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Social/Emotional Learning  
 
When educators think about improving student scores on NYSED assessments, 
the focus is often on instructional content. However, student attitudes may also 
impact the success of student learning. Could two teachers be equally effective at 
delivering the content, have similar student demographics, but have different out-
comes on NYSED assessments? 
 
There are a variety of non-academic traits such as confidence, empathy, self-
control, integrity, motivation, problem solving, responsibility, effort, work habits, 
receptivity, and tenacity that influence student success. All of these traits can be 
taught. The focus of this article will be on  the intra-personal traits of self-control 
and tenacity and on school culture.  
 
Self-control 
Students who have the characteristic of self-control are able to regulate their ac-
tions in age-appropriate ways (Hoerr, 2017, p.53). Students with self-control are 
better at delaying gratification, more self-reliant, less discouraged by set-backs, 
and less likely to revert to immature behavior when under stress. Self-control 
may keep the teenager from turning to criminal activity, dropping out of high 
school, or participating in risky health activities. Self-control is a critical aspect 
of emotional intelligence (p.157). 
 
Students with self-control will usually comply with school rules and teacher di-
rections. It is helpful if students are aware of why these rules and directions are 
necessary. Students need to be mindful about why they are complying.  
 
In the classroom, the student with weak self-control may not be doing homework 
and may be easily distracted. The lack of self-control may be illustrated by the 
adult who pays for a gym membership but never uses it. Sixty-seven percent of 
people with gym memberships never use them (p.53).  
 
To develop self-control, students need to set goals for their behavior. The devel-
opment of self-control in one situation can be transferred to other situations. At 
first, the student will set an objective that is close in time. Obstacles to that objec-
tive, steps to remove the obstacles, and success need to be identified. The teacher 
will initially need to guide the process. This is a more successful process if each 
step is put in writing.  
 
Students not completing homework is frustrating for the elementary school teach-
er as well as the college teacher. Homework will help the student reflect on what 
was taught in class and will aid in retention of information or may prepare the 
student for the next day’s lesson. Teachers may see from their grade books that 
students who always complete the homework successfully complete in-class as-
signments and that students who rarely do homework are struggling in class.  
 
The long term goal for the teacher may be that the student complete homework 
assignments regularly without prompting. The short term goal for the student 
might be that mathematics homework will be completed tonight. The obstacles 
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might be ice hockey practice and feeling tired. The plan to overcome the obstacles might be to do the 
mathematics homework immediately after ice hockey practice. Success would be having the completed 
assignment in class. This needs to be repeated so that it becomes a habit. It is also helpful if repeated 
successes can be recorded on a chart. Students will become better at practicing self-control if they evalu-
ate (monitor) what has been effective in helping them to develop stronger self-control.   
 
If students learn to practice self-control in the completion of homework, they need to practice transfer-
ring this self-control to other situations. For some students, this may be transferring their success with 
completing homework in one subject to two subjects. For another student, the transference of self-
control may be to having fewer outbursts during class or spending more time on physical activity. In 
today’s world, electronic distractions may be where students need to practice self-control. Do students 
check cell phones during class? Are students spending after school time with physical activity, home-
work, or Facebook? This may also be true for teachers and administrators. Do teachers have their cell 
phones on their desks?  
 
Self-control may be discussed in a variety of classes. ELA teachers may help students with self-control 
through the texts that are chosen for discussion and the lens that is used for discussion. Are some charac-
ters in the text exercising more appropriate self-control than others? How does this behavior affect the 
outcome of the story? Music teachers may discuss the lyrics of popular songs from the perspective of 
whether the students can identify the trait of self-control or lack of self-control. Social studies teachers 
may discuss self-control in political history i.e. Alexander Hamilton and Aaron Burr. Teachers may dis-
cuss with students how two students on the playground who are having a difference of opinion might 
practice self-control. 
 
Tenacity 
Tenacity (grit) is a combination of perseverance and passion to endure for long-term goals. Tenacity 
may be seen in Tiger Woods not quitting golf. His world rank in 2010 was second place. In 2017, his 
world ranking was 668th. But he continued to play and moved to the 26th rank in 2018. Others may see 
tenacity in the life of the late Senator John McCain. People with tenacity work diligently, persevere to 
improve, and refuse to settle for anything less than success (p.113). Success comes from handling set-
backs. It does not come effortlessly. Students need to use tenacity for the right purposes. They also need 
to recognize “when stopping the pursuit of a goal is wise because the gain is not worth the cost” (p.120). 
 
The development of tenacity may seem counter to the concept that students should enjoy school as much 
as possible. It may be difficult to think about frustration and failure as necessary for success. Students 
need to encounter learning roadblocks to develop an understanding of how to deal with challenges.  
 
Teachers need to plan to develop challenging content that is appropriate for each student and then guide 
the students through the challenge. Students need to move out of their comfort zone and take risks. The 
risks may lead to failure (their mistakes) and frustration. The goal is not defeat but the realization of 
what can be learned from the mistake.  
 
Teachers may tell students that for a specific lesson, the work will be more challenging than usual. Stu-
dents may feel particularly frustrated at the end of the lesson. Frustration for the student who is a logical 
thinker may be to illustrate the answers to a mathematics problems. Teachers need to monitor the stu-
dents learning and attitudes during these challenging tasks. The challenge for the teacher is to encourage 
the students to persevere and not quit. Students need to realize that the learning journey is important.  
For the challenge to be a successful learning experience for the student, the teacher needs to help the 
student reflect on how they felt, how did they handle the frustration, and what they learned about tenaci-
ty from the experience. Students and teachers need to know that learning occurs when the learner is not 
comfortable.  
 
Though students need to learn tenacity through challenging tasks, they may also study examples of te-
nacity.  Students may study characters in literature or people in history who exhibited tenacity. They 
may discuss how they personally persevered outside of the classroom to overcome frustration.  They 
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may interview family members about when they experienced failure and how they handled the situation. 
A prominent person may be invited to discuss the hard work that it took for them to be where they are 
now. Teachers may start a tenacity bulletin board for students to bring in articles showing examples of 
tenacity.  
 
School Culture 
When educators ponder about how to improve student learning as demonstrated on NYSED assess-
ments, the usual perspective is to examine  instructional content. The climate of the delivery of the con-
tent is also important. School culture can be affected by the community,  parents, the school board, ad-
ministrators, and the teacher in the classroom.  All of these impact how the student is feeling about him-
self/herself and the environment.  
 
The environment is not just the physical setting. Environment includes “expectations, attitudes, and 
norms surrounding” the student (p. 134).  Maslow proposed a theory of five levels of needs. Though the 
levels are fluid, he would propose that students need to have physiological needs met, to feel safe, and to 
feel that they belong before they will be able to reach their potential for self actualization. Schools may 
consider 

 How is the school breakfast and lunch program managed? 
 Do students feel safe and protected in school and traveling to and from school? 
 Do students feel accepted in the classroom (not bullied or rebuffed)? 

 
The culture of schools over the last ten years has been on standardized test results (p. 135). This may be 
changing with the renewed NYSED emphasis on social/emotional learning.  Culture is not just about 
feeling good in the environment. It is also about performing better (p.143). It is recognition that the pur-
pose of school is to enhance student learning. Day to day practices are a reflection of the culture. 

 Do students find lessons challenging and enjoyable? 
 Are teachers collegial? 
 Do teachers receive professional development on how to develop tenacity and self-control? 
 Do teachers share stories of students who overcome the odds? 
 Are security people friendly or authoritarian?  

 
The climate of a school needs to reflect the importance of tenacity. The development of tenacity also 
needs to be acknowledged as a school expectation. Schools have traditionally displayed championship 
trophies, plaques for national merit semi-finalists, and lists of honor roll students. There is a place for 
highlighting success. If there is recognition for the most valuable player, is there also recognition for the 
most improved player? This could be done not only for sports success but also academic success. Are 
students recognized for their ELA ability, mathematics ability, art ability, sports ability, musical ability, 
science ability, and ability to communicate in a language other than English? Is the recognition not only 
for outstanding achievement but also for outstanding improvement? Are teachers recognized for moving 
students from Level 1 to Level 2 or only for percent of students on Level 3 or higher? Improvement 
needs to be acknowledged. 
 
For students to develop tenacity and self control, they need to be in an environment where they can 
thrive emotionally and academically (p.154). Self-control, tenacity, and school culture contribute to stu-
dent academic success. 
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