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Building Social and Emotional Learning Into 
the School Day: Seven Guiding Principles
Second Edition 
By Dr. Annie Snyder, Sr. Learning Scientist, McGraw-Hill Education 
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As such, we felt that it would be important to address these and other research developments in 
the second edition of our guiding SEL principles. As a learning science company, we understand 
that both research and practice continually evolve, and we are proud to help translate ongoing 
research into practical support for educators as they engage in their noble and critical work with 
students. 
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Introduction

F rom the day we are born, our brains are primed and ready to learn. We enter the world 
equipped to gather, interpret, synthesize, apply, and modify the enormous amount of 

information that is available to us through our senses. Together, these processes allow us to learn 
a remarkable variety of skills and content—everything from complex mathematics to driving a car 
to reading Shakespeare.

Interestingly, our brains are equally equipped to learn skills and content related to social behaviors 
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SEL Core Competencies

B ased on decades of research on how children feel, behave, and interact both in and outside of 
school settings, experts have created a number of frameworks for categorizing and studying 

the social and emotional skills that develop during the school years. One of the most frequently 
cited frameworks was developed by the Collaborative for Academic, Social and Emotional Learning 
(CASEL), building upon several foundational research studies and meta-analyses (e.g. Durlak, 
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Applying SEL Research: McGraw-Hill Education SEL Principles

H ow can we apply SEL research to actual practice? Helping students master SEL core 
competencies during a busy school day is not always easy or straightforward but having a 

framework of concrete strategies can help. Building from an extensive review of SEL research 
literature, we have curated and synthesized seven guiding principles that were designed to help 
in SEL planning, professional development, and instruction at the classroom, school, and district 
levels. Each principle includes specific, tangible ideas and approaches for supporting the broad 
scope of social, emotional, and behavioral development encompassed in the core competencies 
identified by CASEL.

These guiding principles do not take the place of the CASEL core competencies. Instead, they are 
designed to extend instruction in practical ways that allow for SEL development within existing 
school practices. When applied, each principle supports multiple core competencies through active 
and thoughtful learning supports.

Seven Guiding Principles (McGraw-Hill Education)

Create: Consciously create a nurturing, caring, and safe environment  
for students.

Integrate: Whenever possible, incorporate SEL skill-building into academic 
instruction.

Instruct: Provide explicit guidance and instruction in SEL skills.

Reflect: Reflect on how social and cultural contexts are embedded into SEL.

Respect: Foster respect for one’s self and others.

Communicate: Exchange ideas about SEL with all stakeholders, early  
and often.

Empower: Enable students to take charge of their own social and  
emotional learning.
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Guiding Principle 2: INTEGRATE 
Whenever possible, incorporate SEL skill-building into academic instruction.

It can be challenging to fit everything into the school day. Instead of viewing SEL as one more 
requirement to fit into an already busy school day, consider how you might integrate SEL and 
academic content into your existing instruction.

In fact, learning science supports this type of integration because so many of the cognitive 
processes involved in learning academic content are tied to those involved in emotion, behavior, 
and decision-making. You may notice a natural alignment between SEL skills such as working 
toward goals, attentional control, or perseverance, and the academic work that your students 
encounter each day. Approaches to SEL integration vary depending on instructional needs and 
available resources, but should include content and problem-solving opportunities that are relevant 
to students’ lives. 

INTEGRATE Strategies:

1.
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Reflecting on student outcomes, Ms. Navarro finds that this SEL-enhanced instructional unit 
allowed students to develop and practice academic skills and SEL-related skills simultaneously. For 
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STEP 5 – Revisit the skill throughout the year. Research has shown that 
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Example: Grady is a student teacher in the second semester of his pre-service training. He has been 
placed in a bilingual kindergarten class under the guidance of a veteran teacher, Mrs. DeFusto. A 
strong advocate of integrating SEL into instruction, Mrs. DeFusto has worked throughout the 
year to help Grady develop his understanding of social and emotional development among young 
children from a wide variety of cultures. 

At the beginning of the year, Mrs. DeFusto modeled how to develop classroom rules and 
expectations together with students. However, both teachers have begun to notice an increase 
in problematic behaviors, particularly right after lunch and recess. Mrs. DeFusto decides to hold 
a class meeting to review the classroom rules and expectations, but Grady notices that several 
students still have trouble transitioning from the playground to the classroom without losing 
belongings, having trouble lining up, or entering the classroom without disturbing the class next 
door.

Later that week, Grady invites a few of the classroom’s volunteer parents to brainstorm a solution 
together over lunch. The group creates an acronym, CALM, which they introduce to the class the 
next morning:

C – Check yourself. Check around you to make sure you have your lunchbox, 
your jacket, and anything else you brought with you. You should also 
check to make sure you understand any directions. 

A – Ask questions. If you aren’t sure what to do, ask a friend or an adult.  

L – Line up. When it is time to move from one place to another, line up with 
your class buddy.

M

C
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Strategies for embedding social and cultural reflection into SEL:

•
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6. Integrate and explicitly highlight opportunities for building student-to-
student trust and respect into existing classroom activities.

7. Regardless of grade level, clearly outline and explain expectations for 
respectful behavior and celebrate instances when they have clearly been 
followed.

8. Examine your own definitions of respect and those of your students, and 
discuss these definitions and how they relate to learning in the classroom.

9. Try pedagogical approaches, such as the jigsaw method, that encourage 
students to work cooperatively and respectfully together in order to 
succeed at academic tasks.

10. Perhaps most importantly, respect the personal stories, situations, and 
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Guiding Principle 7: EMPOWER 
Enable students to take charge of their own social and emotional learning.

To reap the full benefits of social and emotional instruction, it is essential that students of all 
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Example: It is no secret that students in Christine Cook’s third-grade class love coming to school, 
and when asked, Ms. Cook often says it begins with a handshake. Every morning as students 
enter the classroom, Ms. Cook greets them with a handshake. She then distributes a morning 
“thought question.” As students settle in before the school announcements, they are encouraged 
to use their computers or devices to type their anonymous responses to the question into a digital 
document that is then shared after the announcements. Whenever possible, the thought question 
is tied to one of the day’s lessons. For example, one recent thought question was, “Would you 
rather use your knowledge of coordinate grids to help plan out a community garden and feed 
people in the neighborhood or to help design a playground for kids on your block, so they have a 
new place to play?” 
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