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Foreword
This professional learning resource is a key strategy in the government’s initiative to support 
children/students with learning difficulties. It complements the suite of resource documents 
developed by the Learning Difficulties Support Team, within Disability and Statewide 
Programs, and supports the Department’s focus on the wellbeing of learners. 

Recreating the Circle of Wellbeing has been developed to support educators to assist learners 
with learning difficulties to access and participate in the curriculum. It was developed as 
a result of requests to the Learning Difficulties Support Team for specialised information, 
advice, workshops, practical strategies and resources for educators, learners, parents and 
district support staff.

The information sections in the resource are informed by extensive research into emotional 
intelligence, wellbeing and learning difficulties.

The resource combines the issues of learning difficulties and wellbeing through information, 
activities for professional development, and strategies and activities for the classroom. The 
information and activities are linked to the Essential Learnings in the SACSA Framework 
and are designed to increase engagement, motivation, resilience, optimism and self-esteem 
in learners and to assist educators to increase their understanding of individual learning and 
emotional differences. 

I would like to extend my thanks to the school and district staff who gave feedback on this 
resource and trialled some of the activities. 

I commend this resource to you to assist you in the important work of meeting the needs of 
those learners who challenge us to extend our learning and skills.

Chris Robinson 
Chief exeCutive 
Department of Education and Children’s Services
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Introduction

What is required of us is that we love the difficult and learn to 
deal with it. In the difficult are the friendly forces, the hands 
that work on us. Right in the difficult we must have our joys, 
our happiness, our dreams: there against the depth of this 
background, they stand out, there for the first time we see 
how beautiful they are. SeleCted letterS of rainer Maria rilke

This resource represents an attempt to restore the circle of wellbeing for those learners with 
learning and emotional difficulties and differences who find schooling a struggle. It provides 
information, activities and links to resources designed to assist in the creation of positive 
learning environments. 
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RecReating the ciRcle of Wellbeing

CReatIng spaCe foR RespeCtful ConveRsatIon 

Whatever the setting, what makes a meeting into a circle is the willingness 
of people to shift from informal socializing or opinionated discussion into a 
receptive attitude of thoughtful speaking and deep listening. Baldwin, 1998

The circle, or council, is an ancient form of meeting that has gathered human beings into 
respectful conversation for thousands of years. The term ‘recreating the circle of wellbeing’ 
has been used by Atkinson (1994) to suggest the work that needs to be done to renew 
happiness, joy, and harmony in the personal and collective lives of indigenous peoples. 

The title Recreating the circle of wellbeing is based on the notion that learners with 
learning and emotional difficulties often need a ‘wrap around’ approach. The term ‘wrap 
around’ (www.wraparoundkids.com) symbolises the scaffolding and support that can be 
offered to learners through a holistic focus on their strengths and needs. At the same time 
the professional learning information and activities in this resource are designed to create 
a metaphoric space in which educators can feel safe to explore issues relating to teaching 
students with emotional and behavioural difficulties.

There are clear links between the work of the Learning Difficulties Support Team situated 
within Learning Improvement and Support Services (DECS) and the issues discussed in the 
working paper Wellbeing is central to learning (DECS 2004). 

BaCkgRound 

The idea for this resource arose from requests for support to the Learning Difficulties Support 
Team from district personnel, educators, and families. Many of the requests centred on the 
need for a holistic problem solving approach in supporting learners with particular learning and 
emotional difficulties to access the curriculum, effectively participate and reach their full potential.

Educators often wanted advice as to how they could differentiate the curriculum to be 
inclusive of these learners who appeared to lack motivation, were not engaged and did not 
appear to respond to interventions designed to address their difficulties in learning. 

The content of this resource is informed by:

experience of the Learning Difficulties Support Team’s support to sites and districts •	
with specialised information, advice, workshops, practical strategies and resources for 
educators, learners and parents
experience of working with the Management Assessment Panel in the Exceptional •	
Needs Unit, as well as a range of outside agencies including Child and Youth Services, 
Adolescent Education Services, advocates, a number of psychologists and psychiatrists, 
and the DECS senior policy advisor in relation to behaviour 
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a 2005 research study into an emotional intelligence approach in professional learning for •	
special educators in Macau, China.

The writer’s experience of lecturing in the Development Learning and Teaching topic in 
the Bachelor of Education degree at Flinders University of South Australia has given further 
experience in developing and trialling materials. 

puRpose

One of the purposes of this resource is to support educators to help learners with learning 
and emotional difficulties to access and participate in the curriculum such as the SACSA 
Framework, the SACE and other curricula such as the International Baccalaureate. 

A secondary but no less important purpose is to provide educators with information and 
strategies for developing the emotional capacities that they need for working with learners 
with emotional and learning difficulties. 

The Department of Education and Children’s Services in South Australia has a policy of 
inclusion. Therefore educators will have a range of learners in their settings. The Disability 
Discrimination Act (DDA) (1992) and Standards outlines those learners who should not be 
discriminated against or denied access to the curriculum. These learners include:

those who have a disorder or malfunction that results in the person learning differently •	
from a person without the disorder or malfunction
a disorder, illness or disease that affects a person’s thought processes, perception of reality, •	
emotions or judgement.

(Available at www.hreoc.gov.au/disability_rights/standards/standards.html)

This resource will assist educators to comply with the guidance notes of the DDA (1992) and 
Standards and highlights a way of working that is proactive, preventative and developmental in 
its approach to learning and emotional difficulties, mental health and challenging behaviours. 
It also aligns with the DECS Statement of Directions (2005-2010) which has as one of its seven 
goals the improvement of learner attendance, retention, engagement and wellbeing. 

The underlying philosophy of this resource is informed by research findings that indicate the 
need for many learners with learning difficulties to have the affective or emotional aspects of 
their learning addressed if they are to make progress. 

Learners with learning and emotional difficulties tend to lack self-confidence, emotional 
intelligence and resilience. Often their expression of aggression, disruptive behaviour and 
social difficulties masks emotional problems. This resource will support educators to address 
the emotional aspect so often present in any learning difficulty.

The information and activities in this resource are linked with the Essential Learnings in 
the SACSA Framework and are designed to increase engagement, motivation, resilience, 
optimism and self-esteem in learners and to assist educators to establish more positive learning 
environments and to increase their own understanding of individual learning and emotional 
differences. It will therefore complement the DECS 2004 resource Early intervention: Learning 

introduction
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difficulties. It will also support sites to acknowledge the work already being done to support 
learner wellbeing, knowing that it is core business and not additional work for educators.

Content

This resource is a compendium of ideas, strategies and resources that support the 
development of positive learning environments, nurture learning and emotional development, 
enhance resilience and build emotional literacy. Information, strategies and case studies will 
provide a useful resource for sites. 

The concept of emotional intelligence (Goleman, 1995) is used to present an approach that 
supports teachers to establish positive physical, cognitive, social and emotional learning 
environments. A model of differentiation (O’Brien and Guiney, 2001) is also presented as 
a practice that supports inclusion of learners with emotional and behavioural difficulties 
and differences. The notion of differentiation is also extended to incorporate the concept of 
emotional differentiation.

Professional learning activities focus on developing educator sensitivity to individual learning 
and emotional needs while the section on supporting learners contains a range of strategies, 
activities and links to assist educators in planning and programming for diverse learners and 
creating a positive learning environment and circle of support for learners and families.

This resource is designed to be used in a flexible manner, appropriate to the needs of 
individuals and their contexts. However, it is recommended that the background information 
(section 1), called the Circle of ideas, be read before embarking on professional or learner 
activities. The Circle of support (section 2) contains professional learning activities and  
Circle time (section 3) has activities for learners. Both the activities sections can be adapted 
for the diverse needs of participants and their situations. After all:

Circle is not a dogmatic form. each circle will develop its own unique 
personality and style. the circle structure has proven its strength and 
adaptability from the first campfires of our ancestors to the global age. 
each circle contributes to this long-held human tradition through the 
practices of listening, speaking, and thoughtful action. Baldwin, 1998

The case studies in section 4 provide educators with opportunities to examine the way 
ideas have been put into practice in improving wellbeing for learners with emotional and 
learning difficulties.



Section 1: A circle of ideas 

BaCkgRound ReadIng and InfoRmatIon 
on emotIonal IntellIgenCe, leaRnIng 
dIffICultIes and dIffeRentIatIon

never, never rest contented with any circle of ideas but 
always be certain that a wider one is still possible. C S lewiS

This section presents information about emotional intelligence and emotional differentiation. 
Educators will find that it provides essential background information for programming, 
planning and differentiating the curriculum, knowing they are doing so from a solid basis of 
understanding and research evidence. 

Information from the research literature is provided in some detail but headings are 
provided to allow readers to go to sections of interest and concern. Educators need to know 
that the pedagogical decisions they make are based on creditable research. This resource 
represents a way of thinking about emotional differentiation and inclusion rather than 
providing a set of procedures. 

5
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InfoRmatIon aBout affeCtIve 
appRoaChes In eduCatIon

It is vital that those who seek to promote high academic standards and 
those who seek to promote mental, emotional and social health realize 
that they are on the same side, and that social and affective education can 
support academic learning, not simply take time away from it. weare, 2004

the need for both cognitive and affective approaches to learning

schools will be most successful in their educational mission when they 
integrate efforts to promote children’s academic, social and emotional 
learning. eliaS, 2003

Skilled educators are concerned about the affective as well as the cognitive (GreenhalGh, 
1994). Such educators make their teaching a therapeutic experience. Through skilful, 
differentiated teaching they pay attention to where the learner is at, helping to build self-esteem 
through successful classroom experience, thereby helping learners to view themselves in a 
different and improved light, easing emotional difficulties and reducing challenging behaviour. 

For Murray (1978) it is essential that educators deal with both the educational and emotional 
aspects of learners with learning difficulties. Clearly, the challenges faced by these learners 
are not only academic but also social and emotional in nature. As Burrows (2004) has noted, 
little research has been done into the impact of having a learning disability such as dyslexia 
on the emotions of learners, family members and educators. Edwards (1994) has described 
having dyslexia as a subtle, hidden handicap and a very emotive issue both to those who 
suffer from it and to their families (p56). 

Murray (1978) argues that these learners are unlikely to make progress in any intervention 
program unless the emotional aspect is addressed. He calls for a combination of remedial 
and therapeutic interventions, which he says is needed for some learners and is more effective 
than a remedial program on its own. Emotional literacy can form a bridge between cognitive 
and affective learning since learners who are emotionally engaged are motivated to take on 
learning challenges. 

Learners who have emotional difficulties find it very difficult to be available for learning and 
need educators who can understand, empathise and differentiate their teaching to meet their 
needs (Murray, 1978). As Pace, Mullins, Beesley, Hill and Carson (1999) have noted, learners 
with emotional and behavioural difficulties tend to become trapped in a cycle of self-rejection 
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and rejection by others, leading to challenging behaviours. Gibbs (1995) suggests there is a need 
for remedial emotional education. They often tend to be seen as less socially attractive by both 
educators and peers. Pace et al. (1999) argue for a more personal and involved role for educators 
in supporting learners with emotional difficulties. They argue that there is a need for professional 
learning for educators in establishing a positive and therapeutic classroom environment. 

emotions in education

all learning has an emotional base. Plato

While there is presently some emphasis on academic achievement and standardised 
testing, attention is at the same time being paid to the importance of emotional and social 
connectedness in schooling, particularly in the literature on wellbeing and emotional 
intelligence (Arnold, 2005). There has also been a greater awareness of the need to support 
educators to develop sensitivity towards the individual learner’s learning and emotional 
differences (Arnold, 2005; Greenhalgh, 1994; Pace et. al., 1999; Rosenfeld and Rosenfeld, 
2004; Weare, 2000). Learning about and consciously working with the emotions can assist 
educators to provide a learning environment that is inclusive of all learners including those 
with emotional difficulties.

Connections with the concept of wellbeing

Clearly, the wellbeing of all learners is important, if they are to ‘achieve their best and enjoy 
their educational experience’. (DECS Statement of Directions 2005-2010, p8). 

Wellbeing is a holistic and multi-dimensional concept as shown in the DECS Learner 
Wellbeing Framework available at:

www.schools.sa.gov.au/schlstaff/files/links/DECS_LW_Framework_WEB3.pdf

The framework suggests that there are five dimensions of wellbeing – cognitive, emotional, 
physical, social and spiritual. The importance of the emotional dimension of wellbeing is 
highlighted early in this document by the inclusion of a strong statement by Daniel Goleman:

gaining the ability to understand our own emotions and using it to shape 
our own actions are competencies that are not only essential for our 
emotional and mental health: they are meta-abilities that are highly linked 
to school and career success. GoleMan Cited in weare, 2000, P69

Emotional wellbeing is closely linked with social wellbeing, and includes the emotional 
intelligence attributes of: emotional development, self-management, self-knowledge, 
autonomy, coping skills, self-esteem, trust and attachment. Aspects of social wellbeing such as 

Section 1: a circle of ideas
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the ability to form positive relationships and develop empathy are included in the emotional 
dimension for the purposes of this resource, while aspects of the cognitive dimension such 
as motivation and persistence and possible elements of the spiritual dimension such as 
connectedness are also seen through an ‘emotional’ lens. 

emotIonal IntellIgenCe and 
emotIonal dIffeRentIatIon

teaching with emotional intelligence

What role do educators play in teaching emotional intelligence? While we may clearly 
recognize that learners are individuals, each bringing a different background and set of 
experiences into the classroom, we often try to keep the affective domain – the realm of 
feeling and emotions – out of our teaching and learning setting. Yet Hargreaves, Lieberman, 
Fullan and Hopkins (1998) have characterised good teachers as more than well oiled 
machines, but as emotional, passionate beings who fill their work and their classes with 
pleasure, creativity, challenge and joy... good teachers are passionate about ideas, learning 
and their relationships with students (p559). Understanding the nature and role of emotional 
intelligence can help educators not only to assist learners to develop greater self-control, 
zeal, self-motivation and persistence (Burns, 1998) but can help to renew their own energy 
and zeal. McCarthy (1998) argues that emotional education has a significant role in raising 
achievement. He makes the following points.

Emotions are directly connected with motivation.•	
Dealing with emotions helps to develop more positive relationships and a sense of •	
emotional wellbeing.
Emotionally developed people are better equipped to deal with difference.•	
Our moral outlook and values systems are deeply shaped by our attitudes and feelings.•	
Our sense of meaning and purpose is derived as much from feeling as from •	
understanding.

Other researchers have extended these findings and placed significant emphasis on the role of 
emotions in the lives of educators. Day and Leitch (2001) have examined teaching in relation 
to the work of Goleman on emotional intelligence, and have acknowledged that emotional 
intelligence is at the heart of good professional practice.

the theory of emotional intelligence

What really matters for success, character, happiness and life long 
achievements is a definite set of emotional skills – your eQ – not just purely 
cognitive abilities that are measured by conventional IQ tests.  
GoleMan, 1995
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The notion of emotional intelligence provides a useful lens through which to consider the 
role of emotions in education. Concepts of intelligence have broadened over the last century 
to include forms of intelligence other than the purely cognitive. However, as early as 1930, 
Thorndike had developed the concept of ‘social intelligence’, and in the 1940s Wechsler 
developed an intelligence test that would also test ‘non intellective’ intelligence. In the 1980s 
Howard Gardner (1983) presented his notion of intelligence being multiple and inclusive 
of seven categories: verbal/linguistic; logical/mathematical; visual/spatial; musical; bodily/
kinaesthetic; interpersonal; intrapersonal. Gardner (2004) has acknowledged the contribution 
of Goleman (1995) to the popularisation of the two ‘personal intelligences’ (the intrapersonal 
and the interpersonal dimensions) and the ‘newly acknowledged importance of sensitivity to 
others’ (p39). 

The term ‘emotional intelligence’ has been popularised by Goleman (1995). It is generally 
understood to be the ability to know ourselves, our strengths and areas of weakness, to 
manage ourselves and our emotions, to have empathy and be able to get along with others. 
Goleman (1995, p34) has claimed that emotional intelligence (EQ) ‘can be as powerful, and at 
times more powerful, than IQ’. 

The model of emotional intelligence highlights self-awareness as being the kind of awareness 
that does not get carried away by emotions, overreacting and amplifying what is perceived. 
Rather, it is ‘a neutral mode that maintains self-reflectiveness even amidst turbulent emotions’ 
(Goleman 1995, p47). Goleman’s work has reminded educators that when learners perceive 
a threatening situation in relation to learning, they are likely to become emotionally charged 
and their cognitive capacities then take second place. 

Hargreaves and Bascia (2000) have identified that in effective teaching and learning, emotional 
understanding – that is, the ability to read and respond quickly to others’ moods and feelings 
– is an essential characteristic of an effective educator. Without this understanding they argue 
that educators can misconstrue many of the messages learners give them, and in so doing create 
anxieties and stresses that can undermine a positive learning relationship. 

A strength of this approach is that it is developmental, in that a person is seen as needing to 
develop knowledge of him or herself before being able to be empathic with others and able 
to build relationships. Another strength is its focus on the generative capacity of emotional 
intelligence. According to Goleman, emotional intelligence, unlike intellectual forms of 
intelligence, can be learnt and developed. 

differentiation and emotional differentiation 

Differentiation as a general term in education is often linked to the learner’s legal right to have a 
curriculum that is differentiated to meet their needs (O’Brien, 1998). In O’Brien’s model, a class 
of learners is seen to have different needs according to age, gender, class, cognitive capacity, 
capacity to self-regulate, learning style and home situation. It is therefore necessary to ensure 
that material is accessible and meaningful to the learner which suggests that there needs to be 
a match between the learner and what is being taught (O’Brien and Guiney, 2001). Educators 
are increasingly appreciating the need to differentiate for differences in cognitive capacity. 
However, adjusting course content and teaching methodologies to cater for the emotional needs 
of learners is perhaps a newer concept for many. 

Section 1: a circle of ideas
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This resource therefore introduces the notion of ‘emotional differentiation’. This approach 
may include changes to programming and planning that draw on strengths and interests of 
learners to enhance engagement and success, or it may mean that movement, music and or a 
range of creative activities are used to develop self-esteem and allow for the healthy expression 
of emotions.

The process of emotional differentiation begins however with increasing educators’ sensitivity 
to individual emotional differences. At the heart of the matter are strong relationships in the 
classroom. One study, conducted by Aspy and Roebuck (1977) found that when educators 
were assisted to be more empathic and to display unconditional positive regard for learners 
there were a number of positive outcomes including higher levels of engagement, attendance 
levels and grades. 

As Boyatzis, Goleman and Rhee (2000) conclude, there is a need for more research ‘to 
understand how our emotions and capabilities affect our lives and work’ (p359). It is possible 
to argue that until educators themselves are offered the opportunity to develop their own 
emotional and social capacities, their ability to understand the needs of learners with emotional 
and behavioural difficulties is unlikely to increase (Greenhalgh, 1994, Weare, 2000). 

In section 2 Circle of support ways to assist educators to develop greater sensitivity and 
appreciation of individual learning differences will be explored through information about a 
range of professional learning activities and a case study.

ReseaRCh studIes Into aspeCts of 
emotIonal IntellIgenCe

emotional intelligence attributes of adults with dyslexia

A range of research studies relevant to educators and focusing on aspects of emotional 
intelligence are described below. Aspects of these studies are adapted into activities for both 
educators (section 2) and learners (section 3). 

Research by Raskind et al (2002) into highly successful adults who had dyslexia found that the 
following attributes, rather than particular educational interventions, were most likely to have 
led to their success:

self-awareness•	
pro-activity•	
perseverance•	
emotional stability•	
presence and use of support systems•	
goal setting.•	

This reinforces the need for educators to facilitate the development of emotional intelligence 
skills such as resilience, optimism and the ability to set goals and stick at tasks for future gains. 

In another study, Mischel (www.sybervision.com/Discipline/marshmallow.htm) also highlighted 
the importance of delaying gratification in exchange for long term goal achievement. 



11

delaying self-gratification

these delaying abilities seem to be a protective buffer against the 
development of all kinds of vulnerabilities later in life. MiSChel

The now famous ‘marshmallow study’ based on longitudinal research undertaken at Stanford 
University in the 60s and 70s found that the ability to delay gratification was a better 
indicator of future life success than IQ scores. 

In the study, four-year-old children were invited into a room, one by one, where a researcher 
sat at a table upon which sat a white marshmallow. The children were told that they could 
have one marshmallow now or if they could wait for 15 minutes while the researcher did 
a few errands they could have two. Some of the children were able to wait. To maintain 
themselves they covered their eyes with their hands, sang, made up games with the hands 
and feet. These children were rewarded with two marshmallows. The other, more impulsive 
children grabbed the marshmallow almost as soon as the researcher left the room.

These young people were studied again in their final year of secondary schooling. Mischel 
found that 14 years later, the ‘grabbers’ or the impulsive ones were:

seen by others as stubborn and over reactive•	
prone to jealously and envy•	
easily upset with frustrations•	
troubled with low self-esteem, thinking of themselves as ‘bad’.•	

The other group, ‘the waiters’, or gratification delayers were:

more socially competent•	
more personally effective and self-assertive•	
more able to cope with frustrations of life•	
more trustworthy and dependable•	
more academically successful•	
210 points higher on SAT (university entrance) scores.•	

This study suggests the link between self-discipline and academic, emotional and social 
success. Albert Bandura (1997), however emphasised the importance of self-efficacy, which 
comes before self-discipline. 

self-efficacy 

For Bandura, a strong sense of one’s self-worth and capabilities or self-confidence largely 
determine our ability to make choices, put in sustained effort, persevere at tasks and be 
resilient. Bandura (1997) believed that the key elements of self-efficacy were:

the importance of believing you can succeed•	
development of self-awareness and sense of personal agency•	

Section 1: a circle of ideas
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The psychologist Csiksentmihalyi has suggested that the experience of personal control and 
success comes through the experience of ‘flow’. 

flow

Csiksentmihalyi (1997) suggested that the ability to enter the state of ‘flow’ is the ultimate in 
emotional intelligence. He characterised flow as the state of being totally absorbed in what 
we are doing, characterised by full involvement, an energised focus, successful experience and 
a sense of losing track of time and space. Many sports people have referred to ‘being in the 
zone’, which is a similar notion to that of flow. According to Csiksentmihalyi, these are the 
elements to flow (although all do not need to be present): 

clear goals •	
deep focus on a particular activity •	
loss of the feeling of self-consciousness •	
distorted sense of time •	
balance between ability level and challenge •	
sense of personal control •	
intrinsically rewarding nature of the activity.•	

Working with flow requires the ability to some extent to ‘go with the flow’ and appreciate 
that emotions ebb and flow and do not remain static, whether or not there are emotional 
difficulties present. 

effects of rejection (Baumeister in Young, 2002)

A study published in the New Scientist (2002) described the effects of rejection on IQ and 
the ability to reason analytically. Participants who thought they had not been chosen to work 
with another person, compared with those who thought they had been chosen by a number 
of people, were shown to have:

increased aggression and impulsivity•	
aggression scores up, IQ down (25%) •	
decreased analytical reasoning (down 30%).•	

Similar results came out of a similar study by the same researcher, (Young, 2002) in which 
participants completed a quiz, with half being told the results of the quiz meant they would 
have a positive future, and half told they would have a negative future. Ethics aside, the 
results are of interest and concern. The researcher concluded that his study suggested that 
rejection interferes with a person’s self-control. Many learners with learning and emotional 
difficulties may often find themselves rejected and experiencing a sense of failure and lack of 
control over their lives. The resulting frustration and lack of self-esteem is likely then to lead 
to behavioural difficulties.

Reading facial expressions

Our ability to understand and ‘read’ other people’s emotions assists us to ‘feel into’ what 
another person is thinking or feeling. Children and young people who have a non-verbal 
learning disability, autism or Asperger’s syndrome generally find it extremely difficulty to 
read and interpret facial expression and non-verbal body language. It is therefore useful for 
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educators to be aware that if a student appears to lack empathy it is important to explore 
whether or not a non-verbal learning disability is present. 

The work of the anthropologist Paul Ekman (2003) builds on the emotional intelligence 
literature in its focus on reading emotions on the face. This is a perspective that comes from 
evolutionary biology, evolutionary psychology, anthropology and more recently emotional 
intelligence. Charles Darwin proposed in the 19th century that emotions were cross-cultural 
and were experienced and expressed physiologically. Ekman tested this hypothesis by 
travelling the world and showing photographs of different facial expressions to people of 
different cultural groups. He argues that he has demonstrated that emotions have had an 
evolutionary impact and they are cross-cultural. For example: anger prepares an animal for 
fighting; fear for fleeing; sadness for disengaging from the environment; and happiness for 
heightened engagement. 

This, in the emotional intelligence model, is part of the developmental process – appearing 
after self-awareness and before empathy. Certainly many children with emotional difficulties 
have weakness in their ability to process non-verbal information and are therefore more likely 
to find themselves in situations of conflict, misunderstanding and misdemeanours. In the 
author’s experience educators often do not realize the significance of this and benefit from 
activities to increase their awareness and empathy for children with this problem. There are 
indications that doing this work with educators is helping them to read emotions in others 
more effectively, which is likely to have positive benefits for students and parents. 

Ekman suggests that to understand emotion in others is a considerable skill. It requires a 
well developed capacity for compassion to respect, feel sympathetic towards and patiently 
reassure someone who is afraid of something of which we are not afraid. Cook (2004) argues 
that competent reading of facial expressions can be an outstanding aid for engagement with 
students and for general classroom management. 

listening to others – with understanding and empathy

According to Covey (1989) highly effective people spend an inordinate amount of time and 
energy listening. Some psychologists believe that the ability to listen to another person, 
to empathise with and to understand their point of view is one of the highest forms of 
intellectual behaviour.

Piaget (1962) called it ‘overcoming ego-centrism’, that is being able to paraphrase other 
people’s ideas, detecting indicators (cues) of their feelings or emotional states in their oral and 
body language (empathy), accurately expressing another person’s concepts, emotions and 
problems – all are indications of listening behaviour. 

People with this ability are able to see with the diverse perspectives of others. They can gently 
attend to another person demonstrating their understanding of and empathy for an idea or 
feeling by paraphrasing it, accurately building upon it, clarifying it or giving an example of it. 

Senge (1994) has suggested that to listen fully means to pay close attention to what is being 
said beneath the words – to the essence of the person. This means listening not only for what 
someone knows but also for what they are trying to represent. Ears operate at the speed of 
sound, which is far slower than the speed of light that the eyes take in. Generative listening is 

Section 1: a circle of ideas
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the art of developing deeper silence in one’s own self so that it is possible to slow the mind’s 
hearing to the ears’ natural speed and hear beneath the words to their meaning.

Behaviour as a form of communication

With support, educators can begin to see that the feelings they themselves experience when 
relating to learners can often tell them something about how they are feeling (Greenhalgh, 
1994). In this approach behaviour can be seen very much as a form of communication. 

For educators, understanding the impact that their own emotions and those of others 
have on the effectiveness of the teaching–learning context is important. Being able to read 
the emotions of others is a key component of understanding students as individuals. This 
understanding is a key component of any process of self-regulation.

suppoRtIng eduCatoRs

for children of diverse needs you need outstanding teachers. kozol, 1991

Supporting educators is an important part of the process of supporting learners with learning 
and emotional difficulties and differences. In this section, information from the literature 
about the needs of educators for professional learning and support in the area of the affective 
dimension of education, is presented and discussed.

educators’ fear and anxiety

Mohammed (2002), an educator and researcher who has a learning disability, suggests that 
learning disabilities often arouse emotions such as anger, frustration and depression and that 
educators themselves can find themselves experiencing similar emotions. Many educators 
experience anxiety about their ability to control their classes and meet all their students’ 
needs and their parents’ expectations (Struder, 1993, Katz 1996). Winograd (2003) believes 
that teaching is a strongly emotional occupation and that emotions can be powerful catalysts 
for taking action and bringing about change. 

In one study (Latta, 2005) the role and place of fear in teaching and learning was explored. 
All 12 educators who participated in the study named fear as an internal concept they 
grappled with daily in their teaching and learning practices. They portrayed fear as a 
disconnect between self and other that restrained their practices, compartmentalised 
knowledge, separated pedagogy from content and theory from practice. 

Winograd (2003), an American professor of education who returned to a primary classroom 
for a year, realised then that teaching was predominantly an emotional endeavour. He 
became strongly aware of the range of emotions he could experience in a day in the 
classroom: joy, fulfilment, anger, depression, anxiety and self-blame, and found himself 
suppressing emotions and focusing on his own inadequacies until he learned to use those 
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emotions as catalysts for taking action and bringing about change. He came to believe that 
educators’ emotional health was quite fragile.

emotional development in adults

Lantieri and Patti (1996 in Weare, 2000) suggest that, in theory, educators may not 
necessarily be more emotionally developed than learners since emotional competence does 
not necessarily increase with age. It is possible to see that educators may be emotionally 
‘stuck’ at an earlier stage of development and may therefore find the behaviour of a child 
quite challenging, disturbing and even threatening. Particular learners may trigger emotions 
that educators may not have realised they had. This can be interpreted as either a threat or 
an opportunity to work on our emotional development. 

teaching social skills programs

The challenging behaviour of learners with special or additional educational needs can put 
enormous pressure on educators. Programs that educate learners in social and emotional 
learning are becoming more widespread as there is a greater appreciation that engaging 
students’ interest and keeping them at school relies more and more on the ability to relate 
to peers and educators. The capability to teach such programs requires educators who 
understand their own emotional responses and have strategies to cope with these. 

emotional holding

Educators, particularly those who work with learners with emotional and behavioural 
difficulties, need support to develop a way and a language to deal with powerful emotions after 
incidents with students, colleagues and parents. From a psychodynamic point of view, educators 
have a vital role in ‘emotional holding’ (Weare 2000) by showing that they can ‘contain’ 
powerful emotions themselves without allowing them to take over or cause overreaction. 

Bascia and Hargreaves (2000) have identified that in effective teaching and learning, emotional 
understanding, that is the ability to read and respond quickly to others’ moods and feelings, 
is an essential characteristic of a good teacher. Without this understanding they argue that 
educators can misconstrue much of the messages students give them, and in so doing create 
anxieties and stresses that can undermine any good teacher/student learning relationship.

educational emotional awareness 

Mohammed (1998) has developed educational emotional awareness as a concept through 
research based on teaching educators to become more conscious of their emotions while 
teaching and learning. She bases her approach on her own experience of being dyslexic and 
having tended at school to allow herself to be ‘hijacked’ by emotions that were inappropriate 
and out of proportion to the situation. As noted in Burrows (2004) she recommends a 
conscious slowing down of response after a difficult incident has occurred, allowing for the 
feeling and its recognition to be reflected upon, analysed and transformed, before responding. 
Many educators have had the experience of reacting too quickly, only to find themselves 
going over the incident in the evening, after work, and wishing they had been more ‘in tune’ 
at the time. 

Section 1: a circle of ideas
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the importance of empathy

You never really understand a person until you climb into his skin and walk 
around in it. harPer lee, 1967

Aspy and Roebuck (1977) found that many educators did not possess high levels of empathy 
and the ability to display unconditional positive regard. Arnold (2000, 2005) suggests that the 
ability to understand the thoughts and feelings of self and others (empathy) is a sophisticated 
ability involving the imagination. She also notes as do Sherwood and Tagar (1999) that for 
us to be truly empathic we need to be able to differentiate our self-states from others’ states 
(who owns what). This is in a sense what is meant by the notion of individuation – that we 
can distinguish our inner identity from outer forces and pressures. This is a highly necessary 
skill when working with learners who are emotionally volatile and may be able to trigger 
emotional states within us of which we may not be conscious. 

Developing greater self-knowledge carries with it the responsibility of self-management and 
self-regulation and not blaming. Educators modelling these skills in interactions with learners 
can encourage them to observe and possibly adopt new ways of responding.

Covey (1989) suggests that having empathy for others requires a paradigm shift. He recounts 
the experience of travelling in a train when a man got in with his two sons. The sons were 
running up and down the train bothering passengers, until he finally got irritated enough to 
ask the father why he didn’t do something to control his children. The father replied, ‘We 
just got back from the hospital where their mother died. I don’t know how to handle it and I 
guess they don’t either.’ Covey suggests that suddenly the scenario begins to look completely 
different. This is the power of a paradigm shift. Suddenly you see everything differently. 

the importance of modelling

Educators are the crucial role models for children and young people. ‘Teachers teach it by 
their being’ (Goleman, 1995), by how they handle the situation when two students are having 
an argument, how they notice that one student is being left out and make sure he or she is 
included, by how they tune into the social dynamics between students. Educators can do a 
great deal by showing that this is important, that they too can expand their emotional–social 
repertoire of understanding and reaction resulting in learners learning just by observing them. 
If they are to be able to be effective role models, however, they too need support to develop 
their emotional intelligence. Self-awareness and self-management for teaching can be a stressful 
occupation that can trigger unresolved issues from childhood or earlier experiences. There is 
therefore the need for structures that can support educators to explore these issues in safety.

learning circles

Reflecting on his experience, Winograd (2003) wondered if he was alone in his emotional 
responses or whether other educators had had similar experiences but did not share them 
publicly. For Arnold (2005) personalised experiences are central to deep learning but, as 
previously noted (Burrows, 2004), educators are not likely to enter into intense forms of 



17

learning and express feelings of inadequacy and other intense emotions unless a climate 
of trust and safety is established. The concept of ‘learning circles’ was used in the DECS 
Learning to Learn project and as noted by Le Cornu (2003) it was found to be helpful in 
the creation of a space for leaders of the change process to talk in depth and to explore 
confronting issues and tension. The learning circles had established norms of support that 
included respect, non-judgmental listening, being constructively critical and assuming positive 
intent. The use of learning circles clearly provided a space for professional renewal of teachers 
and teacher educators (Le Cornu, 2003).

Weare (2000) argues that professional development to help educators develop their own 
emotional and social capacities and coping skills is much needed. She suggests that it 
might be even more vital for educators than students to learn how to develop social and 
emotional competencies if they are to work effectively with students, become change agents in 
transforming schools and be professionally fulfilled. 

Educators themselves are often heard to make comments such as: ‘We’re not trained to deal 
with kids with mental health problems’ (educator’s comment during a professional learning 
session on emotional intelligence, 2005). As Hanko (2002, 2003) has often argued, there is 
a need to identify and support educators’ emotional needs if we are to ask them to provide 
effective support for the young people with whom they work. 

Increasing educators’ sensitivity to individual learning differences 

The researchers Rosenfeld and Rosenfeld (2004) found that a powerful way to help educators 
become more sensitive to different learning needs involved giving them the opportunity to 
explore their own learning styles in the company of their colleagues. 

This approach acknowledges and works with diversity and is based on a strengths perspective. 
While some educators acknowledge the diversity of learning styles in their classrooms, they 
may not appreciate the importance of reflecting on their own preferred ways of teaching 
and learning. Research by Rosenfeld and Rosenfeld (2004) showed that using learning styles 
questionnaires gave educators concrete data about themselves and helped the educators raise 
their awareness of learning styles in students. The researchers found that using a range of 
quizzes about preferred ways of learning, provided a springboard for self-reflection, a catalyst 
for dialogue and led to a new appreciation in educators of individual learning differences. 

Not only did the experience give educators a new language with which to speak about 
individual learning differences, it also led to increased:

understanding of self as learner and teacher•	
understandings about learners•	
changes in beliefs•	
self-acceptance•	
changes in teacher practice.•	

Educators noted that the process helped them to focus consciously on themselves as learners. 
They also appreciated learning in an open, supportive context with colleagues, and increased 
their repertoire to deal with different learning styles. One educator wrote: When I got it about 
myself, I got it about others.

Section 1: a circle of ideas
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The researchers reported that: 

teachers listened attentively to colleagues’ incidents and described 
with obvious enthusiasm their own changed feelings as well as changed 
behaviour of students and husbands. roSenfeld and roSenfeld, 2004

While this study focused primarily on individual learning differences, another research 
study (Burrows, 2005) focused more on individual emotional differences, while 
acknowledging their interconnection. 

developing educator sensitivity to individual emotional differences 

In her research Burrows (2005) wanted to find out the extent to which her emotional 
intelligence program for professional learning for special educators in Macau was able to 
facilitate changes in self-knowledge and empathy. She found that the educators highly valued 
the experiential and creative approach and wrote comments such as:

•	 I	have	learnt	how	important	it	is	to	be	able	to	bear	someone	else’s	
feeling, and how to understand others.

•	 The	active	approach	helped	me	to	relax	and	see	the	problems	that	the	
students presented in a different way. 

•	 I	can	now	see	I	need	to	work	differently	with	my	students.
•	 This	course	has	enhanced	my	personal	quality	and	growth.	
•	 It	has	helped	me	to	understand	my	own	character	as	well	as	the	

strengths and weaknesses of my teaching. 
•	 I	now	understand	something	of	my	own	feelings.	I	have	never	looked	at	

these before. 
eduCator feedBaCk in BurrowS, 2005

It would appear then, that there is a need for educators to develop greater emotional and 
social capacities if they are to teach students with complex needs and indeed teach social skills 
programs such as Program Achieve, Heartmasters and other pastoral care and emotional 
intelligence programs (Arnold, 2005; Burrows, 2004; Hanko, 2003; Greenhalgh, 1994; 
Hargreaves, 2001; Salzberger-Wittenberg, Williams and Osborne, 1983; and Weare, 2004). 
Section 2 provides a range of activities and strategies to support educators to develop their 
emotional capacity.

The goal is to support educators to learn from emotional experience as it unfolds and to see 
that all behaviour is a form of communication. This resource aims to support educators to 
develop the abilities to pay attention to emotions – their own and their students’ – to tolerate 
uncertainty and to reflect on their experiences.
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learners’ emotional needs

Educators who are sensitive to individual learning and emotional differences are likely to 
be able to support learners to develop strong self-esteem and wellbeing. Developing this 
sensitivity helps to build connections between educators and learners and helps educators to 
develop greater empathy for the challenges faced on a daily basis by learners with learning 
and emotional difficulties. 

Murray (1978) holds the view that learners with learning difficulties often have lower self-
esteem, and sense of self-worth than learners without a learning difficulty. They also tend to 
be more anxious in general and show more anxiety with regard to many aspects of school. 
Murray suggests that in an effort to defend against feelings of inadequacy and anxiety the 
learner with a learning difficulty may find it extremely difficult to admit personal faults and 
shortcomings. Murray believes it is essential that both cognitive and affective aspects of 
learning be addressed for these learners. 

Learners with learning difficulties may be given intervention programs that can simply be 
‘more of the same’ and lead to greater disaffection with schooling. These learners need to 
have the benefit of the richness that the curriculum and inclusive methodologies can provide.

While educators may be differentiating the curriculum with strategies such as scaffolding, 
explicit teaching, accommodations, using assistive technology support, para-educator 
support, literacy interventions and programs and study skill instruction, they need also to be 
considering the more affective aspects which are the hallmark of effective teaching practice. 
These include: 

a challenging and engaging curriculum •	
building motivation•	
negotiated and integrated curriculum•	
student voice•	
working with strengths and interests•	
using differences as assets•	
working with learning styles and multiple intelligences•	
using a mentor •	
making learning connected and relevant. •	

These all come under the heading of an emotional intelligence approach, which builds 
emotional literacy.

emotional literacy

As Kusche (2002) has argued, working with emotional intelligence can help to alleviate 
emotional distress and behavioural problems, reduce risk factors, improve classroom 
atmosphere, enhance student–teacher relationships and promote optimal development. 
Kusche further argues that children who are not taught about emotional literacy are likely to 
be at a disadvantage as adults.

Section 1: a circle of ideas
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There is a need for educators to both teach ‘difficult’ students the kind of skills they need to 
cope with the demands of the classroom more easily and manage their own behaviour, while 
also to support the other learners in the class to be more inclusive and accepting of their 
classmate’s emotional needs (Rogers 1994). 

As recommended in the UK document Learning by heart: the role of emotional education 
in raising school achievement (McCarthy, 1998), young people are seen to need an education 
that will enable them to have:

a strong sense of self and an empathic awareness of others•	
an awareness of the role and power of emotions in decision making•	
a sound basis for their values and morality•	
a tolerance of difference and diversity•	
a sense of meaning and purpose in their lives.•	

This awareness of emotional learning and development is promoted through providing 
learners with opportunities to listen to stories and to one another as well as nourishing the 
senses and cultivating feelings through practical and experiential activities.

an emotional intelligence curriculum

Goleman (1995) has noted the results of an emotional intelligence curriculum where students: 

demonstrate greater engagement•	
stay at school longer•	
have better frustration tolerance•	
use anger management•	
use fewer verbal put-downs•	
disrupt the classroom less•	
have fewer suspensions and exclusions•	
show more positive feelings•	
use stress management•	
show increased empathy•	
use better communication.•	

developmental discipline

 A developmental approach to classroom management has many connections with emotional 
intelligence. Watson and Ecken (2003) argues that there is a tendency in western cultures to 
view misbehaving children as selfish and responsible for their own unacceptable behaviour. 
Watson suggests that if educators have difficulty unconditionally accepting and valuing 
learners (without necessarily accepting their behaviour) their attempts to control their 
unacceptable behaviour will result in learners feeling emotionally distant and less able to 
learn. Yet as Watson argues, this is largely how western education has been structured to 
respond to poor behaviour in learners for the past 100 years.

According to Watson, the developmental approach requires a new way of viewing the learner. 
In her model of discipline, learners are viewed as naturally motivated to learn and wanting 
to be cooperative and empathic in the classroom, and not, as is usually held, motivated 
mostly by self-interest. This framework supports educators to appreciate that there may 
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be underlying reasons beyond learners’ control as to why some are not able to learn and 
participate effectively in the classroom. It builds strongly on the literature from attachment 
theory and applies it in the educational setting and contrasts strongly with more traditional 
behaviourist approaches to classroom management in its focus on supportive, non-punitive 
approaches to learners with emotional difficulties. 

Watson’s developmental approach involves a program of collaborative learning activities, 
class meetings and a relationship-based approach to classroom management. This involves 
building friendly relationships with and among students; teaching social, emotional and 
moral skills and understandings so that learners can play an active role in navigating difficult 
classroom decisions. It also involves using non-coercive, empathy inducing responses to 
misbehaviour – in other words encouraging learners to see for themselves how their actions 
affect their peers. These approaches often not only improve behaviour in learners but also 
result in improved academic learning outcomes. 

the importance of language

learning to love and accept ourselves is basic to human education. so is 
learning to language emotion in a positive way. ultimately when we learn 
to truly love and accept ourselves, we’ll be able to live well and love each 
other and every thing we encounter. levine, 2000

Building a language of emotions provides a foundation for developing emotional intelligence. 
All teachers can help students to identify, use and understand words about feelings. Connections 
can be made between emotions, behaviours and health during story telling, reading, writing, 
playing sport and other games. This can help to create a positive classroom environment as it is 
built into day-to-day discourse in the classroom and wider school environment. 

student voice

In the introduction to his book Savage inequalities Kozol (1991) observes that we have 
not been listening much to children in these recent years…the voices of children, frankly, 
have been missing from the whole discussion (p5). Learners are most likely to be engaged 
when they are active and given some choice and control over the learning process. Some 
researchers and educators argue that empowered student voice in educational reform is 
increasingly identified as critical to the successful implementation of specific academic 
programs and projects (Ericson and Ellett, 2002). All too often the most important people 
involved in education are left out of conversations about and planning for educational 
transformation. Many learners, including those with learning difficulties and disabilities, have 
valuable ideas about what would make their learning more meaningful and engaging, yet 
they are often being educated without voice or choice in the process. 

In many sites and classrooms, however, there is an atmosphere in which there is a feeling of 
community and responsibility, a space for everyone to be heard and to listen to others, and 
perhaps a shared and developing language for describing one’s own and others’ emotions. 

Section 1: a circle of ideas



22

RecReating the ciRcle of Wellbeing

This environment can be significantly enhanced through a focus on the physical 
environment. The size of schools and classes and the natural and built environment is also 
directly connected with climate and ‘feel’. 

the phYsICal envIRonment

educational institutions are notoriously insensitive to the impact that the 
physical setting can have on the human spirit. PalMer, 1999

Wellbeing and the classroom environment

Classrooms are (thus) environments of continual openness, where people 
are called together to study the world around them. SenGe et al, 2000

The physical environments of schools can be developed to promote learner and educator 
wellbeing. In recent times, more attention has been paid to the impact of the physical 
environment of the school on mental, emotional and social health (Weare, 2000). 
Csikszentmihalyi (1998) has made connections between wellbeing and the environment by 
calling for an improvement in playground design to facilitate ‘flow’. 

The importance of creating and maintaining pleasant, homely, attractive and well equipped 
environments is beginning to emerge in the literature. Light, space, and good quality 
equipment all have a positive effect on concentration, efficiency and esteem.

Many schools are using colour, sounds, plants, soft furnishing and quiet areas with rugs, soft 
chairs and books for class and staff rooms (Weare, 2000). Cole (in Weare 2000) suggests that 
young people respond to and generally try to look after physical surroundings. 

learning and the environment

Classroom climate whether positive or not is largely under the teacher’s 
control. MonGon and hart in GreenhalGh, 1994

Learners take in not only the direct content of a lesson but also the peripheral environment. 
An enriched learning environment that is novel, interesting and engaging can help to 
stimulate learning. Depending on flexibility of room allocation in schools, educators can 
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adapt the environment to correspond with the curriculum. The use of colours, music, tactile 
materials, a range of seating options and a relatively secluded area can add to the quality 
of a learning environment. Pete and Fogarty (2004) outline areas for educators to consider. 
These include the room arrangement, furniture, seating plans, temperature, lighting, music, 
background noise, bulletin boards, and black/white boards.

Pete and Fogarty also suggest enriching a classroom environment with word games, visual 
puzzles, books and resources that are above the year level. These can challenge and stimulate 
learners to stretch themselves, particularly if these activities present no threat in terms of 
expected outcomes or timelines. These activities can support transition times when some 
learners have completed their work and can support the creation of ‘flow’ when time appears 
to pass unnoticed because of a sense of enjoyment and fulfilment.

Behaviour and the environment

Research suggests that behaviour responds to and can be shaped by the physical 
environment. The Australian educator Ian Lillicoe (www.boysforward.com) has looked into 
the research on the impact colours can have on adolescent boys. As a result of his findings at 
least one South Australian secondary school has had the year 8 rooms painted in deep plum 
and aubergine tones as Lillicoe found that boys of this age were found to be more settled in 
the afternoons in classrooms painted in these shades. 

Clearly, well designed multipurpose spaces make a huge difference to users and how they treat 
the space and one another. Moving through narrow, dark, crowded corridors, often laden 
with bags of books can cause stressed and unacceptable behaviour particularly in secondary 
schools. The physical environment can increase aggression in confined spaces such as cramped 
classrooms, hallways or canteen areas. Physical layout such as nooks and crannies and isolated 
areas of large sites that are difficult to supervise can also facilitate bullying and teasing.

Colour, light, form and space can be used positively to induce mood change and pro-social 
actions. Background mood music such as Pachelbel’s Canon and various classical pieces 
designed to support auditory processing and reduce stress (information available at www.
rmlearning.com/auditoryprocessing.htm) can soothe learners and school staff and is currently 
being used by a number of middle school educators.

It is possible to argue that learning environments could be better planned to take account of 
the affective, cognitive and the psychomotor development of learners (Vissar, 2001). Dingy 
décor and dilapidated equipment can encourage a lack of respect for property and encourage 
further damage. 

A well-planned attractive physical environment reassures parents that their children are 
being properly cared for. Colour, light, form and space can be used positively to induce mood 
change and pro-social actions.

student voice

Jones has suggested that learners are often first to identify the quality of the school 
environment and the health and wellbeing of the school community. 
www.healthyschools.gov.uk/

Section 1: a circle of ideas
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In a recent study into what children and young people would like schools to be like (DECS, 
2003), they identified that they wanted schools and classrooms with:

lots of natural light and fresh air•	
no straight lines•	
lots of space and flexibility•	
different zones for different work•	
colour, but not too bright•	
lots of plants•	
flowers, pets and a pool•	
walls and roof that open up to the sky.•	

Quiet place 

Quiet Place is a holistic intervention program for children with emotional and behavioural 
difficulties in the Liverpool area in the United Kingdom. The program’s aims are the 
development of emotional health, self-esteem and confidence, as well as solution based 
strategies to develop positive relationships and improve communication skills. The concept 
arose out of the realisation that there was a need to find a way to support children who were 
experiencing high levels of domestic violence.

The Quiet Place model is a therapeutic approach based on humanistic and emotional 
intelligence principles and utilizes an expressive approach to working with children with 
emotional needs. Children are encouraged through a range of creative activities and 
biofeedback to become more aware of their emotions and reactions. They are supported 
to develop self-management skills by using relaxation, massage, visualization, art and 
biofeedback to bring about a greater inner equilibrium. This model builds on the work of 
Mills and Crowley (1986). After a five week intervention of three sessions per week, children 
were observed to be less stressed, more in control of their emotions and more confident. 

The Quiet Place operates from a separate classroom in a number of schools in the Liverpool 
area. Children work with a psychotherapist in a calming, gentle and supportive environment. 
The room is designed to be ‘environmentally magical’. It contains soft furnishings, beanbags, 
mini environments such as tent-like areas, water cascades, and areas for sand play, plants and 
musical instruments. 

The Quiet Place aims to:

provide children with a space where someone will listen to them in moments of crisis •	
and stress
help children to benefit from education by assisting in the removal of the blocks resulting •	
from stress factors 
assist in preventing the build up of mental health problems by addressing issues at an •	
early stage
deliver effective interventions via the holistic and creative use of innovative person-•	
centred approaches
provide therapeutic support to children and their families within the host school•	
provide training and support for the staff of that school•	
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provide innovative and targeted interventions that support the child to remain in •	
mainstream provision.

Further information can be obtained by accessing the web site: 
www.cheiron-quietplace.com. 

setting up a quiet room, area or space

It is possible to use aspects of the Quiet Place approach through setting up a quiet room or 
area. It can be:

a room•	
part of a room•	
a small corner of the classroom.•	

To be most effective it needs: 

privacy•	
soft materials•	
cushions•	
relaxing music•	
water fountain (optional)•	
calming colours•	
natural objects•	
artistic materials•	
soft toys•	
somewhere to hide•	
tent-like draperies•	
aromatherapy•	
a staff member (teacher or SSO) trained in the use and purpose of the room.•	

When we set up the Quiet Room for a boy with oppositional defiance 
disorder it was just fantastic. he had a place to go to cool down, regain his 
composure. the only problem was, all the children in the class wanted to 
use the room! eduCator CoMMent, 2003

emotional holding

stillness, darkness, coolness and patience may provide the cave in which to 
hide until the night is over. hillMan, 1967

Section 1: a circle of ideas
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An environment can help to ‘hold’ a learner who is experiencing overwhelming emotions. 
Having a designated room, corner or alcove, with cushions, soft materials and low lighting 
and privacy can support learners to calm themselves if they are moody or having difficulties 
working with a peer for whatever reason, reducing the need to use a ‘time out’ area. 

Research into classroom environments and learning outcomes

Two US researchers (Weinstein, 1979 and McGuffey, 1982) revealed that thermal, visual, and 
acoustics factors and the effect of colour consistently had a direct impact on learners’ and 
educators’ ability to concentrate on learning tasks and that this affected student attainment. 
There is a need for more research into the image of easy access and egress, colour, light, 
acoustics and temperature and the effect of these on learning, wellbeing and behaviour.

One resource, (Heiss, 2004) translates ancient Chinese interior decoration concepts to 
the school, providing educators with strategies and suggestions for improving harmony 
and positive energy in their classrooms. The text gives suggestions for arranging the ideal 
classroom in such a way that the chi, or energy, can move freely. Key features of the ideal 
classroom are minimal clutter, many plants, calming sounds, and mobiles for movement. A 
room map, called a bagua, dictates the placement of colour, furniture, and learning centres 
in the classroom. The book is promoted as being intended for teachers of all year levels who 
want to transform an impossible classroom arrangement into a focused learning environment. 

Classrooms of the future

In the classroom of the future, the learning environment will look  
and feel different.  
http://www.teachernet.gov.uk/_doc/4032/Classrooms%20of%20the%20Future.pdf

According to the authors of the Classrooms of the Future project in the United Kingdom, 
school design in the future will be shaped by the need to accommodate a more diverse range 
of learners, with different learning styles and needs, as well as the increasing community use 
of schools and developments in technology. They focus on the creation of innovative learning 
environments that are imaginative and stimulating, with the aim of inspiring learners to 
achieve greater success.

In their report the authors describe a special school ‘Mossbrook’ in Sheffield with many 
visual learners where the environment has been developed to encourage sensory stimulation 
and experiential learning through direct interaction with the environment. This school is also 
a resource for other schools in the area. The aim of this school redevelopment was to bring 
together technological gadgetry and tactile and sensory experience as ways of experiencing 
and interpreting the world.  
www.teachernet.gov.uk/_doc/4032/Classrooms%20of%20the%20Future.pdf

This multi sensory approach has much potential to engage the senses, enhance engagement 
and motivation and deepen the connections to learning. 
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Kilparrin, a DECS school that caters for learners with dual disabilities, has developed multi-
sensory rooms that are stimulating and engaging. Classrooms are thoughtfully decorated 
with a range of tones and colours, with activities and materials designed for multi-sensory 
experience and play. Information and photographs are available at the following website: 
www.kilparrin.sa.edu.au 

CIRCles of tRust: WoRkIng WIth paRents

almost any discussion about one’s child raises protective emotions that 
are not present in other types of meetings…staff need to be respectful of 
that. Parent CoMMent, lytle and Bordin, 2000, P75

The view that there is a need to establish positive relationships between home and school is 
unlikely to be challenged. However, as argued by Burrows (2004), this needs to go further. 
The literature on parent–educator communication reveals that teachers can experience a 
range of emotions about their teaching and the ability to meet the expectations of parents. 

Many families experience strong emotions when communicating with educators about 
the needs of their child or young person. There is the potential for misunderstanding and 
confusion to arise when dealing with issues such as the need to differentiate the curriculum 
or provide accommodations. Parents can become anxious if they have the perception that 
their concerns are not taken seriously enough. At times this can result in a breakdown in 
communication and even, perhaps, the lodging of a complaint with the Human Rights and 
Equal Opportunity Commission. 

As Burrows (2004) has noted, educators receive little training in building positive relationships 
with parents. Aspy and Roebuk (1977) in fact called for a greater emphasis on communication 
in pre-service teacher training. A range of communication approaches or frameworks found 
to be useful supports for educators are described briefly below and may be followed up 
through the literature and the links provided. 

person-centred counselling

This by now classic counselling approach (Rogers, in Goleman, 1995) is valuable for its 
simplicity and practicality. In this approach there is an essential trust in the capacity of others 
to think for themselves, to learn for themselves and to communicate with unconditional 
positive regard. In this model, parents and families are encouraged to contribute their own 
knowledge and experience, which is valued, while the educator is more of a facilitator, 
who is able to listen with empathy and without judgement or prejudice. This approach 
is not employed as a set of techniques, but is viewed more as part of a desire for genuine 
communication (Burrows, 2004).

Section 1: a circle of ideas
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personal and emotional intelligences

These intelligences, following Gardner (2004) and Goleman (1995), as previously described, 
focus on self-awareness and self-knowledge, as well as the ability to understand others and to 
work with them. This approach with its focus on empathy, assists both parents and educators 
to put themselves in the shoes of the other and try to see things from their perspective, while 
remaining conscious, and calm, within their own.

educational emotional awareness 

as I listened to the comments I was transported back to my early years at 
school (although it was unrecognised at the time, I have a learning difficulty 
related to poor auditory and visual memory and reading comprehension), 
to the feelings of vulnerability and shame. Back to standing by the teacher, 
nearly the only one in the class who couldn’t read, desperately trying to 
fathom what the code was that would allow me to do what the others did 
apparently so easily, ...back to standing in the dining hall before lunch, 
mouthing the times tables while the rest of the school chanted the answers 
so confidently, praying that nobody would find me out.

the feelings threatened to overwhelm but I hung on, smiling and nodding 
– I still didn’t want to be found out – until after the meeting when I could 
escape to my car...panic...anger...hurt...a confusion of strong feelings all 
crowding in. then something made me think ‘wait a minute, what’s going 
on here?’ I’d been working on emotion in teaching and learning situations 
and here I was being ‘hijacked’ by emotions that were inappropriate and 
out of proportion. 

so I took a step back from the feelings: I tried to recognise them, I 
questioned where they were coming from and in so doing immediately felt 
calmer with more sense of control, but also freer to think, to reason, to 
learn from the experience. MohaMMed, 1998

Mohammed’s (2002) model of educational emotional awareness is based on allowing time 
for the digestion of the content and emotion in a challenging situation or conversation before 
reacting. Many parents and teachers can find themselves caught up in the emotion of an 
interaction and say things that they afterwards regret or did not convey the message they 
wanted to get across. 

While there is still an emphasis on the development of the skills of self-awareness, reflection 
and self-regulation in this model, there is also a focused greater attention on the potential of 
stressful situations to bring about positive change (Burrows, 2004).
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non-violent communication 

This approach to communication, which has been adapted by Cunningham (2004) 
expressly to support educators to build positive relationships with families, was developed by 
Rosenberg, a psychologist who studied with Rogers. The main emphasis is on the drawing of 
attention to what is being observed, felt and needed during communication and the need to 
stay connected when emotions rise up. This model has a four-step process:

observation (staying open without judgement or evaluation)•	
feelings (identifying feelings and expressing this to the other person)•	
needs (identifying and expressing the need that is the basis for feelings)•	
request (making a specific request for what you would like to happen). •	

This process can assist in developing empathy. Cunningham suggests that educators need 
empathy for the enormous work they undertake with children and young people, while 
families need empathy for the challenges they face in parenting in the modern world with all 
its pressure (in Burrows, 2004).

Through a greater understanding and acceptance of the challenges that can be presented in 
parent–educator communication, it may be possible to build strong home–school connections 
that will benefit learners with emotional and learning difficulties and differences. 

The following section provides professional learning activities for educators.

Section 1: a circle of ideas





Section 2: A circle of support

pRofessIonal development aCtIvItIes

the next best thing to being wise oneself is to live in a circle 
of those who are. einStein

This section contains a wide range of professional learning activities that are designed to assist 
educators to be able to more easily and effectively use emotional differentiation as a tool to 
meet the needs of learners with emotional difficulties and differences. Many of the activities 
focus on developing self-awareness in educators with the aim of building greater empathy 
and understanding of learner needs. At the same time, these activities are team building, 
enjoyable and engaging and can help to develop a closer professional learning community or 
learning circle.

These activities can be used to develop workshops for whole staff or smaller groups of faculty, 
year level or special education workgroups. Alternatively, selected activities can be used as 
icebreakers or meeting closers. They can be adapted for the needs of sites. Some activities are 
suited to shorter sessions, while some are more appropriate for student-free days as they need 
time for reflection. 

It is possible that educators participating in these exercises and activities may experience 
intense emotions and possibly feelings of inadequacy. It is therefore important to establish a 
climate of safety and trust and to work with a skilled and supportive facilitator or colleague.

through this method I can understand my own character as 
well as the strengths and weaknesses of my teaching. SPeCial 
SChool teaCher in MaCau, China, 2004
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self-aWaReness

starting from where we are

What do you already do in the classroom to support learners to be creative, resilient,  
and optimistic?

Share and discuss as appropriate with a partner, small group or whole group as a brainstorm 
or mind map. This can be done with Inspiration software in the computer room in groups 
or with textas and butcher’s paper and then presented to whole group via data show or 
presented on walls. 

Brainstorming feelings

How does working with children experiencing emotional and behavioural difficulties make 
you feel? 

Brainstorm the feelings that are aroused in you by working with children with emotional/
behavioural difficulties.

Share in small groups and then report back to larger groups. Contributions might include: 
frustrated, isolated, anxious, angry, sad or putting off the feeling until getting home where 
things are gone over and over.

experience

Think of a time when you had an experience that triggered your desire to learn in or out of 
school. This is often a starting point for learning and it is helpful to reflect on this so that we 
can build in experience that can lead to greater engagement and motivation for learners. 

memories

Educators (and many parents as well) have often had powerful emotional experiences from 
their own schooling. It can be useful to ask teachers to reflect on a time when they were 
treated unfairly at school to support the development of greater empathy for learners who 
challenge them.

Ask participants to write a short account of a time when they were treated unfairly at school 
by a teacher, or by another adult. These can be written anonymously and distributed to the 
participants to be shared aloud.

The following statements have been made by educators who have participated in this activity. 
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teachers and sport coaches would publicly put me down rather than doing 
it privately. however I could not do anything about my lack of skills, eg 
poor catcher in netball, slow reading and I found out later I desperately 
needed glasses. 

When I was caned at primary school by my year 7 teacher for something 
I didn’t do I wasn’t listened to or believed and my faith and trust in that 
teacher was severely tested. It still rankles me 36 years later and had a 
huge influence on how I listen to kids.

and in 1964 my year 4 teacher constantly embarrassed me by taking me 
around the year 2 and 3 classes whenever I made what she considered to 
be an easy spelling mistake eg hose for horse. I would go from room to 
room with the children being asked to spell the word. I was so mortified 
that it took many attempts until finally I ‘listened’ and spelt the word 
correctly. since that time I have always lacked confidence in my ability to 
spell. workShoP PartiCiPantS, 2005

Change

Ask participants to think about learning or change experience that really had a powerful 
effect on them and to share something of this with a colleague.

Recalling times of anger

Ask participants, working in pairs, to take turns recalling a time when they were so angry, 
mad or emotionally caught up in a situation that they could not see straight. Ask them to 
recall the actions they took in that situation. Ask them to discuss with their partners how 
appropriate their responses were. How do they feel about it now?  
aCknowledGeMentS to Pete and foGarty, 2004

Recalling times of working hard

Ask participants to think of a time when they worked their hardest – it could be on a work or 
home project or hobby. Have them discuss the reasons for the effort. Was it because they really 
wanted to do it for themselves, or to please someone else, or to prove something to someone? 

this is about not only the content of the learning but also the emotional 
state of the learner. aCknowledGeMentS to Pete and foGarty, 2004

Section 2: a circle of support
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Who in your life has made an impact on you? 

Ask participants to work in pairs on the questions below. Allow enough time for people to 
swap responses. Share with the whole group any strategies that show learners they are valued. 

Name an adult in your childhood or adolescence that had a deep and positive influence •	
on you. 
What attitude did that person have towards you? Did you have a sense that this person •	
respected you or trusted you and held you in high regard?
How did that person show he or she valued you? Be specific.•	
They were unintentionally building which asset?•	
Knowing how deeply these actions or attitudes affected you when you were young, how •	
can you show learners that you value them?

how does stress make you feel?

Have participants imagine that a parent has lodged a complaint about their teaching 
methods, which they feel is totally unjustified and blown out of all proportion. Ask them to 
reflect on how they might feel and how they might approach the situation. Participants could 
share or have a general discussion. Alternatively, this could be role-played.

values exercise

Ask participants to write down ten values that are really important to them. Let them know 
they will not have to share them with anyone.

Ask them to strike out 3. There will be groans!•	
Ask them to strike out another 3. More groans!•	
Then finally strike out 3.•	

The one that is left should be a fundamental value. Promotes some interesting discussion 
about what is most important. Participants do not share content unless they choose to, but 
they can discuss feelings that arose during the process if they wish. 

learning styles 

Becoming aware of how educators themselves learn has been shown to be a valuable way to 
help them understand the learning differences of learners in their class. This activity makes 
an excellent whole of staff activity to sensitise educators to the different ways we all learn and 
highlights the notion of ‘learning differently’. 

Educators could complete the quiz in the computer room or prior to the session, and then 
reflect on how they can recognise their learning style in the way they have learned so far in 
their lives. They could include examples from the past, such as school or university, from the 
workplace or outside work. Ask them to think about how they may have strongly avoided 
certain learning styles as well as experiences that were not enjoyable or were very challenging. 
Participants could share in small groups or people could guess one another’s style, or move to 
each corner of the room according to their learning styles.
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There are a number of learning style quizzes available at:

www.engr.ncsu.edu/learningstyles/ilsweb.html•	  
www.vark-learn.com/english/index.asp•	
http://members.shaw.ca/mdde615/lrnstylsquiz2.htm•	

An excellent activity for professional learning is to use the Learning Styles CD available at 
www.focuseducation.com.au. Educators enjoy seeing their ‘style’ mapped as a four-sided 
shape, observing the shapes of their colleagues and seeing the diversity. They often make 
connections across subject areas, skills and interests and much discussion is usually generated. 
The cost price (check the website) includes a site license so whole staff or whole class groups 
can access the quiz together. The styles in the Focus Education CD are based on McCarthy’s 
(1988) model. The styles are: innovative, dynamic, procedural, analytical and the values for 
these are plotted as a 4 sided shape.

There are ten adult questions and ten learner questions. The CD comes with a booklet, 
which suggests ways to meet the learning needs of each learning style with tips for content 
and methodology.

multiple intelligences

This is an excellent activity to help educators to view intelligence more broadly first in relation 
to their own strengths, skills and interests and then in relation to learners in their class. It 
supports the notion of learning differently and that learners are all intelligent, but in different 
ways. It highlights that the ‘personal intelligences’ – intrapersonal and interpersonal (emotional 
intelligence) – are as valid as those forms of intelligence most highly valued by schools, the 
linguistic and numeric. Art, body, music and nature intelligences can be similarly valued.

Have participants log on to the multiple intelligences wheel website and take the test. Then 
they can watch as the colours fill in each section and map their MI profile. This activity can 
be done as a whole staff, individual or whole class. 

Available at: 
www2.bgfl.org/bgfl2/custom/resources_ftp/client_ftp/ks3/ict/multilpe_int 

three types of thinking

This activity also helps educators to appreciate that there are different forms of intelligence. 
For the purposes of this activity there are three types of thinking: 

analytical thinking •	
creative thinking •	
caring thinking.•	

Ask teachers in small groups to come up with six examples for each type of thinking and write 
these on overheads or butcher’s paper. Have each group share with the larger group and 
discuss. See below for possible responses.

Analytical thinking (traditional): Learns quickly, wide general knowledge, large vocab, 
fluent language, avid reader/writer, advanced in at least one subject area, speed of processing, 
advanced problem solving, advanced analysis of situations.

Section 2: a circle of support
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Creative thinking (innovative): Can generate many ideas quickly and easily, keen sense 
of humour, good at novel/original ideas, advanced curiosity/questioning, likes inventing/
constructing, willing to take risks/experiment.

Caring thinking (emotional intelligence): Shows concern/sensitivity to others, exhibits 
personal intensity of feelings, deep appreciation of art and artistic pursuits, strong sense of 
justice, perfectionist, shows leadership, good at organising.  
aCknowledGeMentS to Maria MCCann, Senior leCturer, Gifted eduCation, fuSa

Being a role model

Teachers are powerful role models. Palmer (1999) and Kessler (2000) focus on the need for 
educators to have the courage to teach, to teach who they are and to develop a ‘teaching 
presence’. Students are very aware of how their teachers deal with complex and challenging 
situations. Have teachers reflect in groups on how they would act in the following situations.

A popular learner in your class is putting down another learner who is not popular. You •	
know that if you tell the learner off, his or her friends will make life difficult for you in 
that class. How do you approach this situation?
A learner makes a derogatory remark to another learner in relation to gender, socio-•	
economic status, culture or disability. How you do react?

positive teaching and noticing 

This activity needs to be done over three consecutive days or weeks. It is a powerful way to 
support educators to become more conscious of the way they respond to learners’ behaviour. 

It also supports educators to be more positive in their responses, thus reinforcing  
on-task behaviours. 

Session 1

Ask participants to choose two different 15 minute periods in their lessons and count how many 
times they respond to off-task behaviours. They need to average out the number of times they 
respond to these behaviour across the two sessions. Ask participants to record this number.

(The process of counting involves being quite focused on what would normally be 
unconscious.) Off task behaviours could include: talking to and distracting other learners; 
wandering around the room; throwing things; and calling out and avoiding tasks. 

For preparation, educators can brainstorm their perception of ‘off-taskness’ and have them 
identify particular behaviours they find annoying.

Session 2 

Ask participants to record their average number of responses to off-task behaviours on a scrap 
of paper and put them into a basket. Read out the anonymous numbers and note the range. 

Encourage participants to report back their perceptions of the process of the counting period. 
Rich classroom stories are often shared at this stage.
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Ask the participants to repeat the exercise but this time count the number of times they 
respond positively to on-task behaviours. These could include: opening their books, having 
stationery organised, raising a hand to ask a question, staying seated, helping another learner 
and following instructions. Educators’ responses can include a range of verbal and non-verbal 
responses or other actions.

Session 3

Once again, have the participants write their average number of responses on a scrap of 
paper and put them into a basket. Read out the numbers and note the range.

Encourage the participants to report back their perceptions of the process of the second 
counting period. 

Ask the participants to repeat the exercise, but this time count the number of times they 
reinforce on-task behaviours with positive words, actions or gestures. 

Once again, share stories of the experiences. 
adaPted froM wheldall, 1989

The following statements were made by educators who participated in Positive  
Teaching workshops.

When I sat next to one boy and chatted to him, he instantly stopped being 
silly and wanted to work. I reinforced everything he did that was on task 
and he seemed to feel much better about himself. 

When I congratulated the class on their role-plays, I felt they were 
surprised. I wonder if they had started to see themselves as a ‘problem 
class’? I realise now that students desperately need to be ‘caught being 
good’ on task, sharing, helping others etc., and that I need to look very 
hard for good behaviour; it is there! they need attention, but much better 
to give it for doing the right thing. 

as a home ec teacher working with a really challenging student I thought 
there was nothing positive I could possibly reinforce in him. I tried saying; 
‘Josh I really like the way you lined that baking tin!’ he glowed and I 
thought ok there is something in this. workShoP feedBaCk froM eduCatorS, 
2003-2004

using music

Music has been shown to be an effective stress-reducer. In particular the piece Pachelbel’s 
Canon was shown to reduce stress in university students at Monash University while 
preparing for an oral presentation, compared to students who did not hear the piece.  
kniGht and riCkard, 2001

Section 2: a circle of support
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Try playing this piece or similar music in a PD session and perhaps involve educators in some 
action research determining how they feel when listening to this music or not.

Working with strengths

only when people start creating scenarios of possibility do they move in 
directions much more satisfying to them, their problems then become lost 
or much less influential. SaleeBy, 1996

Ask participants to reframe deficit ways of seeing learners, using the chart below. Some 
suggestions are already filled in.

from seeing child as: to understanding child as:

won’t can’t

bad frustrated, challenged

lazy

lies

doesn’t try exhausted or can’t start

doesn’t care

refuses to sit still overstimulated

demanding attention

resisting

immature
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personal shift (in educator) 
from feelings of: to feelings of:

hopelessness hope

fear

chaos, confusion

anger

power struggles

frustration

exhaustion

professional shift from: to feelings of:

isolation networking, collaboration

unable to see any outcomes

Circles of influence: What things can I influence in my life and work?

In our lives and work it is important to recognise our sphere of influence. Covey (1989) has 
described the circle of influence as being the area in which we can make a difference and 
feel empowered, rather than us trying to take on too much, as represented in the circle of 
concern, and then feeling overwhelmed and perhaps burnt out.

Have participants draw two concentric circles on a piece of paper. 

In the inner circle ask them to draw or write symbols for the things that are most 1. 
important to them and that they can have influence on, for example their role, and 
relationships with family and with friends.

In the other circle, ask them to put those things that they would like to be able to influence 2. 
but cannot at this stage for whatever reason. 

Ask participants to reflect on how they might increase their sphere of influence and on what 
they think enables them to have influence over some things and not others. They could also 
reflect on how they feel about those things they cannot influence, and explore if they feel any 
frustration about not being able to influence these things. 

Participants could share proven strategies for successfully influencing things in life and work. 
From www.breakoutofthebox.com/circle.htm

Section 2: a circle of support
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empathY

the way of being with another person which is termed empathic means 
temporarily living in their life, moving about in it delicately without making 
judgements… to be with another in this way means that for the time being 
you lay aside the views and values you hold for yourself in order to enter 
the other’s world without prejudice. a complex, demanding, strong, yet 
subtle and gentle way of being. Carl roGerS 

Case study 

Ask participants to write a short case study of a child that they teach who has emotional and 
or behavioural difficulties.

What words come to mind about him or her? Include the child’s strengths, areas of difficulty 
or challenge, aspects that frustrate you, successes and things you tried that did not work. How 
does this child make you feel? Try to think deeply about the child and ‘get into their skin’.

Journal entry

Give each participant a blank card. Have them imagine that they are a child or adolescent 
with low levels of self-esteem, self-concept and wellbeing. Think about the sorts of experience/
feelings they might have. The participants write a paragraph in ‘their’ personal diary in the 
voice of this child or young person. They may wish to write about events/feelings relating to 
school, family or friends. Collect the completed cards, then hand them out at random, asking 
participants to read out to the group a selection of the writings. 
aCknowledGeMentS to arnold, 2005

new perceptions 

In a workshop or staff meeting give copies of the scenarios on the chart below to teachers  
in groups. Have each group take a different scenario, work through and present to the 
larger group. Alternatively, prepare other scenarios with particular relevance for certain 
learning contexts. 

This activity supports educators to focus on strengths and to reframe difficult situations. 
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scenario student’s 
strengths

how teachers 
can build 
positively 
on these 
strengths

Josh talks out loud in the classroom whenever 
he feels like it. he calls out, speaks loudly to 
his friends and is spurred on by his friends who 
find him entertaining. he can become quite 
disrespectful to teachers if they ask him to work 
more quietly.

Julia often gets told off by the teacher on duty at 
lunchtime in the area near the canteen. She cuts 
in front of others, doesn’t wear correct school 
uniform and does not comply with teacher 
requests. She is popular and often has a group of 
other girls around her. She doesn’t like rules and 
doesn’t like being told what to do.

Marcus is late for school almost every day. 
consequences don’t seem to make any 
difference. he is intelligent but his grades are 
low. he spends most of the time reading comic 
books and sketching in the sketch pad he seems 
to always have with him.

Joel, in year 5, very tall and strong for his age, 
has been taking up a great deal of classroom 
time because of his regular bullying of other 
students. he often threatens teachers with 
physical injury. 

example: 
leadership –  
body intelligence

example: leadership 
role, assists in boys 
program, physical 
training peer 
support.

adaPted froM SearCh inStitute, 2004

expRessIng emotIons

Bear Cards

Resources from St Luke’s Innovative Resources, including Bear Cards, work very well for staff 
training. Available at www.innovativeresources.org/

Spread the cards out on a table and ask every person to choose a card that has a bear that is 
expressing a feeling they had that day. Then ask each person in turn to say why they chose 
that bear. This activity relaxes participants, builds a group ethos and humour. The booklet 

Section 2: a circle of support
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that comes with the cards contains more activities. These are also excellent to use with 
learners of any age. 

St Luke’s also have Strength Cards; where teachers can choose a card for themselves or for a 
student or a class. 

These resources are also available for borrowing from Special Education Resource Unit,  
ph: 8325 2871. 

scenarios 

Consider the following scenarios in groups. Ask participants to discuss how they react and 
what emotions they would or could have in relation to the experience? What might they 
do as a result of feeling those emotions? Feed back to the whole group for those who are 
comfortable to do so.

A learner, who has the reputation for being difficult to handle, loses his temper on an •	
excursion, throws his shoe at you and tries to kick you.
One of the learners in your class, whose learning is generally slow and erratic, has just •	
made a breakthrough and has acquired a concept you have been teaching for some time. 
The learners in your class are actively involved in their group work, but you sense that a •	
few are taking advantage of you, and becoming noisy and unproductive. 
Your level coordinator calls you in and says: ‘Your learner assessments have been too •	
generous, and you need to do them all again’. 
The special education coordinator takes you to task for failing all of your students who are •	
on a negotiated education plan.
A student, who has recently made a special effort with a piece of work, says: ‘You are the •	
best teacher I've ever had’. 
Your ideas have been highly valued and adopted in practice by your teaching team.•	
You find that you were not included in a staff group invitation to go for drinks after school. •	
While on yard duty you hear a student making a negative comment about a student from •	
a racial group to which you also belong.
In your most recent performance review, your team leader gives you very positive •	
feedback and states your performance has exceeded expectation. 

schooling and happiness

In her book Happiness and education (2003) Nel Noddings poses the question: How might 
schooling contribute to the attainment of happiness? 

Discuss in groups and feed back key ideas to whole group.

all teachers are teachers of wellbeing 

(Mindmatters poster available at http://cms.curriculum.edu.au/mindmatters)

Discuss in groups: If ‘all teachers are teachers of wellbeing’, how can we cultivate spaces for 
learning where teachers and children can experience wellbeing?
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flow

Being able to enter flow is emotional intelligence at its best; flow 
represents perhaps the ultimate in harnessing the emotions in the service 
of performance and learning. In flow the emotions are not just contained 
and channelled, but positive, energized, and aligned with the task at 
hand. GoleMan, 1995

The psychologist Csiksentmihalyi (1987) argues that ‘flow’ is the ultimate in learning and in 
emotional intelligence. ‘Flow’ occurs when we are focused, engaged, challenged and interested.

Ask participants to reflect on any times they have either experienced this in their personal life 
or in the classroom. 

Learners will often say they have experienced this in a wide range of subjects, according to 
their own strengths and interests and educators’ skills in facilitating a flow environment for 
learning. This state is analogous to being ‘in the zone’ as sporting people term it. 

Participants could then discuss obstacles in schooling practices and structures that make 
it hard for educators to set up potential ‘flow’ experiences for learners. Alternatively, ask 
participants to brainstorm what conditions would be needed to facilitate ‘flow’ in their school.

the teaching and learning environment

Ask participants to think back to their school days and describe how they studied. The aim 
is to increase their awareness of the significance of the environment for their own learning. 
Where did they study? How did they sit? Was there music? Were there any other habits?

Then ask them to consider their teaching environment. Have them note ideas about the 
environment in which they like to teach. What was their first classroom like? What changes 
have they made? What effect did the changes have on learners’ learning and behaviour? 

Now have them think of the best idea they have ever had for creating a positive learning 
environment. Share ideas with partners or the whole group. Develop a list of the great ideas. 
aCknowledGeMentS to Pete and foGarty, 2004

Section 2: a circle of support
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lIstenIng to otheRs – WIth 
undeRstandIng and empathY

We spend 55 per cent of our lives listening, yet it is one of the least taught skills in schools. We 
often say we are listening, but in actuality, we are rehearsing in our head what we are going 
to say next when our partner is finished. Some learners ridicule, laugh at or put down other 
learners’ ideas. They interrupt, are unable to build upon, consider the merits of or operate on 
another person’s ideas. 

listening exercise I

In pairs, sit opposite one another. One person describes a recent experience. The other 
person is to listen carefully and repeat back what he or she has heard. Swap and then discuss 
the experience.

listening exercise II

In pairs, sit opposite one another. One person talks stream of consciousness style and the other 
person is not to give any verbal or non-verbal feedback. Swap and then discuss the experience.

sitting in circles silently

I have seen the wisdom of groups and individuals manifest when the circle 
of possibility is held open. leBaron, 2005

Ask participants to sit silently in circles and draw images to represent their experiences of 
conflict. Then ask them to pass their images to their neighbours, without any conversation 
or explanation. Each person in the circle receives each person’s image in turn and has three 
minutes to add to the image before passing it around the circle. This can be a powerful way 
for participants to build on the beginnings of an idea in one person, which is then intuited or 
extended by the next person in turn. 

Ask participants to then engage in a conversation about the experience. This activity can set a 
tone of exploration and openness that can foster deepening relationships.  
froM leBaron, 2005
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heightening our ability to notice

I have no great quickness or wit…my power to follow a long and purely 
abstract train of thought is limited…[but] I am superior to the common 
run of men in noticing things which easily escape attention, and in 
observing them carefully… CharleS darwin, 1881

noticing I

Ask a volunteer who has a watch on, to come out the front. When they are facing the rest 
of the group, ask them to describe the face of their watch without looking at it. You can ask 
prompting questions such as: is it digital or analogue, what colour are the hands, do you have 
a second hand, are their markings for the minute or only at the five minute mark, is there a 
picture or any writing on the face? Most often, people will find it almost impossible to be able 
to answer all the questions. This activity highlights how much we take for granted and do not 
notice even if it is something we look at every day.  
aCknowledGeMentS to MaSon, 2002

noticing II

Ask participants to try these exercises and feed back their observations to the group at a 
later session.

Set yourselves to notice things: either the different types of symbols used on analogue clocks, 
or the phase of the moon, or be conscious of walking through a doorway and say to yourself, 
‘I am walking through a doorway.’ 

When practised, these exercises help educators to become more conscious, aware and 
sensitised in the classroom.  
aCknowledGeMentS to MaSon, 2002

Reading emotions in others

This quiz (see link below) tests the participants’ ability to match particular emotions with 
expressions that appear and disappear very quickly. It involves the ability to read non-verbal 
facial expression. This activity heightens our perception of fleeting emotions.  
availaBle at www.cio.com/archive/120104/faces.html

Before giving the quiz, give some background on the importance of being able to read non-
verbal facial expressions. and how for some learners this is very difficult. When introducing 
the quiz, let participants know that this work is supported by extensive research that can be 
accessed at www.paulekman.com.

After the quiz is completed, draw participants’ attention to the work of Paul Ekman, an 
anthropologist who wanted to test Darwin’s idea that emotions were cross-cultural. He 
spent many years showing people all over the world photographs of particular emotions. 

Section 2: a circle of support
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He asked them to identify the meaning of the expressions and found that different cultures 
showed and interpreted emotions on the face in the same way across the world. He was able 
to demonstrate support for Darwin’s hypothesis that expression of emotion and feeling is 
biologically based and crosses cultural boundaries.

Ekman teaches detectives and police to become human lie detectors and his work is highly 
useful for helping educators to interpret the expressions and behaviours of students. Talk 
with participants about the evolutionary purposes of emotions. For example anger prepares 
an animal for fighting, fear for fleeing, sadness for disengaging from the environment and 
happiness for heightened engagement. 

darwin’s questionnaire on body language and the emotions 

Ask participants to consider these questions, either individually or in groups, and then discuss 
their responses. 

Is astonishment expressed by the eyes and mouth being opened wide, and by the •	
eyebrows being raised?
Does shame excite a blush when the colour of the skin allows it to be visible? And •	
especially how low down the body does the blush extend?
When a man is indignant or defiant does he frown, hold his body and head erect, square •	
his shoulders and clench his fist?
When considering deeply on any subject or trying to understand any puzzle, does he •	
frown and wrinkle the skin beneath the lower eyelids?
When in low spirits are the corners of the mouth depressed and the inner corner of the •	
eyebrows raised by that muscle which the French called the 'grief muscle'? The eyebrow 
in this state becomes slightly oblique with a slight swelling at the inner end; and the 
forehead is transversely wrinkled in the middle part but not across the whole breadth as 
when the eyebrows are raised in surprise.
When in good spirits do the eyes sparkle, with the skin a little wrinkled around and under •	
them, and with the mouth a little drawn back at the corners?
When a man sneers or snarls at another, is the corner of the upper lip over the canine or •	
eye tooth raised on the side facing the man whom he addresses?
Can a dogged or obstinate expression be recognized, which is chiefly shown by the mouth •	
being firmly closed, a lowering brow and a slight frown?
Is contempt expressed by a slight protrusion of the lip and by turning up the nose with a •	
slight expiration? 
Is disgust shown by the lower lip being turned down, the upper lip slightly raised with a •	
sudden expiration, something like incipient vomiting or like something spit out of  
the mouth?
Is extreme fear expressed in the same general manner as with Europeans?•	
Is laughter ever carried to such an extreme as to bring tears into the eyes?•	
When a man wishes to show that he cannot prevent something being done or cannot •	
himself do something, does he shrug his shoulders, turn inwards his elbows, extend 
outwards his hands and open the palms; with the eyebrows raised?
Do the children, when sulky, pout or greatly protrude the lips?•	
Can guilty, sly or jealous expressions be recognised though we do not know how these can •	
be defined?
Is the head nodded vertically in affirmation and shaken laterally in negation?•	
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Darwin’s list reminds us that perhaps the foremost tool of communication among humans is 
the body.

empathy quiz 

www.guardian.co.uk/life/news/page/0,12983,937443,00.html

This online quiz gives participants an insight into their levels of empathy. The underpinning 
theory comes from the work of Simon Baron-Cohen (2003), a leader in the Autism 
Association in the United Kingdom.

Baron-Cohen’s theory is that the female brain is predominantly hard-wired for empathy, and 
that the male brain is predominantly hard-wired for understanding and building systems. He 
calls it the empathising-systemising (E-S) theory. Empathising is the drive to identify another 
person’s emotions and thoughts, and to respond to these with an appropriate emotion. The 
empathiser intuitively figures out how people are feeling, and how to treat people with care 
and sensitivity. Systemising is the drive to analyse and explore a system, to extract underlying 
rules that govern the behaviour of a system; and the drive to construct systems. 

Although not for sharing, participants can complete the quiz and reflect on any surprises or 
challenges in the results. This quiz can also be used as a ‘before and after’ workshop evaluation. 

the fake smile

This experiment is designed to test whether participants can spot the difference between a 
fake smile and a real one. The eyes are the guides here. This activity is also based on research 
by Professor Paul Ekman, a psychologist at the University of California.

The test has 20 questions and takes about 10 minutes. It is available at:  
www.bbc.co.uk/science/humanbody/mind/surveys/smiles/index.shtml

Section 2: a circle of support





Section 3: Circle time

leaRnIng aCtIvItIes foR students 

We come spinning out of nothingness, scattering stars… the 
stars form a circle, and in the center we dance. ruMi

This section contains wide-ranging activities for learners from Reception to year 12. The 
strategies and activities are designed to help learners improve their emotional intelligence, 
connectedness, resilience, ability to relax, their self-esteem, self-confidence and ability to 
communicate and work in groups. They are appropriate for use in a whole class, small group 
or one-to-one context with educators including class and subject teachers, counsellors, early 
childhood workers, Aboriginal education workers and school services officers.

These activities have been used by educators in primary, middle and secondary settings, as 
part of units of work in English, Society and Environment and home group and pastoral care 
sessions. They have also been used by special educators in withdrawal contexts.

Activities can be used for one-off situations or as part of whole units of work. They are flexible 
enough to be adapted for the age group of learners, and their context and purpose. Activities 
appear under the headings of the five Essential Learnings of the SACSA Framework, after an 
introductory description of their connections.

An awareness of emotional learning and development is promoted through opportunities for 
learners to listen to stories and one another and to form relationships with peers and adults. 
Active and creative participation in practical and experiential activities provide opportunities 
for nourishing the senses and cultivating feelings. 

When I’m getting angry or upset it feels like a volcano in my 
tummy. learner, aGed 9
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saCsa and the essentIal leaRnIngs

There are many links between the notion of emotional intelligence and the Essential 
Learnings in the SACSA Framework (DETE SA 2002). In this section, each of the Essential 
Learnings is considered in terms of these links. 

The challenge for educators is to provide opportunities for learners to develop the personal 
resources and flexibility to apply knowledge, skills and experiences to new and different 
situations, and to be able to act responsibly with regard to others. These understandings, 
capabilities and dispositions are personal and intellectual qualities, not bodies of knowledge, 
and they are developed throughout an individual’s life. 

The activities in this resource are designed to complement this process and at times, 
provide a valuable intervention for a learner who seems ‘stuck’ at a particular stage of 
emotional development. 

Connections can also be made with various learning areas. The outcomes based approach of 
the SACSA Framework will assist educators to identify where learners are up to so that they 
may differentiate the activities as appropriate for the needs of those learners with learning 
and emotional differences. 

essentIal leaRnIng: IdentItY

When learners engage in creative activities and talk about their feelings and experiences 
they become more aware of who they are. The activities in this section help to develop 
self-awareness, a sense of self-worth, personal identity and positive relationships. As learners 
increase in their emotional competence, they will, to varying degrees according to their 
particular needs, begin to develop greater autonomy in behaviour and self-regulation. They 
will become more sophisticated in recognising, naming and managing their own emotions 
and expressing their personal needs. 

learning plans

It is recommended that learners who have learning and emotional difficulties have a learning 
plan. One model is the learning plan in the Negotiated Education Plan (NEP) available 
on www.decs.sa.gov.au. This summarises the student’s strengths, areas of difficulties, 
accommodations and strategies. Particular needs such as emotional issues, self-harm behaviours, 
and being socially isolated can be included to assist educators. These need to be considered with 
empathy in terms of supportive strategies. The plan can be of great assistance to educators and 
can help to keep up the communication between home and school through review meetings and 
adding any new information. Learners can be involved in contributing to the plan (see student 
voice section).

A valuable way for learners to begin to have an awareness of how they learn, and how they 
prefer to learn, is to complete learning styles quizzes.
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One such quiz, designed for learners, and using a cartoon style format is available in the 
Early intervention: Learning difficulties resource (DECS, 2003).

learning styles Cd

An excellent whole class, small group or individual learning style quiz can be found on the 
Learning Styles CD available at www.focuseducation.com. Learners enjoy seeing their ‘style’ 
mapped as a four-sided shape, observing the shapes of their peers and seeing the diversity. 
The cost price (check the website) includes a site license so whole staff or whole class groups 
can access the quiz together. The styles in the Focus Education CD are based on McCarthy’s 
(1998) model. The styles are: innovative, dynamic, procedural, analytical and the values for 
these are plotted as a four sided shape.

There are 10 adult questions and 10 learner questions. The CD comes with a booklet, 
which suggests ways to meet the learning needs of each learning style with tips for content 
and methodology.

One educator provided feedback after a workshop on learning styles:

When ‘Josh’ first did the quiz he was amazed. he turned out to be a 
dynamic and procedural learner. so that’s why he had been sent out of the 
room so many times! he could really see that he was an active learner and 
that he needed to learn by doing and through his senses. he could also see 
that he was good at step-by-step learning. he had got in trouble and ended 
up in the Youth education Centre for stealing cars. I guess this is a kind of 
step-by-step learning but not a desirable kind! Josh was for the first time 
able to see himself as someone who could learn, that he had strengths and 
skills. It was a real eye-opener for him, and for me. teaCher feedBaCk, 2002

Building on strengths

Have students write a page of all the negative things they say to themselves. No names on 
the page. Have them start a new page of positive things. Have everyone read out one positive 
statement. Then have them put the page with negative things in the bin. There could be a 
throwing competition, or the teacher could walk around the room with the bin so students 
can put it in. 

multiple intelligences and counselling 

When next counselling a student, whether formally or informally, consider incorporating 
more concrete, hands-on structured artistic activities. Use the student’s multiple intelligences 
to recall and express emotions, assisting the integration of experience. For example, use 
drawing, painting, modelling, poetry, sand tray, music, movement, and composition to link 
the cognitive with the affective domains.

Section 3: circle time
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so many kids lack the skills to sit down and talk about themselves. so 
I was really glad to have some other strategies. now I often get kids to 
do a drawing, or make something out of the modelling wax I keep in 
my room. I will probably make something too. We usually start chatting 
really naturally and the student is able to talk about what is on his or her 
mind. Middle SChool CounSellor, feedBaCk 2003

The following online MI quiz, which is highly interactive and colourful, can be used for 
whole class, small group or one-to one sessions. Links between skills, strengths and interests as 
demonstrated through the vehicle of the quiz, with future study or career paths and choices. 
If colour printing is permitted, print out and display. Available on:  
www2.bgfl.org/bgfl2/custom/resources_ftp/client_ftp/ks1/ict/mulitple_int 

touchy feely bags

This multi-sensory activity is valuable for increasing awareness and developing the senses. 
Learners can process their feelings afterwards and realise that others are also sensitive, but 
possibly about different things.

This can be done with a whole class or in pairs if there are enough bags and objects. 

Fill cloth or paper bags with a variety of objects such as metal spoon; comb; a whole nut, 
acorn; ‘koosh’ ball; plastic toy; shell; rock; pinecone; rubber band; and golf ball. 

Place the objects in the bag and ask one of each pair to reach into the bag and feel for an 
object. They need to try to identify it before they take it out. If they cannot, let them take it 
out and ask open-ended questions to help them guess the identity of the object. 

Bear Cards 

(www.innovativeresources.org/)

This activity supports learners to express, understand and appreciate their own emotions 
and those of others. These can be used by a whole class for circle time activities or in a small 
group or on a one-to-one basis with counsellors, special educators or SSOs. Learners can 
choose a card that represents how they are feeling, they can use cards to represent family 
members or friends or they can be used as a story starter. For adolescents who are generally 
disinclined to open up and talk about their feelings, these cards are a positive way to open up 
a dialogue. Learners of all ages warm to these bears. 

There is an accompanying booklet with suggested activities and ways to use the cards. There 
are also sets of Bear stickers. 
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strength Cards

The Strength Cards can be used in a similar manner. Learners can choose a strength they 
already have or one they would like to develop. 

Have ‘circle time’ sharing with each student showing his or her card and talking about it. This 
can be done in pairs or with the whole group.

Other activities are described in the booklet that goes with the cards, and stickers are  
also available.

This activity makes an excellent introduction to the Powershield activity (see page 60,  
Goal setting).

Available from www.stlukesresources.org

Heartmasters emotional intelligence worksheets

These books of reproducible worksheets for junior primary, primary and middle school 
provide a wide range of engaging, enjoyable and creative activities for use in pastoral care or 
home group session or as part of other lessons.

Available from www.inyahead.com.au and for borrowing from SERU, phone 8231 2871,  
www.seru.org.au

They include emotional intelligence observation and evaluation checklists, as well as: 

About me: Interests and strengths•	
Shark thoughts and dolphin thoughts•	
Study skills•	
Goal setting form.•	

essentIal leaRnIng: CommunICatIon

These activities encourage learners to use and interpret verbal and non-verbal 
communication, representing ideas, feelings and understandings in a variety of ways through 
language, technology, music and creative media. It is important that the activities are 
undertaken in a supportive atmosphere so that learners can confidently communicate in 
an open, caring and self-assured manner. As learners’ communication skills become more 
sophisticated they will increasingly be able to use a range of communication models to solve 
problems when working individually or with others. 

seven-minute biography

Have the students write a seven-minute biography – with a lie. Then students try to guess 
each other’s lie. Alternatively, have learners write three statements about themselves, making 
two correct and one a lie. Listeners are to try to identify the lie. This activity helps to build 
listening skills. 

Section 3: circle time
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Working with therapeutic stories

There are many suitable stories to support developing emotional intelligence in all learners. 
These can be chosen to support a particular learner with an emotional difficulty, or as a way 
to develop empathy in learners. A range of stories with suggested activities is presented below.  
The wrong sTone (deal, 2002)

Read the story The Wrong Stone (available from SERU) to the class. This story is similar to 
the Ugly Duckling story, in that one stone feels left out and thinks he is forgotten. Luckily he 
turns out to be special. This is an excellent tool to use when a particular child is being left 
out or excluded. Rather than focusing on the child, this story reminds the ones doing the 
excluding, either actively or passively, of what they are doing or not doing.

Learners can make their own ‘stone’ out of clay and fire it, or it is possible to use modelling 
wax or plasticine. This activity highlights individuality and yet interdependence. Feedback 
from educators indicates the value of this story and accompanying activities.

one educator asked her year 6 class to make their own stones out of clay. 
she had them fired and each child had their stone proudly displayed on 
their desks for the rest of the term.

In another class, a learner had been excluded to another site. When he 
heard The Wrong Stone story he decided to make a stone out of clay for 
each of his class members to give to them on his return. he was missing 
them and it was a way of helping him to feel included. his peers loved the 
stones and kept them on their desks until they began to crumble.  
feedBaCk froM eduCatorS, 2004

The crescent moon bear

Read the story, in Women who run with the wolves by Clarissa Pinkola Estes. This story is 
about a little girl who tames a wild bear by bringing him food in a little dish each night and 
leaving it outside his den. Gradually the bear comes to trust the little girl who is eventually able 
to climb up on to his chest and cuddle him. This is very good for children who have difficulty 
with managing anger, being fearful or finding it hard to trust others or express their emotions.

Have students choose their favourite part of the story, draw it and describe it in one sentence. 
Ask students to share with someone sitting next to them and then have those who feel 
comfortable share with the whole group.

Alternatively choose another fairy or folk tale and go through a similar process. One learner 
heard this story which had a powerful impact on the educator who read it to him.
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‘Jack’ is in year 3. he is living in a foster family who care for him very 
much. he has however experienced violence while living with his mother 
and had been recommended for a therapeutic withdrawal program 
because of his own difficulties managing his anger. When he was asked to 
choose his favourite part of the story he showed the little girl standing 
near to the bear and said: ‘the bear didn’t mean to be angry. he was just 
frightened.’  eduCator feedBaCk, 2003

A Nifflenoo called Nevermind (Sunderland, 2000) 

This story is part of a series of therapeutic stories written by a child psychotherapist and 
published by Winslow Press. This story is about Nifflenoo, a character who always soldiers 
on, no matter how he is feeling. Every time something happens to him, he is very brave and 
says ‘never mind!’ and puts on a brave face and his feelings aside.

After a while, however he is so full of bottled up feelings he gets stuck in a hedge. Some of 
his feelings start to leak out in ways that hurt others around him. Luckily he meets a bogwert 
who shows him feelings do matter and he learns to stand up for himself and say ‘I do mind’.

The book comes with a workbook full of activities that help children who bottle up their 
feelings to express themselves. These activities include colouring in figures using colours for 
emotions, making shapes of feelings out of wax or plasticine, selecting pictures that represent 
feelings, such as different types of weather or sounds, and drawing activities.

There are a number of other books by Sunderland in the series that are supportive for goal 
setting (A Pea called Mildred), bullying (A Wipple called Bipley), grieving (The frog who 
longed for the moon to smile) and one for children who find it hard to relax and want to 
control everything (Willy and the Wobbly House). 

I couldn’t believe what a difference working with the niflenoo made for 
my student. for the first time ever he could identify his feelings. he was 
able to show me through the pictures how when he was angry his head felt 
like it was exploding and he felt like there was a volcano in his tummy. he 
also could show that he felt overwhelmed with sadness when the storm 
was over. through the activities we were able to work through the feelings 
together so they were not so overwhelming and he gradually developed a 
lot more self-control. SSo feedBaCk, 2005

Section 3: circle time
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essentIal leaRnIng: thInkIng 

The Essential Learning Thinking incorporates learners’ enthusiasm for learning, their 
ability to integrate sensory and intuitive information, their imagination and creativity, and 
their beginning ability to question ideas. Emotional intelligence based activities support 
learners to create personal relevance through reflection and metacognition (awareness 
of oneself as a knower, thinker and learner). This approach encourages learners to apply 
creative thinking to the generation of ideas and solutions, as well as to recognise and 
develop connections among ideas. 

‘I remember’ poem

For this poem, learners simply start each line with ‘I remember’. The theme can have 
anything to do with the past and memories. About 12 lines usually work well. Encourage 
learners to create evocative images of what they remember, in their mind’s eye. 

the box

Ask students to bring in a shoebox and magazines from home. Invite them to think about 
and cut out things that interest them, represent them or convey something about themselves. 
Then have them sort cut-outs into two piles – the inner (feelings, private things) and the outer 
(sports, hobbies, interests, family, friends etc). Students then glue the ‘outer’ things on the 
outside of the box and the inner things on the inside. When the lid is on, no one can see the 
inner things unless you choose to open the box.

one student did this activity in year 8, is now 23 and still keeps special 
things in it. many of the pictures are still relevant and capture memories 
from that earlier time. Parent feedBaCk, 2003

tools to alteR emotIonal states

music: pachelbel’s Canon

Work out a time when you are giving the class two tests reasonably close to each other. 
During one test, play Pachelbel’s Canon and during another, do not play any music. Ask 
learners if they noticed anything different in the two experiences. 

Inform them a study by Knight and Rickard (2001) showed that listening to this piece was 
found to reduce stress and blood pressure in students preparing for an oral presentation.

Have some discussion about the effects of different types of music on mood and perhaps allow 
learners to bring in different pieces of music and identify whether it is calming, energising, 
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sad or angry. Learners could think about types of music they use to calm them or energise 
them and what types of music they listen to when doing homework. They could consider 
which pieces help them to focus and which do not. 

Changing states and improvising

Pass around an imaginary object to be handled, viewed and then passed on. The object 
can be an apple, a knife, a glass of water, a hot potato or a newspaper. Have learners share 
something of this experience for discussion. 

encouraging visualization and link to emotions

Have students act out in turn how they would react to a film or sports event, thunderstorm, 
car crash, spider, fire, hug or sunny day. Other students have to guess what has been 
experienced and the emotions involved.

Representing reactions to imaginary audio experiences

Have students react to imaginary sounds: a band; a goal for your side at a football match; a 
teacher shouting at you; a scream; a telephone ringing or a noise in the night. 

listening differently

Talk about ‘really listening’ and how easily we can become distracted. Tape various sounds, 
eg door slamming, sticky tape ripping, kettle boiling. Get students to relax, really listen and 
identify sounds. 

transforming emotions

Have students think of things that can move them into a positive or a negative state, eg music, 
exercise, talking, relaxation, visualization.

feeling emotions – discussion

What is the opposite of anger? of grief?

What is the difference between shame and remorse?

How many emotions can you have at once?

If you were able to give someone a gift of a new feeling, what feeling would you give her/him?

What colour would you put with each feeling or emotion? (Love, joy, fear, sorrow, etc.) 

What would it be like to have no feelings?

essentIal leaRnIng: InteRdependenCe

This element involves learners being able to express their emotions and engage with others, 
showing concern, consideration, empathy and responding to the needs of others. There is 
a growing ability to understand the differences and similarities in people’s needs, interests 

Section 3: circle time
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and perspectives and to appreciate the inherent value in working with others in mutually 
supportive ways for shared goals. 

Working as a team

Call out a letter and have students join to make a physical picture of the letter. They may not 
speak while forming the letter. Do it as quickly as possible. Discuss what they had to do to be 
successful. Have them create a word. Which was harder or easier?

adding to the mix

Have students draw a bowl or some other kind of container. Have them put inside the 
container words and pictures that relate to skills, strengths and abilities. Then have lines 
radiating into the container with words that represent skills they would like to add to the mix. 

five faces

Give the child five pieces of paper with the words sad, angry, happy, scared and lonely 
written at the top. Draw faces with the expressions that go with each word. Tell stories about 
the faces. 

making a difference and building empathy

Set up a project that involves students identifying other young people who are making a 
positive difference in the world. Alternatively they could use the web sites below and any 
other resources to prepare a PowerPoint presentation on a person who has persevered against 
the odds.

www.intel.com/ca/education/unitplans/Speaking_Out/•	
www.d23.org/tip/Frameworks/People%20with%20LD.html•	
www.cloudnet.com/~edrbsass/edexc.htm•	

surviving against the odds

Have students prepare a display depicting 8-10 ‘famous people’ who learned to compensate 
for their learning disability and who became successful in life. This activity can allow for a 
range of students’ talents in writing, graphic design, art and computer literacy. See website list 
in the Resources section for further ideas and information.

evaluating emotional intelligence

It can be an extremely valuable process to conduct a pre- and post-test of learners’ emotional 
intelligence and resilience before and after a particular intervention. In this way teachers 
are able to identify where learners are and where they are moving to, and make decisions 
about future activities. This evaluation can be used to support funding, timetabling and 
class/teacher allocations as well as to provide feedback and accountability to sites, districts and 
Central Office as well as parents.

An example of such an evaluation tool is to be found in the Heartmaster series available 
through www.inyahead.com and through SERU. Learners are described in this model as 
having beginning, consolidating and established skills in a range of emotional intelligence 
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behaviours such as demonstrating empathy to others, identifying triggers to anger and 
identifying a positive future. This evaluation can be tied to particular activities such as the 
Power Shield (p.60) or Resource Board Game (p.61).

Learners can also complete self-ratings of their skills with emotional intelligence and parents 
can complete ratings of their own and their children’s development. Teachers more generally 
can record observations about children’s positive comments, ups and downs, level of 
engagement in activities, etc.  
JohnSton and BellhouSe, 2003

essentIal leaRnIng: futuRes

The futures element incorporates learners’ expression of awe and wonder, through their 
imagination and creativity, imagining a range of possible and preferred futures. Learners with 
learning and emotional difficulties may struggle to imagine positive futures and many of the 
activities such as the Powershield and the Resource Board Game will assist in working through 
this aspect. Through the futures element learners begin to be aware of their active role in 
shaping their own learning environment and begin to recognise that there are ways others 
are included and excluded. This element also relates to the ability to manage change and to 
recognise and value the balance between the cognitive and emotional parts of our being. 

the miracle question

Ask learners to imagine this scenario. 

Suppose that you go home tonight…and go to bed…and fall asleep as usual…and while you 
are sleeping, a miracle happens...and the miracle is that the problems that brought you in 
here are gone…and you don’t know because you are sleeping…

What will you notice different tomorrow that will tell you that there has been a miracle? •	
What are the signs throughout the day (after the miracle occurred) that are evidence to •	
you that the miracle occurred? 
What are the signs throughout the day (after the miracle occurred) that will show your •	
friends or family that the miracle happened? 
What difference would it make in your life if the miracle did start happening?•	

This can be answered in a journal article or another creative form.

talking piece

The talking piece can be any object that passes easily from hand to hand. This may be an 
object from nature, such as a stone, stick or feather, or an object that has meaning for a 
particular circle. When employed in a round of council, only the person holding the talking 
piece speaks, and other circle members listen without interruption.

A talking piece is used whenever there is a desire to move the conversation more slowly so 
everyone’s stories, input or wisdom can be gathered. One member picks up the talking piece, 
shares his/her thought, or story and then passes it on. The talking piece progresses around 

Section 3: circle time
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the circle, either in sequence or by volunteering, until everyone has had an opportunity to 
contribute. One may pass a turn and then speak after others have spoken.

goal settIng

none of the students I spoke with in the advocacy project had any real 
sense of their future as something they could really plan or that had 
anything to do with them. to them it was an arbitrary choice rather 
than one that grew from the essence of each of them as individual 
persons. MCCann, 2000

When it comes to goal setting we can underestimate the skills that are involved in setting 
achievable, realistic and yet motivating and authentic goals. Many young people need to 
be taught to set goals that are achievable, and authentic. It is often useful to begin with 
daydreaming, imaginative exercises such as the Power Shield or the Resource Board Game  
to harness the imagination as a resource.

Power Shield activity game

(for learners of any age, and can also be used in adult workshops)

Materials: medium sized piece of card, pencils, textas, glitter, stickers, glue.

1. Cut a shield shape out of about A3 sized coloured card.

2. Divide it into four sections: strengths, hopes and dreams, obstacles and ‘future me’.

3. Put your name in the centre of the shield.

4. Use pictures, symbols and words to describe each section.

5. Use pencils, textas, stickers, cut out paper or card, glitter to decorate your shield.

6. Make a handle to put on the inside (optional).

Note to teachers: Spend time helping the students to find their strengths, and encourage 
them to help each other in this regard. Be aware that the shield is a metaphor for strength 
and protection. Display in your classroom. Read carefully for insights into your students. 
Respect students’ desire for privacy if they prefer not to display it.

(Adapted from activities in the Department for Education and Skills, ND Excellence in Cities 
Learning Mentor Training, module 4)
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Resource Board game 

(for learners of any age and can also be used in adult workshops) 

Materials: large sheet of card, three post card sized cards, pencils, textas, a dice and  
two counters.

Creating the Resource Game

1. In the top right hand corner of the card draw something you would like to have, or 
achieve in your life, something important to you, or the way you’d like it to be.

2. In the diagonally opposite corner, draw a favourite character or animal or hero or object 
that could help you reach your goal.

3. Draw a pathway that will lead the character to your goal. 

4. Draw three obstacles at different points on the pathway that could get in the way of 
reaching your goal.

5. Make three resource cards – one to deal with each obstacle and write on which numbers 
are to be thrown (2 for each)

6. Draw as many connecting spaces as you wish along the pathway, from the starting point 
to the goal.

Playing the game

1. Put the playing pieces on the start square.

2. Move according to the throw of the dice.

3. When you land on square with an obstacle you get to pick up a resource card which 
allows you to move forward a certain amount of spaces.

4. The first to reach the goal is the winner.

(Adapted from activities in the Department for Education and Skills, ND Excellence in Cities 
Learning Mentor Training, module 4)

Inspiration software 

This software is useful for brainstorming and mindmapping. There are templates for: writing 
a myth; writing a poem; writing up an experiment and goal setting. Many sites already have a 
site licence for the program. It is possible to organise a trial from the company. 

The goal setting proforma provides an opportunity for students to reflect on and record:

What I already do well.•	
What I want to work on.•	
What support I will need.•	

Section 3: circle time
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optimism: rose coloured glasses

Have students make some rose coloured and black coloured glasses – with cellophane and 
pipe cleaners perhaps. Have them write small role-plays where they demonstrate looking at 
the world positively and negatively

Is the glass half full or half empty?

Present students with a picture of a glass partly filled with some kind of drink. Ask them 
to describe the picture. See which students describe it as half-empty or as half-full. Have a 
discussion about what implications these views have on how learners view themselves, the 
world and the future. Alternatively have students draw their own picture.

positive identity

Think of a time when you did something positive that changed what happened next. Share with 
a neighbour, draw it, do a comic strip or write about it. They could be shared anonymously. 

Reframing: changing perspective

Reframing is a bit like having two windows or views on a situation, a positive one and a 
negative one. Have learners draw (or provide a template) a window with a blank window 
frame on two different pages. In the first window have the student represent in writing or 
drawing a way of thinking about a problem. Then have them write or draw an alternate 
and strongly positive way of thinking about the problem in the second window. Encourage 
learners to select the more useful window as the one they would rather look out on.

Creating stories of preferred futures

These activities can be undertaken over three weeks in three 50-minute sessions. Alternatively 
the questions can be adapted and done over a shorter time. 

Week 1

What does the word ‘future’ mean? Brainstorm and discuss this question.

Where do our ideas about the future come from?

Ask learners to write down the names of three films or books they have seen or read that are 
set in the future and present a positive view of the future.

Have them choose the one that made the strongest impression on them.

How did it portray the environment? (in 2-3 sentences)

How did it portray human relationships? (in 2-3 sentences)

What main messages did you get about the future from this film or book? How was it positive 
and in what ways?
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Follow this by small group and whole group sharing. Learners will probably realise that  
even texts that purport to be positive often still have a quite negative focus. This needs to  
be discussed.

Week 2 

Creating preferred futures. Ask learners to write down how they envisage their future ideal 
world, imagining that many of the things they see as problems now have been solved and 
think how this might have happened. Share these visions.

Week 3

Ask learners to put themselves into their vision. They need to think backwards from their 
scenario through the steps that they took for the problems to be solved. For example:

2030 – The positive future I imagined will now be happening and I will be part of it. (Have 
learners describe what they will be doing in their scenario.)

2020 – What major events or achievements have I been involved in to lead to my eventual 
scenario of 2030?

2015 – What am I doing now that is putting me on the path to my vision?

This year –What do I need to be doing this year? Draw up an action plan. 
adaPted froM Gidley, 2003

negotiated curriculum: What do you want to learn?

Ask students to select a topic they would like to talk about or learn about for one week. Have 
them write their top three suggestions. Use this as a planning tool to creative activities that 
students will be engaged in. 

Alternatively, have all learners negotiate to do one piece of work per week or unit differently. 
This teaches negotiation skills, encourages creativity and engagement and means that not 
only learners with special needs have their work modified. 

student voICe

student survey

Develop a survey where you ask students if there is an issue or problem that needs to be 
addressed. Ask them why it should be addressed and get them to outline possible ways the 
school could help. Ask for volunteers to present the findings to staff and to be on a committee 
to address the issue. 

student voice interviews and conversations

Ask learners what you as their teacher can do that is helpful and what is not helpful. Special 
educators can ask learners this as part of preparing a learning plan (in the NEP). It usually 
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generates valuable information that can assist educators to adapt their teaching to meet the 
needs of diverse learners.

Alternatively follow the more detailed list of questions below or choose particular questions 
for an in-depth interview or written response from learners. Experiment with different ways 
of interviewing through audio or video tape, or using the Big Brother approach of having the 
video camera set up in a separate room and learners take it in turns to look into the camera 
and answer the questions without anyone being present. 

What are you learning? How are you learning that? How does the teacher help you to learn?•	
What did you do? What did you learn? How did you learn it? Were you interested and •	
engaged in it? How so? How not? 
How do your teachers know if you are learning? Does getting feedback on your work help •	
you to learn?
Do you feel this was important to learn? Why? or Why not?•	
If you were going to make any recommendations to your teacher about helping you to •	
learn, what would you suggest?
What kinds of teaching do you find most helpful? Why is that helpful? •	
What helps you learn best?•	
What kinds of teaching do not work for you? Why is that? •	
What would you like to see changed in your school?•	
What do you like about school? What do you not like about it? What do you think could •	
be different? Why?
What do you think is the point of school? How is school helping you? •	
What are you hoping to get out of school?•	
How is school preparing you for the rest of your life? What other subjects would you like •	
to be learning?

When one learner with a learning difficulty was asked what he would like teachers to do to 
support him he said:

•	 If	they	would	help	me	more.

•	 If	I	know	that	the	teachers	really	do	understand	about	dyslexia.

•	 If	the	teachers	would	sometimes	talk	to	me	about	my	dyslexia	so	I	know	
that they know. 

learner in year 8, 2006

student photovoice

Ask learners to record their views of life at school using a photo voice approach (in Ainscow 
and Kaplan, 2004). Ask them to take photographs around the school of areas they see as 
welcoming and supporting, and areas that are less so. They could then produce posters 
based on these photographs. The aim is to elicit student perspectives to give educators deeper 
insights into what schools are like for learners. 
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transforming the classroom

Ask learners (depending on your access to classrooms and the school’s policy) what they think 
would improve their classroom. Get them to brainstorm workable ideas. Treat ideas seriously. 
Learners could research the topic, using the work of Ian Lillicoe as a starting point www.
boysforward.com/04/home/home.htm.

They could design interview and survey questions to ask learners and staff at a school that has 
experimented with colour in the classroom. A small group could visit the school and report 
back on their findings. 

Learners could draw a picture of what they would like the room to look like, within the realm 
of possibilities. It may be possible to do more than you think, with parent or community 
support and some fundraising. 

Classrooms of the future

This time ask learners to think right outside the square and draw, paint or make a model 
of what their ideal school or classroom would look like. They could first do a brainstorm or 
make a list of the essential elements. 

Tell them money is no object; the sky is the limit so they can be very imaginative. Display the 
pictures and models and have each learner present their concept to the class. 

Section 3: circle time



 



Section 4: Case studies 

I have found that to the extent to which one becomes 
effective with one’s most difficult children, to that extent one 
is also a better teacher with the whole class. hanko, 2003

The following case studies have been developed from work in the field by the DECS Learning 
Difficulties Team. They are included to show how some of the ideas described in this resource 
can be applied in classroom contexts.

All the case studies have been inspired by real learners, but any identifying details have 
been changed.

67
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Case studY 1: ‘Jonathon’, ReCeptIon

A member of the Learning Difficulties Team was requested by district disability and wellbeing 
coordinators to ‘have a fresh look’ at a child about whom they were very concerned. This 
case study is written from the team member’s perspective.

Jonathon is five years old and goes to a country school. He is a little boy who has a serious 
look about him. He also wears glasses which add to the effect. I was asked to observe him 
and make any suggestions to support self-regulation of his behaviour as he was being quite 
aggressive. I found out that Jonathon had a language impairment, that he had been born 
prematurely and that there were mental health issues in both sides of his family, going back to 
earlier generations. He is small for his age and comes across as a much younger child, in the 
way he likes to play and interact.

Some teachers at the school thought that Jonathan was simply ‘a naughty little boy’. Others 
thought he was sad, or angry. I observed him in the class and saw that developmentally he 
was a long way behind the other children. He tried to keep up and became very frustrated 
when he couldn’t. He loved being asked to find five boxes of different sizes, however, and 
raced off eagerly to find them in the big bin at the back of the room. But then he became 
highly agitated when it came time to write a sentence about the five boxes being arranged 
from smallest to biggest.

I could see that Jonathan needed to have time to engage in lots of play, story telling, artistic and 
kinaesthetic activities, to free up his development. It seemed to me that his acting out behaviours 
were preceded by experiences of distress, stress or embarrassment. For example, when he could 
not get the wrapper off his fruit bar at recess he would not let anyone help him. He put it away, 
but then ended up turning his table upside down and becoming quite angry.

The teacher and SSO were caring and supportive and they did offer alternative activities for 
him. However these activities still required a high level of cognitive and language response 
which elevated his arousal rates. He was like a ticking time bomb. 

The only time I saw him in a calmer state was when he was sticky taping his boxes together. 
He and his SSO were laughing together – there was such an atmosphere of joy and 
togetherness I thought this little boy was lucky to have such support. The constant attempt 
however to link it back to what the rest of the class was doing, while admirable from an 
inclusionist point of view, was resulting in a very keyed up little boy, ready to react to anyone 
who touched him or upset him in any way.

I met with his parents who wanted the best for their son. I did not listen so much for 
symptoms but for what they could tell me about themselves that would help me understand 
Jonathon. They were happy to follow up our talk with a phone call to the community mental 
health service which would then liaise with the school. 

It seemed to me that Jonathon was not a naughty little boy but a child who was trying to 
regulate himself in the face of unmanageable arousal through being required to work at a 
level that was too sophisticated for his developmental levels. 
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It can be hard for teachers who have received advice that is behaviourist in nature to get past 
the idea that a child is trying to control others and beat them and their authority. Young 
Jonathan had a lot to manage in his life, including high levels of anxiety and fear at both 
home and school. 

It was decided to offer staff some in-service sessions on emotional intelligence and therapeutic 
ways of working. A whole staff session was followed by intensive sessions for the SSO which 
focused on particular games, stories and activities for Jonathon. A meeting with parents was 
also arranged so that they were aware of what he would be doing at school and they were 
encouraged to set up opportunities for play and stories at home as well. 

I suggested that his teacher and SSO meet him where he was at developmentally, and 
encourage him to express himself through creative and physical activities. When he was able 
to have more time to play, listen to stories, paint, play in the sandpit and hide in his favourite 
corner, where a colourful tent provided sanctuary, his stress levels gradually reduced, as did 
his aggressive outbursts, and the true nature of Jonathon began to show through unimpeded. 
He enjoyed working with modelling wax and clay, with water and sand in the sandpit and 
listening to stories and music, on comfortable cushions. Gradually Jonathon started to express 
himself through drawings and models and his oral language also showed signs of greater 
sophistication. He was then able to begin more formal learning, having had extra time to 
meet his emotional and physical development needs. 

Children like Jonathon help us to learn more about how we can meet the needs of complex 
children and improve the quality of our observation and teaching. 

Section 4: case studies
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Case studY 2: ‘tRavIs’, YeaR 4

This case study has had identifying features altered but represents the most significant 
aspects in the work that was done to ‘recreate the circle of wellbeing’ for a learner and his 
school community. 

Travis is 9 years old and he is in year 4 at a local primary school in a leafy middle class 
suburb. He is an appealing looking child with blonde hair and blue eyes. Travis had been 
suspended and excluded a number of times for throwing things at his teachers and trying to 
kick them. 

While Travis had an above average intelligence he really struggled with some aspects of 
literacy and numeracy, as well as coordination and fine motor skills. Due to his mental health 
difficulties and learning difficulties he has been diagnosed with Anxiety Disorder, ADHD 
and a learning disability. Travis is a student with a disability under the definition in the 
Commonwealth Disability Discrimination Act (1992). Therefore he is entitled to appropriate 
accommodations to the curriculum and to the school’s behaviour management policy.

He is a sensitive and intelligent boy with learning and emotional difficulties who tends to 
take any setbacks to heart, feeling ashamed about any impulsivity, outburst or aggressive 
behaviour, once the incident has passed. Many of his teachers had come to view him in quite 
negative terms, as they themselves came to believe that they did not have the expertise to 
manage him and were feeling increasingly powerless. They did not know which way to turn 
and were beginning to ask for support from outside the school. 

Travis is very much a kinaesthetic and dynamic learner, which means he needs to learn 
by doing, on the one hand, but also that he needs a teacher who is able to build positive 
relationships. He does not appear to have high self-esteem and needs an empathic and 
understanding approach. Travis himself has been able to describe how powerful and 
overwhelming his feelings can become, building up at times to a crescendo.

It soon became clear that Travis would benefit from an approach that would help him 
to develop greater emotional intelligence, that is, self-awareness, self-management, self-
motivation, empathy and social skills. The school was offered support in the form of 
professional development, advice in developing a quiet area, support for curriculum 
development for Travis’s class and in establishing a program of one-to-one activities in 
movement, modelling, and creative activities designed to build coordination and self-esteem 
that could be started straight away. 

An outline of the ‘circle of support’ that was provided to Travis and the school community is 
described below. The principal found that the whole school approach had a major impact, 
with the specialised knowledge and modelling of practical strategies that were offered 
to staff resulting in significant outcomes for the school. These included: educators being 
more confident to trial new strategies, strengthening of individual learners’ and educators’ 
wellbeing and a greater awareness of emotional intelligence and available resources. 

This case is a clear example of how district and central office personnel can work together to 
support sites. The Interagency Behaviour Management team from the district combined with 
the Learning Difficulties Team to provide support that included working through resourcing 
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issues, managing suspension and exclusion issues, developing a learning plan, presenting 
professional learning workshops and advising educators to develop capacity. 

A session on emotional intelligence was presented to educators. It highlighted the importance 
of developing emotional intelligence through a discussion of the research and through the 
presentation of activities such as reading facial expressions. It was presented in a general way 
rather than focusing on Travis and it began to emerge that there were other learners with 
challenging behaviours and complex emotional and mental health needs. 

A whole of school session on learning styles had a big impact in shifting how his teacher saw his 
learning. After Travis’s teacher did the quiz herself she set it up as an activity for her whole class. 

She discovered that Travis was clearly very dynamic and kinaesthetic, with little step-by-step 
or commonsense or analytic styles. This highlighted his need to be very active, and also his 
difficulties with following written or oral instruction. Being a dynamic learner also means that 
he needs a positive relationship with his teacher. The dynamic learner likes to get straight in 
to learning, is easily aroused emotionally, enjoys hands-on activities, likes to take risks and 
push the boundaries. This type of learner has a low tolerance for listening and seat time, 
viewing things from their own perspective, often works intuitively, loves stories (though may 
not like reading) enjoys discovering, needs to be interested in what they are doing, needs 
feedback, and needs to like their teachers. This profile fits Travis perfectly and once his 
teacher understood that some of his behaviours were not due to his choosing to be disruptive 
she found she had a different attitude towards his learning and emotional ‘differences’.

These sessions were offered to those educators who wished to attend. Many of the activities 
were similar to those Travis had been engaged in with an SSO, such as hearing a therapeutic 
story, followed by artistic activities. Other activities were designed to encourage educators 
to reflect on their own emotional development as children in order to create a link between 
their own emotional needs and those of the children. Many educators described painful 
past experiences in their own schooling and how it made them want to do things differently. 
Teachers were also asked to share a vignette about a difficult experience in teaching and 
to explore the feelings aroused in them by working with children with emotional and 
behavioural difficulties. 

Participants were given a blank card and asked to imagine they were a young person with 
extreme anxiety. In their role as a young person they were asked to write an entry in their 
personal diary. They could write about events or feelings relating to school, family or friends. 
The cards were then collected and handed out at random and participants were asked to 
read out to the group a selection of the writings. This was powerful in that colleagues were 
connecting more strongly with one another than previously. 

This session showed how the Quiet Place project in the UK supported children to develop 
greater resilience, self-management, self-awareness and relaxation through calming colours, 
multi-sensory experiences, music, visualisation, modelling, drawing, story telling and 
movement and coordination activities. This session led to the development of a quiet area off 
to the side of Travis’s classroom. This area was packed up and re-established the following 
year when he moved classes. This helped him to cope with the transition to a new classroom 
and new teachers since it formed a link with the previous year and symbolised continuing 
support and encouragement.

Section 4: case studies
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Educators were able to discuss the needs of learners in their classes. Concerns emerged about 
learning and behaviour difficulties as well as bullying and self-esteem. These sessions resulted 
in some of the focus being taken off Travis as the main source of concern. It also meant that 
as a staff, the educators felt supported. 

Travis appears to have low self-esteem and needed an empathic and understanding approach. 
A school services officer was assigned to work with Travis in a withdrawal situation each week. 
She was trained in, supported with and provided with a program designed to develop emotional 
intelligence qualities such as self-awareness, self-management, self-motivation and empathy. 

The teacher assistant was given a resource on reading facial expressions based on the work 
of Paul Ekman (www.paulekman.com) and also the Heartmaster series. Travis had been 
already assessed as having difficulty in this area. He was found to be unable at that stage to 
distinguish fear from anger. 

The teacher assistant and Travis read a number of therapeutic stories aloud and completed 
a wide range of activities designed to help him become more aware of his emotions as 
they were occurring and to then identify them and begin to have ability to manage them 
without being overwhelmed.

Travis and the SS0 worked on beanbag activities designed to develop greater spatial 
orientation, coordination, balance, harmony and rhythm and self-control. Even though 
Travis plays soccer he was observed to be lacking in coordination.

Travis was also observed to have immature fine and gross motor skills (even though he loved 
sport). This immaturity showed up when he was asked to model a creature from a book. The 
SSO encouraged Travis to do regular modelling to build up fine motor skills to assist in tasks 
such as writing.

In these one-to-one sessions Travis and the SSO worked with therapeutic stories about loss, 
anger, frustration, teasing and bullying.

Travis particularly liked the story A Nifflenoo called Nevermind (Sunderland, 2000) and took 
it home to read to his sister. Nifflenoo is a character that always brushes off his feelings as 
being unimportant. He therefore drives his feelings of disappointment and frustration deep 
down inside. When he becomes completely overwhelmed and unable to cope, these feelings 
rise up and block his ability to think and manage himself. 

Travis completed some activities with the SSO that indicated how appropriate this story 
was for him. Through the activities he was able to show that sometimes he had painful and 
frightening feelings that felt like a volcano which he coloured very red, and an earthquake 
which he coloured black. He was also able to indicate that he had headaches where his head 
feels too full, that he sometimes feels that there are too many feelings inside him to take any 
more, that he would like to go to a place where he could scream and scream and scream. He 
noted that he sometimes feels like he cannot stomach anymore, and that he can’t really be 
with what is happening around him because there is too much feeling inside. 

He made a model in wax of Nifflenoo. 

Travis made a Powershield to help him identify his strengths, hopes and dreams and 
obstacles. It serves as a metaphoric device for strengthening and protection. His SSO made 
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one too. This helped Travis to see that she too had strengths, hopes and dreams, and also 
obstacles. The process was enjoyable for both, and helped to build their relationship and 
create a bond. The shields were displayed on the wall in the room they used and helped to 
create a positive environment.

The school was assisted to establish a quiet area for withdrawal purposes that was not for 
punishment but for calming and soothing. This area quickly became Travis’s chosen place to 
go if he was stressed or overwhelmed. He was able to soothe himself in this area and return 
to class. He also worked in the area on a one-to-one basis with the SSO. Many other students 
wanted to go to this area, as well. 

Travis’s family was supported through a visit to their home, emails and phone conversations 
so that a positive relationship could be established and they could understand the thinking 
behind the school’s approach and complement it by doing activities at home. The family and 
the school have a close working relationship. 

A number of parents attended a workshop on emotional intelligence. This workshop helped 
parents to understand children’s developmental needs and built empathy for children who 
struggle with their emotions and behaviour. This led to deeper understanding of children’s 
emotional development and helped them to be more empathic towards Travis and his family. 
The school community then became much more supportive of Travis and his needs.

Travis’s class had had quite a stressful time of it, too, so they were supported through creative 
activities. The whole class was presented with the opportunity to work with a therapeutic 
story and modelling wax. They heard the story The wrong stone by Russell Deal, (2000) 
on one of the days Travis was on exclusion to another site, to help build an atmosphere of 
inclusion. The purpose of the story was to work on an imaginative level with learners so they 
could process the moral implications of being exclusive by identifying with the feelings of 
the stone who thought he was wrong, bad and therefore unworthy of being included. While 
Travis was on exclusion he made a stone out of clay to represent each of his classmates. These 
were presented to the class after they heard the story, further helping to build the class ethos.

When Travis returned from exclusion, the way had therefore been prepared ahead of him. 
His classmates were glad to see him and welcomed him immediately into their class meeting. 
One learner was heard to respond to one of Travis’s suggestions in the meeting ‘Good idea, 
Travis, well thought out suggestion.’

A learning plan was developed to assist all those supporting Travis to have an understanding 
of his strengths, difficulties, learning style and appropriate accommodations. This was 
regularly reviewed, with new information added. 

Travis was also invited to contribute. When he went up to the next year level, his new 
teachers were released to go through the learning plan, which had been updated with 
strategies from the previous teachers. A wrap-around approach with family, psychiatrist, 
school community, as well as district and central office support led to the comment:

Section 4: case studies
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I think combined with all the resources and great people we have working 
together that we are making a difference. Parent eMail 2006 

Travis is now able to identify his emotions and how it feels when he is angry. He had one 
term with no incident. During the next term he picked up an object to throw at his teacher 
but stopped himself from throwing it just in time. 

Travis has been increasingly able in recent weeks to identify his feelings, where in the body 
he feels them and what they are like. He is also more able to identify feelings in others and in 
characters in stories. He is increasingly also able to identify his strengths. 

Travis continues to use his quiet area as a safe space to go when he needs to calm himself. He 
walks to school with his mother and his puppy and if he is feeling stressed takes a break and 
rolls around with the puppy before walking into school. He is included in the classroom and 
still has some one-to-one time with the SSO using emotional intelligence activities. Teachers 
have a much deeper understanding of his emotional needs and realise that he is a student 
with a disability under the Commonwealth legislation (DDA 1991).

There is now a clear sense of the ‘circle of support’ that has formed around Travis, with 
collaboration from site, district and central office personnel. The principal has commented on 
how connected all the aspects of the intervention processes were for Travis. 
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Case studY 3: ‘sam’, YeaR 9

Sam attends a very large high school near the city. He is a quiet young man who has been 
diagnosed with dyslexia. I received a call from Sam’s father via the Special Needs Helpline. 
His father has dyslexia also and was feeling extremely frustrated that Sam did not seem to 
be doing any better than he had at his age. He was very worried that Sam would not be 
successful at school and might even end up in trouble, as he had done. 

Sam has been trying to hide his difficulties with learning by a range of avoidance strategies. 
He did not want to worry his father, since he knew the impact that having dyslexia had had 
on his dad. 

Sam has average intelligence with strengths in problem solving and social comprehension. 
He is a real observer who takes in everything that happens around him. He has become very 
anxious about his dyslexia, so much so that he goes off into a dream world rather than do 
his work, which is extremely hard for him. Due to his difficulties with reading, spelling and 
handwriting he finds it difficult to start work, let alone complete it.

Sam likes to watch documentaries with his dad. They particularly enjoy watching nature 
programs. Sam is able to have in-depth conversations about the various animals and their 
habitats as he does not have any difficulty with comprehending oral language or visual texts.

Sam gets the feeling that it is sometimes all too hard for his teachers. After all they have a 
whole class to teach, including some pretty rowdy kids. He finds it so painful to try to read 
and write and he knows the teachers don’t have one-to-one time for him. This however is 
what he believes he needs as having another person to help him makes him feel much more 
confident and prepared to give the task a go, especially if he can do it in small sections and get 
feedback as he goes along. 

In primary school he seemed to be able to cope – just. But in high school his difficulties seem 
to have become really obvious, and besides he failed nearly everything last semester.

Sam now takes over his story…

At the moment, my favourite subject is sewing. The teacher is really nice. She encourages 
me and tells me my cushion is really good. Secretly, I’m quite pleased with it too. I feel more 
confident in sewing, even though I still need to do a little bit and get it checked. But the 
teacher doesn’t seem to mind doing that for me.

English is the worst. I haven’t got a hope of reading the class novel, Looking for Alibrandi. 
We did see the film, which wasn’t that good, a girl’s movie really. Seeing the film might have 
helped but I couldn’t read the questions in the assignment and I got confused trying to work 
out what they meant. But then we got this student teacher, and she read the questions out 
and put them in different words. I could understand what they meant then, and she did 
something really good – she typed the answers for me. That was about the first time anyone 
did anything that really helped.

For the first time I was able to finish part of an assignment. That felt good, but that was the 
student teacher’s last day. Sometimes I felt as if the teachers didn’t know how to help me so they 
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avoided me. I wasn’t silly or anything, but I think they thought I was. I didn’t blame them. If I 
saw work like mine or saw how much trouble I had with the simplest things I probably wouldn’t 
know what to do either. And now the one person who had helped was leaving.

Well the school finally asked for help, and they had all these meetings and someone asked 
me what would help. I said if the teachers learnt about dyslexia and talked to me about my 
dyslexia and asked me what things helped, I would like that. So they wrote this learning plan 
and filled in the student voice section. And dad got to say what my strengths were. I was 
surprised. I didn’t think I had any strengths and I didn’t think they thought I did either. But 
they said I was really caring with animals and plants and little kids, and I was really helpful 
around the house, and I was good company. 

They thought that I had heaps of potential and that I could have really good intelligent 
conversations and they wished I could be happier at school.

Actually I am happier this year as I have a friend for the first time. We have the same sort of 
sense of humour. He says much more than me, though; people say I don’t say boo to a goose. 
I think that means I’m a bit quiet.

Well, back to what they are doing to try and help me. After they had the first meeting things 
started to change a bit, but slowly. The first change was that one of the teachers, I think she 
is an assistant or something; she started to come to some of my lessons and give me a hand. 
Like she would read out questions to me and type up my answers. She is nice. I see her down 
the shops sometimes and she speaks to me. The other kids like her too. There are other kids, 
mostly boys, who have a bit of trouble too, so they are asking her to help them as well, which 
makes me feel not so stupid. 

Another good thing they are doing is three times a week I go out of the class and work with 
this assistant on reading and spelling stuff. It is easy but not babyish so I don’t mind. She says 
it should really help me fill in some of the gaps in my learning. I hope she’s right.

The other thing is that some of my teachers seem to be talking to me a bit more. They don’t 
seem as scared of me and we can talk about things like I can say that I find the assignment 
hard or something. They said I could get some extra help with the assistant person, so I think 
I will do that. 

The other day the English teacher gave me a CD of the novel we’re supposed to read. That 
will be better I suppose. I hope I like this book better though.

The special education teacher told me about some computer software I might find useful one 
day. You can talk to the computer and it turns what you say into writing. That sounds pretty 
cool to me. But I would have to get more confident about speaking. They reckon that if we 
do the thing where I talk and a teacher or mum or dad or someone writes or types it for me I 
will get better at getting across what I want to say. They told me that I have good ideas and it 
is just the reading and writing that is the problem.

I heard from this guidance person the other day that I am intelligent and I am good at 
problem solving and understanding social situations. I had never thought of myself as 
intelligent before. Mum and Dad were pretty pleased when I told them.
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This person told me I can get more time and some special accommodations or something 
when I am in year 11 and year 12. It’s good to know about that. Maybe I can finish high 
school after all. 

I still give myself a hard time and find things pretty hard but it is really good to have finished 
some assignments and got some ok grades. And people are pretty nice to me. Perhaps high 
school is ok after all. I hope so. 

Postscript: I got a phone call from Sam’s dad the other day and he told me that Sam’s 
reading age had gone up from 6 to 9 last year. 

Section 4: case studies
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Case studY 4: ‘kaYla’, YeaR 10

Kayla, aged 15 attends a disadvantaged school in a lower socio-economic area. 

I first heard about Kayla when her mother phoned the education department Special Needs 
Helpline. Her mother Marian told me that she was very worried about her daughter, aged 
15, who was refusing to do any work. I found out that she had a learning disability, severe 
dyslexia, was experiencing a low grade chronic depression and that she was presently refusing 
to do any work for any of her teachers. 

Marian said that she apologised for taking up my time, and that she thought the school must 
think she was overreacting, but she felt that her daughter wasn’t just being difficult and that 
she was genuinely experiencing difficulty.

I asked her to send me a copy of her daughter’s assessment and suggested that she speak 
with the school to let them know she had rung and ask if they would like some support to 
work through the issues. The school counsellor contacted me soon after that and we set up a 
meeting at the school. 

I first spoke with Kayla by herself, to give her the opportunity to speak freely in a safe 
atmosphere of support. She told me that she was not coping, the work was getting too hard 
and she was not understanding it. She said that Physical Education was particularly hard as 
they changed games each week and she could not get a handle on the rules. And if she made 
a mistake the other students would tease her. She was now trying the tactic of not having the 
right gear to wear so she would have to sit out and watch. This she said was preferable to 
having to endure the humiliation of ‘stuffing up’ yet again.

I gathered a range of useful information about what teachers were doing that was helpful and 
what was not helpful. She showed a high level of insight into her own needs and was able to 
tell me what previous teachers had done to help, such as highlighting important information 
on worksheets, using a larger font, and checking in with her to see if she knew what was 
required for a task. She was finding the work harder this year, in year 10 and the teachers 
didn’t seem to know about her difficulties.

Then Marian joined us. She mentioned that Kayla also had a hearing loss in one ear and 
would soon be getting a hearing aid. I did not think the school had realised the extent of 
either the dyslexia or the hearing loss. In addition Kayla missed her father, whom she had not 
seen for many years and her mother had to work long hours to keep the little family going. I 
gathered there were some social difficulties too. It would be hard to work out the complexities 
of relationships when you couldn’t always hear or process what you heard.

Kayla then went back to class and the counsellor joined us. It was hard for her at first to 
appreciate the difficulties Kayla was facing. At first she thought that Kayla was deliberately 
refusing to do work that she could actually do. She thought that refusing to do work in PE and 
Woodwork was proof of this. Kayla had explained to me about the difficulties with rules and 
with coordination for PE and that she was anxious about making a mistake and wasting the 
wood in Woodwork. I do not think that her teachers realised she had such a fear of failure.
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I suggested that a learning plan be prepared that detailed Kayla’s strengths and interests. For 
example she was doing an art class at the weekend because she loved to draw and paint. It 
would also highlight her areas of difficulty, such as reading, processing auditory information, 
focusing, reading non-verbal body language and interpreting social cues, as well as spatial 
difficulties which I think were also involved with the difficulties in PE and Woodwork. 

The learning plan would then detail appropriate accommodations and strategies such as 
working from a strengths perspective, scaffolding and modifying tasks, preparing accessible 
worksheets, and checking in to see how she was going. I suggested also that it could be a good 
idea for her to meet with a trusted and supportive teacher each week, with whom she could 
share any difficulties and get some assistance with work. 

I also suggested that the district hearing impairment coordinator become involved, and that 
the school make links with Kayla’s psychologist who was seeing Kayla on a fortnightly basis.

Kayla’s case clearly showed that refusing to do school work can be a sign that a young person 
needs support. I have often found that if we look beneath the behaviours we find a young 
person who has become very frustrated and does not know where to turn or how to describe 
their situation. 

When the meeting ended I walked to the carpark with Marian. Suddenly she threw her arms 
around me and said ‘Thank you so much, I have been trying to get this across, but I don’t 
have the words…and then I start crying and I know they think I am emotional. I now think 
that they are beginning to understand. This is a big weight off my mind.’

Although it can take time and a bit of detective work to try to find out what is happening 
beneath the surface, it is worth it when you can see the positive outcomes for young people, 
families and schools. 
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Resources and references
There is a range of resources that educators can use to support working with emotional 
intelligence in the classroom. Selected links to resources and websites are listed in this section. 

Many of the items are available for borrowing through the Special Education Resource Unit  
www.seru.sa.edu.au.

The references listed in this section can provide educators with detailed information on issues 
discussed in section 1. 
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WeBsItes

Readers please note that the electronic version of this document, which provides hyperlinks 
to all suggested websites, is available on the DECS website: www.decs.sa.gov.au. Search for 
Recreating the Circle of Wellbeing. At the time of publication the website addresses provided 
in this document were accessible. It is possible, however, that some addresses will change or 
be deleted at a future time.

Books 
www.innovativeresources.org 
www.inyahead.com

Boys
www.boysforward.com/04/home/home.htm

Cards and stickers 
www.innovativeresources.org

emotional intelligence
www.eiconsortium.org

emotional intelligence curriculum
www.self-science.com 
www.6seconds.org

emotional literacy and adolescence
www.michaelcarr-gregg.com.au 
www.andrewfuller.com.au/

empathy quiz
www.guardian.co.uk/life/news/page/0,12983,937443,00.html

facing challenges
www.intel.com/ca/education/unitplans/Speaking_Out/ 
www.d23.org/tip/Frameworks/People%20with%20LD.html 
www.cloudnet.com/~edrbsass/edexc.htm

flow
www.austega.com/education/articles

human Rights (including disability) activities and resources 
www.hreoc.gov.au/info_for_teachers/order.html (free of charge)  
www.drc-gb.org/

learning plans
www.seru.org.au
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learning styles 
www.focuseducation.com.au 
www.usd.edu/trio/tut/ts/stylest.html 
http://members.shaw.ca/mdde615/lrnstylsquiz2.htm

marshmallow study
www.sybervision.com/Discipline/marshmallow.htm 

mindmapping brainstorming and goal setting 
www.inspiration.com

mindmatters
www.curriculum.edu.au/mindmatters 

multiple intelligences
www.ldrc.ca/projects/miinventory/miinventory.php  
www2.bgfl.org/bgfl2/custom/resources_ftp/client_ftp/ks1/ict/mulitple_int

Quiet place
www.cheiron-quietplace.com

Reading emotions
www.paulekman.com 
www.cio.com/archive/120104/faces.html 
www.bbc.co.uk/science/humanbody/mind/surveys/smiles/

student voice 
www.ericfacility.net/ericdigests/ed440049.html 
www.newhorizons.org/voices/front_voices.html

Wellbeing
www.schools.sa.gov.au/schlstaff/files/links/DECS_LW_Framework_WEB3.pdf

Worksheets (emotional Intelligence, Heartmasters)
www.inyahead.com

Resources and References
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