 
isn’t sorry? When we force a child to apologize, 
we often unwittingly breed frustration and 
resentment because the apology is meaningless 
and it doesn’t address the underlying emotions 
that led to the problem. The injured child doesn’t 
feel better either because he can sense the 
apology is insincere. A better strategy would 
be to calmly listen to the children’s complaints, 
offer empathy, and help them find a solution. 
“I can see why you felt so angry. It hurt Sadie 
when you hit her, though. Look at her face. She 
is feeling very sad. What would you like to do to 
help you both feel better?” 
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Practicing  
Mindfulness
and Self-Care 

for Teachers
There’s much in modern life that feels frantic  
and stressful, but practicing mindfulness  
and self-care can help us regain clarity,  
focus, and resilience so we’re better able  
to weather challenging moments, days,  
and life experiences. 

When we teach children these practices,  
we’re giving them a gift that will reward  
them for years in the future. Some of  
the benefits include: 

 f Better health. 

 f Improved relationships.

 f Reduced stress.

 f Increased life satisfaction. 

Mindfulness 
in the Classroom
Mindfulness is the practice of slowing down, finding 
peace, and focusing on each moment and each day.  
Here are five simple mindfulness activities you can do  
with children: 

Slow your breath. Put your hand on your stomach 
and feel the air moving through your body. 

Close your eyes. Focus on bodily sensations.  
What do you feel, smell, and hear right now? 

Fill the sensory table with warm water. Explore  
it with the children.

Offer warm play dough. 

Introduce easy yoga poses, such as child’s pose  
and cat and cow. 

Self-Care 
in the Classroom
Teachers can’t give children something they don’t 
have themselves. Think about how you practice self-
care. In the classroom, it might look like: 

 f Taking time to eat and stay hydrated. 

 f Creating mindfulness routines to do with the 
children. 

 f Checking in with yourself emotionally during 
the day. 

 f Building relationships with teammates.

 f Asking for help or taking a break. 

 f Spending time outside. 

 f Playing together.

 f Bringing fresh flowers or beautiful art  
into the classroom. 

1.

2.

3.

4.
5.

“A few simple tips for life: feet 
on the ground, head to the sky, 
heart open, quiet mind.” 

—Rasheed Ogunlaru 
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Classroom Expectations
Determine classroom expectations together as a class. These 
expectations should be simple, yet clear. They work best when they 
cover a broad variety of situations, such as, “We care for ourselves, 
each other, and our classroom.” Post the expectations in the 
classroom and refer to them often.

Community Jobs
Assign children jobs and include interesting job titles to foster unity and a 
sense of responsibility. A librarian can take care of books; a plant specialist 
waters the plants. Make a chart depicting the jobs and rotate them 
regularly. Create jobs that allow children to work together or make a poster 
depicting children’s specialized skills. For example, maybe one child is an 
expert at zipping coats. Other children might be skilled at offering comfort, 
using scissors, or building block towers. Children can ask each other for 
help. Make sure each child has a special job. 

Using Simple Classroom Activities 
Preschool and Older

THE PYRAMID MODEL TIER FOUR: TARGETED SOCIAL EMOTIONAL SUPPORTS 

In the pages that follow, you’ll find simple, quick ideas 
for building children’s social-emotional knowledge. 
These activities work best when you incorporate 
them on a regular basis in the classroom. Use them to 
introduce or reinforce skills throughout your day. 

 f Using Simple Classroom Activities

 f Building a Democratic Classroom

Intensive 
individualized
interventions

High quality  
supportive environments

Nurturing and responsive relationships

Teacher knowledge of children’s development

Targeted social  
emotional supports
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Talking Stick
A talking stick can be anything you like, such as a glitter wand or a smooth 
wooden stick wrapped in ribbon. It’s most often used to teach children 
conversational turn taking and to help children resolve conflict. For 
conversational turn taking, tell the children that they will each get a turn to 
share something, such as what they did over the weekend, but only the child 
holding the talking stick can talk before passing the stick to the next child. 

During a conflict, use the talking stick to let each child explain his or her 
perspective. Again, only the person with the talking stick speaks while the 
other person listens. This is a difficult task for adults when emotions are 
running high, and it’s even harder for children. But the talking stick helps and 
with time and gentle support, children learn. 

Calm-Down Steps
Create a poster or flip book that describes calm-down 
steps, such as 1) take a deep breath; 2) talk to a teacher 
or grownup; 3) find a solution. Images for calm-down 
steps are available in the digital version of Caring Matters 
(available under the Caring Matters tab at the Education and 
Development page, BrightWeb).  

Character Development
Watch for gentle opportunities throughout the day to discuss 
universal character traits, such as honesty, kindness, and loyalty. 
Make specific comments, e.g., “Braeden, I noticed that you invited 
Keegan to play with you when he looked lonely. That was very 
kind of you.” Read picture books with strong storylines and 
characters. Point out characters that exemplify universal virtues. 
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Solutions Kit
Draw pictures or find images of children solving 
common classroom problems. A few examples 
include finding a different toy, waiting for a turn, or 
doing a different activity. Compile the images in a 
book, a flip chart, a box, a poster, or another format. 
Children can look through the images to find a 
solution that works for them. 

Social Stories
A social story uses images, drawings, and text to help children understand and overcome 
common childhood challenges. For example, you might create a social story for a child who 
is having separation anxiety. The social story could show images of the child’s family coming 
to school and saying goodbye. The story would go on to show various parts of the day and a 
happy reunion at the end. By reading (and re-reading) the story, the child is comforted and 
eventually masters her feelings. Social stories can be used for a variety of topics, such as 
feelings, sharing, or calming down. (See Caring Matters.)

Practicing Skills
Use stories, puppets, and roleplay to teach a variety of skills. For 
example, use puppets to demonstrate how to ask for a turn. Then 
have the children roleplay. Offer encouragement when you see the 
children using a skill independently in the classroom. 
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Building a Democratic Classroom

Did the teacher make rules or offer guidance? 
Were children told what to do or were they encouraged 
to help make decisions? If we want children to grow 
into adults capable of participating peacefully in a 
democratic society, we must teach them from an early 
age how to have a voice while respecting others’ voices, 
as well. 

Dan Gartrell and several others developed the idea of 
a democratic classroom to help children develop the 
skills, such as executive function, theory of mind, and  
critical thinking, that they’ll need as future citizens. 
The basic tenets of a democratic classroom are: 

This is our classroom, not just my room. We all 
have value and we all have a voice. 

We make decisions together based on what is best 
for our group. 

We resolve problems peacefully. 

The benefits of creating a democratic classroom 
include: 

Improved interactions between teachers and 
children. 

Less anxiety and more satisfaction for everyone. 

Increased independence, autonomy, and 
confidence for children. 

1.

1.

2.

2.

3.

3.

Think about your earliest school experiences. 
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Use group times throughout the day to have 
collaborative discussions with the children. During 
these meetings, consider the following ideas: 

 f Frequently discuss the idea that everyone in the class is 
respected and everyone gets to have a say. 

 fChoose a problem that is happening in the classroom, e.g., name 
calling. Write it on a chart — the agenda — for your meeting. 
Encourage children to add their own ideas for the agenda as 
they gain experience.

 f Encourage the children to discuss the problem — how it makes 
them feel and potential solutions. Write down the children’s 
ideas and solutions. Choose one of the solutions to try. 

 f Start morning meeting the next day by asking how the solution 
is working.  If necessary, together choose another solution until 
you find one that is satisfactory to everyone. 

Executive function: the “behind the scenes” skills of planning, impulse control, and organization. 

Theory of mind: being able to understand another’s perspective. 

The term democratic classroom doesn’t refer to a specific political party, but rather the idea that 
everyone gets a say, that the classroom is a democracy. 
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Supporting Children With Special Needs
Children with communication disorders, learning disabilities, or social-emotional deficits can find a 
classroom setting especially challenging. So many aspects of the day that we take for granted, such as 
choosing centers, expressing needs, managing emotions, and playing with friends can cause bewilderment or 
frustration, often leaving children with a chronic feeling of “being less.” Over time, this feeling of being less 
can be profoundly damaging to a child’s sense of identity and self-worth. 

Supporting children with disabilities requires teachers to master all the concepts and strategies previously 
mentioned in the magazine and to implement them with even greater care and intention. Teachers sometimes 
feel stretched thin and wonder how they can possibly do more. But as you slowly gain new skills, you’ll 
probably find your career as a teacher more satisfying and enriching. You’ll also find your daily classroom 
experiences more peaceful. Listed here are a few tips: 

 fObserve the child to understand. Which experiences support the child? Which experiences cause 
frustration or discomfort? 

 f Identify strengths. Every child has unique gifts. Observe children to discover their gifts and leverage those 
gifts in the classroom. For example, a child with autism loved science and could remember many details and 
facts. The teacher made him the “class science expert” and encouraged the children to ask him when they had 
a question about science.

 fReduce sensory overload. Pay attention to the lighting, noise, and energy in the room. Offer plenty of 
physical activity and experiences in nature. Provide soothing sensory experiences, such as water and sand. 

 fKeep a flexible but predictable schedule. Use visual schedules and refer back to them throughout the day. 

 f Provide visual boundaries. Many children with disabilities don’t understand the concept of personal 
space. Use trays to separate work spaces and mats to separate sitting spaces at group time. Explain to children 
that we each have an invisible bubble around our bodies that stretches as far as our arms go out. We don’t go 
in each other’s bubbles because it makes others uncomfortable. 

 fHelp children manage emotions. Watch for signs that a child is feeling frustrated and step in early. Offer 
empathy, help the child identify his emotions, and find a solution. Teach children social skills lessons as 
described earlier. 

 fOffer one-on-one support. Don’t assume children are hearing or understanding group communication. 
Instead, go to children individually, look them in the eye, and repeat any directions, such as a transition. 

 fWatch children to understand what their behavior is saying. A child who is rolling on the floor or 
touching other children during group time isn’t trying to push your buttons. Her behavior is likely saying that 
she is bored, is experiencing sensory overload, or needs physical activity. Accommodate those needs and you 
both win. 

Some children need and deserve care beyond what a teacher can provide in group care. Please work with 
leaders and families to develop solutions.

Cut out   
the pull-out  
guide on the 
next page for 
additional use!

Additional Resources

The next pages contain helpful hints and resources. You’ll find information on:

 f Supporting Children With Special Needs
 f Building Social Skills (quick pull-out guide)
 f Helping a Child Who Is Struggling With Big Emotions (quick pull-out guide)
 f More Resources and References

 ADDITIONAL RESOURCES
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Observe the children as they arrive. Watch for signs of 
stress, fatigue, or sensory overload. Offer those children 
extra care. 

Create a predictable, yet flexible, routine. Offer a mix of 
cozy, quiet activities and hands-on experiences. 

Take care of yourself. Be aware of your own emotional 
needs. 

Build relationships through Prime Times.

Use small groups whenever possible. 

Offer plenty of physical activity and outside time. Watch 
for signs of hunger and fatigue. 

Set clear expectations with the children’s help. This 
might be as simple as “We care for ourselves, we care 
for each other, and we care for this place.” Refer back to 
these expectations frequently. 

Tell children what to do, rather than what not to do. For 
example, “Please walk” is clearer and more positive than 
“Stop running.” 

Ask yourself, “What is a child’s behavior saying? What 
does this child need to be successful?” 

Use encouragement instead of praise. Encouragement 
is specific and focuses on effort: “That was really hard, 
but you kept working on it until you figured it out” rather 
than “Nice job.” 

Identify your own and the children’s emotions using very 
clear language, e.g., “Your hands are clenched and your 
face is red. You look like you are feeling angry. Let’s find a 
way to make you feel better.” 

See mistakes as opportunities for growth.  

Show children how to play collaboratively, e.g., “Let’s 
build a tower together. Which blocks should we use 
first?” 

17 Ways to Build  
Social-Emotional Growth

Respond with empathy to children’s 
distress. “I can see that you’re feeling 
really sad. That was so frustrating. 
Let’s find a solution.” 

Encourage older preschoolers to 
consider another’s perspective (theory 
of mind). “How do you think Ben is 
feeling? Why do you think he tore your 
paper?” 

Encourage collaboration and buddy 
work. Assign children community 
jobs. Find out their strengths and 
encourage them to help each other. For 
example, a child who can zip coats can 
help other children with that task. 

Learn nonverbal techniques. Make 
sustained eye contact; use gestures, 
such as shaking your head; stand 
close to the child; touch a child on the 
shoulder or hand. 

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

 ADDITIONAL RESOURCES
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Stay calm. Big emotions can seem scary  
to little people. They need your demeanor  
to say, “I will keep you safe. Everything  
will be okay.” 

Quiet yourself. Do not try to talk a child out of 
her feelings. The quieter you become, the more 
quickly the child will regain calm. 

Move the child to a quiet part of the room. Ask 
your teammates to supervise the other children. 

Ask the child for permission before offering 
gentle physical support, such as a hand on the 
shoulder. 

Look the child in the eyes. Say, “I see how sad and 
frustrated you are. I want to help you.” 

When the child is calm and ready — and only then 
— help her discuss her feelings and begin to find 
solutions. 

Try a few solutions. Are they successful? If not, 
try something else. 

How to Help  
a Child Who Is 
Struggling With  

Big Emotions
Observe the child to understand what her behavior 
is communicating. Does she understand your 
expectations? Is she capable of complying? Is she 
feeling distress or sensory overload? 

Teach emotional literacy. Use an emotions chart, 
an emotions thermometer, or another strategy to 
identify emotions throughout the day. Children who 
are able to identify their emotions are better able to 
regulate them. 

Offer extra support. Sit with the child at group time. 
Repeat directions or expectations individually and 
make sure he understands. Watch for signs that the 
child is feeling distress and intervene. 

Use small groups as much as possible. 

Decide with the child on a nonverbal cue, such as 
a thumbs-up or thumbs-down, that the two of you 
will share to check in with one another. Even from 
across the room, the child can quickly communicate 
his feelings to you. 

Be f lexible. If the child is happily engaged in 
building a block structure, for example, could you 
extend the play longer or allow the child to leave his 
block structure up to return to later? 

“When little people are overwhelmed by 
big emotions, it’s our job to share our 
calm, not join the chaos.” —L.R. KNOST
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Available on BrightWeb  
(Caring Matters or Toward a Better World  tab, Education and Development) 

Caring Matters

Building Empathy: A Teacher’s Guide

Positive Guidance booklet

Prime Times

The Grief and Crisis Guide

Toward a Better World

Working With Children With Disabilities and  
Their Families Resource Library

Available on BrightBuy 
Mindful Kids: 50 Activities for Calm, Focus, and Peace

Transitions With Preschoolers

Transitions With Infants and Toddlers

When You Just Have to Roar by Rachel Robertson

External Resources and References: 
The Encouraging Classroom by Dan Gartrell (2010). 

The Essentials: Supporting Young Children with Disabilities in the Classroom by Pamela Brillante  
(2017, NAEYC). 

Practical Strategies for Supporting Young Learners With Autism Spectrum Disorder by Tricia H. Shelton 
and Mary Renck Jalongo (2016, Gryphon House). 

Reflecting Children’s Lives by Deb Curtis and Margie Carter (Redleaf Press, 2011). 

Resources and  References

Coming Soon!  
SEL Materials on BrightBuy
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B E  T H E  N E X T. . .

CLASSROOM SPOTLIGHT

Our Classroom Spotlight 
(formerly known as 
Classroom of the Week) 
program allows us to come 
together and highlight 
exemplary projects and 
experiences that are 
happening in Bright 
Horizons centers every day.

Did garden observations 
spark a project about worms? 
Were you and your students 
inspired to create a nut-free 
cookbook due to a child’s 
nut allergy? We want to 
know about the fun learning 
opportunities happening in 
your classroom so we can 
spread the word across our 
Bright Horizons social media 
channels.

DO YOU WANT TO BE THE NEXT CLASSROOM SPOTLIGHT ?  
Submit your entry today:  bhcommunities.info

What’s Next: What Does School Readiness Look Like in Bright Horizons Centers?


