
Section 3: Social and Emotional Learning
C. Self-Awareness



Do you know yourself?  Your
interests, talents and values
may come to mind, but do you
know yourself emotionally?
You may even wonder what it
means to know yourself emo-
tionally.  Self-awareness and
self-management are two of five
social-emotional competencies
necessary for success in school
and life according to Daniel Go-
leman, author of Emotional In-
telligence (2005). Self-
awareness involves identifying
your emotions and what trig-
gers them, how to manage
them, and ways to express
them constructively. Self-
management involves under-
standing your ability to assess
your talents and interests,
ways to build on strengths, and
making effective use of family,
school and community re-
sources for emotional support.
Both competencies are critical
for realistically setting and
monitoring progress toward
achieving academic/work and
personal goals.

The capacity to be self-aware
emotionally contributes to a
person’s ability to handle
stress, control impulses, and
motivate oneself to persevere in
overcoming obstacles. These
qualities are necessary
throughout life.  Children who
are taught strategies to recog-
nize and appreciate the range
of their emotions are better
equipped to be hopeful and
happy.

 Many times the root cause of
behavior problems in children
relates to a lack of ability to ac-
curately label emotions.  They
may confuse angry and sad,
frustrated and annoyed, proud
and happy and many others.
Knowing how to discern emo-
tions assists children to predict
their reaction and manage their
feelings in a pro-social way.  As
children mature, their emotions
affect their ability to make re-
sponsible decisions that affect
their success in school and in
relationships with others.

There are ways that parents
can support the development of
these important skills.  Talking
with children about their emo-
tions and helping them to ver-
bally name their feelings is a
beginning.  It takes patience
and lots of modeling for the full
range of emotions to be under-
stood.   Doing so impacts per-
ceptions and influences the re-
lationships we want for our-
selves, our children, and soci-
ety. Understanding your emo-
tions and responses can
change the dynamics of your
family interaction and lead to
the kind of modeling that
makes a positive difference for
your children. Taking the time
to know yourself emotionally is
essential for guiding your chil-
dren toward healthy social/
emotional well-being.
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 Use children’s literature as a
model for identifying and labeling
emotions exhibited by the char-
acters.

 Be honest with yourself and
others about your own feelings
and share that with your chil-
dren.

 Talk to your children about
how their emotional displays af-
fect others – both positively and
negatively.

 Model goal-setting and plan-
ning so that your children under-
stand the process and challenges
you face.

 Encourage your child to ac-
curately label his/her feelings
and what triggered the emotion.

Websites:

Emotional development:
www.illinoisearlylearning.org/
tipsheets/social

Impulsivity in children and teens:
www.psychologytoday.com/child/
waystocontrol

Articles about how children de-
velop empathy:

www.drkuter.com/parenting
Books:

Emotionally Intelligent PARENTING:
How to Raise a Self-Disciplines, Re-
sponsible, Socially skilled Child.
(1999) Elias, Tobias, Friedlander.

Don’t Give Me That Attitude! 24
Things Kids Do and How to Stop
Them. (2004) Borba, Michele, Ed.D
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Self-Awareness 
What is Self-Awareness? 
The first main skill associated with Social Emotional Learning is self-awareness. According to the Collaborative 
for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL), self-awareness is the ability to accurately recognize 
one’s own emotions, thoughts, and values, and how they influence behavior. It is the ability to accurately 
assess one’s strengths and limitations, with a well-grounded sense of confidence, optimism, and a “growth 
mindset.” In short, self-awareness is the ability to understand one’s self. 

What Skills are Associated with Self-Awareness? 
To be self-aware, one must be able to do the following: 

• Identify emotions – It is important that students be able to recognize and identify emotions. In order to
be aware of their own emotions and participate in activities that address those emotions, they must
first be able to label them. 

• Have an accurate self-perception – Because self-awareness is based on an awareness of the “self,”
it is necessary for one’s perception of self to match reality. In order to have accurate self-awareness,
it is important for students to be reflective and open to feedback in order to develop a true sense of 
self. A realistic understanding of themselves will allow students to better manage their behavior. 

• Recognize strengths – We each have unique strengths, and it is vital that we each recognize and
build on them. An important piece of social emotional health is a focus on positive attributes.

• Possess self-confidence – When students can recognize their strengths, their self-confidence grows.
Again, self-confidence is an integral piece of a healthy social emotional state.

• Demonstrate self-efficacy – Self-efficacy is an individual’s belief in their ability to achieve a goal.
Recent research suggests that by believing you are capable of something, you help yourself on the
path to achieving it. 

When to Teach Self-Awareness 
Psychologist Daniel Goleman suggests that self-awareness is crucial for all levels of success. Therefore, 
this should be the leading skill in Social Emotional Learning. Before even beginning implementation with 
students, it is also important to ensure that the adults working with these students have an accurate self-
perception of themselves to better build these skills with students. When implementation begins with our 
own self-awareness, we can begin to help students recognize breakdowns in their social emotional skills. 
This strategy allows educators to better match relevant skill-building activities and strategies with 
student’s current abilities. 

Identify and Build on Strengths 
Often young people do not know their strengths, or they are not yet able to articulate their interests and 
skills. Helping youth identify and use their strengths is critical: It's a way to motivate them to develop the 
skills they need to succeed. 

• When starting a new program, assess young people's individual assets.
• In conversation, gather information about young people's strengths.

These activities are outlined in the following pages:
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https://www.landmarkoutreach.org/strategies/social-emotional-learning-overview/
http://ecommons.library.cornell.edu/bitstream/1813/19309/2/IndividualAssets.pdf
http://actforyouth.net/resources/yd/sel-gather.pdf


Knowledge 

Manual Skills 

Passion 

Relationships 

Individual Assets 
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Exploring Identities 

Bio-poem: Connecting Identity and Poetry 

 “Who am I?” is a question on the minds of many adolescents. This activity helps students clarify important elements 
of their identities by writing a poem about themselves or about a historical or literary figure. Bio-poems help students 
get beyond the aspects of identity that are often more obvious and familiar (such as ethnicity, gender, and age) by 
asking them to focus on factors that shape identity, such as experiences, relationships, hopes, and interests. By 
providing a structure for students to think more critically about an individual’s traits, experiences, and character, bio-
poems are a way for students to demonstrate what they know about historical or literary figures. Having students 
share their bio-poems is a great way to build peer relationships and foster a cohesive classroom community. 

1. Prepare
1. Select the focus of the bio-poem. Students typically write bio-poems about themselves, but the

poems can also be written about historical or literary figures. You can assign students a specific
individual to use as the focus of the bio-poem or you can allow students to choose an individual
relevant to the current unit of study.

2. Select what you want included in the bio-poem. A poem typically includes the following information:
1. Adjectives that you would use to describe yourself
2. Relationships in your life (e.g., friend, brother, daughter)
3. Things you love
4. Important memories
5. Fears
6. Accomplishments
7. Hopes or wishes
8. Home (location)

You can adapt this format to include other items, such as important moments, heroes, beliefs, 

and special sayings or words. 

2. Students Brainstorm
Before they beginning writing, it is helpful to give students an opportunity to brainstorm ideas they might
include.

3. Students Write Their Poems
Explain the format of a bio-poem to your students. You can also share with them a sample bio-poem, such
as the one included in the example section.

4. Students Share Poems
There are many ways that students can share their bio-poems. They could post them around the room as
part of a gallery walk, for example, or share them with a partner. Or you might want to try one of these
sharing strategies:

1. Students can read their poems to the whole class. Each reader is assigned a “responder.” After the
bio-poem is read aloud, the responder must comment about something he or she heard that was
particularly interesting or surprising.

2. Ask students to pass their poems to their neighbor. Give time for a thorough reading. Have students
silently write comments or questions in the margin. Every three to five minutes, have students pass
the poems on to the next person. Repeat as time allows. At the end of the allotted time, students
should have a poem filled with comments and questions. Be sure to remind students about
expectations for appropriate comments.

Exploring personality and learning styles 
Teachers can help students understand themselves better by providing feedback on how they appear to 
learn best, or by inviting youth to assess their own learning styles and personality types. By understanding 
learning styles, teaching strategies can be tailored to accommodate individual students. 
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Howard Gardner’s Multiple Intelligences 

 Verbal-linguistic learners 
• Have highly developed auditory (listening) skills
• Enjoy reading and writing
• Like to play word games
• Have a good memory for names, dates and places
• Are good at getting their point across

 Logical-mathematical learners 
• Like to explore patterns and relationships
• Enjoy doing activities in sequential order
• Are likely to enjoy mathematics and to experiment with things they don’t understand
• Find it challenging to solve problems and use logical reasoning

 Visual-spatial learner 
• Tend to feel at home with visual arts, maps, charts and diagrams
• Often think in images and pictures
• Can visualize clear images of things
• Often can complete jigsaw puzzles easily

 Musical-rhythmic learners 
• Are sensitive to the sounds in their environment
• Enjoy music and may prefer listening to music when they study or read
• Appreciate pitch and rhythm
• Probably like singing to themselves

Bodily-kinesthetic learners 
• Process knowledge through bodily sensations
• Use the body in skilled ways
• Have good balance and coordination
• Are good with their hands
• Are able to manipulate objects with finesse
• Need opportunities to move and act things out
• Tend to respond best in classrooms that provide physical activities and hands-on learning

Intrapersonal learners 
• Prefer their own inner world
• Like to be alone
• Are aware of their own strengths, weaknesses, and feelings
• Tend to think creatively and independently
• Like to reflect on ideas
• Often possess independence, self-confidence, determination, and high motivation
• Often prefer working independently rather than in groups
• May respond with strong opinions when controversial topics are discussed

 Interpersonal learners 
• Enjoy being around people
• Have many friends and engage in social activities
• Learn best by relating, sharing, and participating in cooperative group environments
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Building on emotional intelligence 

Why does emotional intelligence matter? 
Emotions are a large part of who you are. They affect whether you pay attention or are distracted, if you 
remember or forget. They influence whether you make good decisions or bad ones, stick with your 
choices or change your mind. How you feel also impacts your physical health and your ability to build and 
maintain relationships. We all need skills to recognize and understand our emotions, label and express 
them, and regulate them to achieve optimum well-being and success at home, school, and in the 
workplace. 

Pulse Check 
Think about yourself. How many of these things are true? 

• I notice how I am feeling and think about why I feel that way.
• I look at others’ facial expressions and body language to know how they are feeling.
• I generally understand what causes my feelings.
• I have a wide and specific vocabulary for talking about my feelings.
• I am comfortable expressing my feelings, both pleasant and unpleasant ones.
• I have a lot of different strategies for handling my feelings.

How do I encourage emotional intelligence in others? 

Model it. Try hard to understand the emotions of others by listening carefully, paying close attention to 

people’s faces and bodies, and asking them how they feel. Strive to handle your own emotions in a way 

that aligns with your best self and your goals. 

Celebrate it. Emotions are contagious: When we’re feeling good, we can spread those positive feelings 

by sharing them with others. If you see the young people in your life experience pride, gratitude, or 

inspiration, applaud it and encourage them to talk about it: “I love how you helped your friends resolve 

their argument. Let’s tell the rest of the family about it at dinner.” 

Enable it. All emotions matter. Create space for friends and loved ones to feel comfortable exploring and 

expressing all of their emotions—good and bad: “You seem upset about the game. Talk to me about 

what’s frustrating you.” Use conflict and challenging situations as opportunities for both you and them to 

practice and develop emotion skills. 

44



Understanding stress and stressors 

Invite self-reflection on stress and behavior. When youth feel stressed, you may have an opportunity to 
ask: 

• How does your body feel when you're stressed? Are your muscles or stomach tight or sore? Are
your hands clenched? How is your breathing?

• What are you feeling? Angry or sad?
• What are you thinking of?
• When you feel like this, what can you do to calm yourself down?

Got Stress? 

Between school, family, sports and friends...life can get STRESSFUL! 

Believe it or not, stress serves a purpose 
Stress happens when we react to particular events. It's the body's way of rising to a challenge and 
preparing to meet a tough situation. We usually think of stress as a bad thing, but stress can be useful: 

• It makes us get important things done. For example, being stressed about a test can get you to
study for it!

• Stress can make you deal with and overcome challenges.

But if you let stress overwhelm you... 
• It can make you sick.

• It can become an excuse for unhealthy habits.

• It can have a negative impact on important relationships.

  You will encounter stress throughout your life, so even though building positive skills to 

cope will take time, it will benefit you later on as well. 
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Gathering Information About Young People’s Strengths 

Sample questions to elicit interests, goals, dreams, strengths: 

• What do you like to do on a sunny day?

• What do you do or like to do in your free time?

• What is your favorite subject in school?

• What is your favorite….? 

• What is the nicest thing you have ever done?

• What do you watch on TV? Movies? Music? – What does it
mean to you?

• Who do you admire?

• When do you feel at your best?

• Tell me something you could teach someone else.

• What do you think you will be doing in a year? 5 years?

• What do you like best about yourself?

• How do you think your friends would describe you?

• Parents – What are you most proud of?

• Where would you like to go?

• If you could go on vacation, who would you bring?

• What do you like to do after school?

• What do you like to do to make yourself feel good about yourself?

• What do you want to do with your life?

• Which animal would you want to be? Why?

• Describe the type of person you want to see working here.

• Who do you look up to?

• Tell me about three people you care about.

• Where do you want to go with school?

Use conversational style – start a conversation on a topic such as movies, music – keep it a 
two-way communication. 
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