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Social-Emotional Learning  
in the Primary Curriculum

Every primary grade program needs a carefully planned 
social-emotional component. All children�those who enter 
�rst or second grade with an ability to control their emotions 
and make friends and those for whom these skills are more 
dif�cult�bene�t from intentional teaching in this area.
  A synthesis of research on development during the early 
years prepared by the National Scienti�c Council on the 
Developing Child (2007) indicates that emotional well-being 
and social competence provide a strong foundation for 
brain development and emerging cognitive abilities. The 
council�s report further indicates that language learning is 
dependent not only on the ability to differentiate sounds 
and the capacity to link meaning to speci�c words, but also 
on the ability to concentrate, pay attention, and engage in 
meaningful social interaction. These behaviors in�uence all 
areas of development, including academic, social, physical 
health, and the immune system. They also affect how the 

individual functions later in life both in personal situations 
and in the workplace.
  Social-emotional development is clearly a key foundation 
for school success. The questions for educators are appar-
ent: What can primary grade teachers do to help children 
master social-emotional skills? How do we make these 
skills an integral part of the curriculum, thereby supporting 
academic learning and lifelong development? How best can 
we implement social-emotional curricula and thus make a 
difference in children�s lives�present and future?

Approaches to building social skills

  Some school systems adopt a schoolwide approach to 
social-emotional learning, while others use a particular 
approach across a grade level. Three programs that may 
be implemented at grade level and also lend themselves to 
schoolwide use are Responsive Classroom, Second Step: A 
Violence Prevention Curriculum, and Interplay Solutions. 
In addition to using one or more of these programs, some 
school systems and some teachers develop their own activi-
ties for building a social-emotional curriculum. The sections 
that follow describe these programs and a teacher-created 
activity and indicate how three Massachusetts school sys-
tems have implemented or been impacted by them.
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Responsive Classroom

  Many teachers at various grade 
levels in the Cambridge Public Schools 
use the Responsive Classroom, an 
approach developed by Northeast 
Foundation for Children for teaching 
social-emotional skills. The teachers 
became interested in this approach 
because it emphasizes the link 
between the social-emotional realm 
and academic curriculum. Teachers 
trained in the Responsive Classroom 
approach share a common set of 
values, vocabulary, and skills for the 
social-emotional domain. Teacher 
language and child language are 
important components of the pro-
gram, and children respond well to the 
schoolwide consistency. Responsive 
Classroom strategies include engaging 
children in the formulation of rules, 
guided discovery and academic choice, 
and collaborative problem solving.
  The kindergarten program at the Amigos School, a two-
way immersion program in the Cambridge Public Schools, 
is an example of the Responsive Classroom in action. As 
the children prepare for the grand opening of the water 
table, which contains materials for scienti�c exploration of 
water �ow, the teacher asks, �What rules should we adopt 
for working at the water table?� The children respond, �We 
need to wear smocks to stay dry� and �We need to keep the 
water inside the water table.� With the help of one child, 
the teacher models the use of equipment, such as plastic 
tubes and containers, and asks open-ended questions 
to guide the discovery process. As the children conduct 
investigations at the water table, they collaborate in their 
explorations and engage in cooperative problem solving. 
The social-emotional aspects of the curriculum are clearly 
integrated with the academic components.
  Following the morning meeting, the kindergartners 
choose a learning station at which to work. The water table 
is one of eight stations. At the end of the morning, children 
do an evaluation activity. Each child writes or draws a 
report explaining the learning that took place in the morn-
ing activities. Preparing the report engages children in 
self-re�ection and deepens their understanding of their 
learning experiences. The reports address children�s learn-
ing in science (discoveries related to how water �ows, the 
size and position of different containers) and mathematics 
(observations of and naming container shapes), and their 
individual development in the areas of writing and art. The 
reports serve as authentic assessments of each child�s 
progress. They are evidence of the Responsive Classroom�s 
support for children�s social-emotional development.

  The focus on open-ended questions, clearly a component 
of the Amigos kindergarten program, also pervades an 
in-service/preservice project carried out at the Peabody 
School in Cambridge. In this project, classroom teachers 
and Lesley College professors took part in ongoing discus-
sions of Paula Denton�s book, The Power of Our Words: 
Teacher Language That Helps Children Learn (2007), a 
publication directly related to the Responsive Classroom 
approach. One of the themes the book emphasizes is ask-
ing open-ended questions in both the social-emotional and 
cognitive realms. In-service teachers� classroom re�ections 
and preservice teachers� observation/re�ection assign-
ments attested to the value of the Responsive Classroom 
experience for children.

Second Step: A Violence Prevention Program

  The Medford Public Schools adopted Second Step: A 
Violence Prevention Curriculum, which integrates social-
emotional and academic learning. Developed by the 
Committee for Children, the program speci�cally addresses 
empathy, impulse control, problem solving, and anger/emo-
tion management. The committee grounded the program�s 
approach in research about cognitive behavioral therapy 
showing that thoughts affect people�s social interactions 
(Committee for Children 2002).
  The Second Step program is organized into grade-level 
kits, each containing various tools for teaching (for exam-
ple, puppets, an audio tape, a video, posters). Every kit 
includes lesson cards divided into key units. Lesson cards 
for the primary grades have a realistic photograph on one 
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