Make SEAL the glue that puts the wellbeing of the whole school community at the heart of school improvement
The Social and Emotional Aspects of Learning (SEAL) programmes have had a major impact on student and staff wellbeing in schools which have truly embraced its principles.  No wonder, as ‘SEAL is the most important thing to happen in education for the last hundred years’ according to Dr Andrew Curran, Consultant Paediatric Neurologist.  The brain is an emotional organ and if we can get our emotions right, everything else will follow.
There is much research demonstrating that our young people are caught like rabbits in a snare; sandwiched between the relentless educational standards agenda and the media frenzy to be rich, thin, famous and beautiful.  On the other hand the SEAL programme creates a focus, not on outcomes but on reflection in order to develop self awareness and self management.  The new KS3 and 4 curricula are intended to give students opportunities to be more independent and creative through implementing the PLTs (personal, learning and thinking skills).  For this to be truly effective it is now even more important to teach lessons in social and emotional intelligence, explicitly and consistently, through primary and secondary stages.

As the diagram shows, each initiative feeds and builds upon the others to create a coherent strategy which supports both school improvement and personal wellbeing:


[image: image1]
The argument that children should understand themselves as learners and acquire more independence and resilience has been bolstered by some of the latest developments in neuroscience.  With the advent of Assessment for Learning, Citizenship and the ECM agenda, the whole composition of the curriculum is suddenly being viewed differently – in a way which puts much greater value on student’s ability to think about themselves and their own responsibilities as learners, and thereby as human beings.  The skills and competencies needed to develop these responsibilities put the development of emotional intelligence and of wellbeing at the heart of schooling.  If implemented effectively, alongside learning how to learn, students will have the chance to develop the tools required to develop the motivation, self-discipline and self-awareness needed to be able to work harder than their teachers, to become successful employees and happier, more participatory citizens.

The curriculum changes above can be allied to an active, meaningful student voice programme, intended to encourage a sense of ownership, enterprise and responsibility.  If emotional intelligence such as persistence, optimism and self management are explicitly modelled and taught across the whole curriculum, then students can develop good learning habits which can counter the hedonistic drivers of the ‘have it all now’ credit card society. 

SEAL is the antidote to ‘affluenza’
Lessons taught in a brain friendly manner are those where active participation, variety and challenge combine to make learning exciting but demanding.  The educational environment will need to cater for flexible approaches which create individualised learning opportunities and provide a safe and inspiring backdrop to learning experiences.  SEAL can provide the ethos that creates a value driven organisation where self respect and respect for each other facilitate the freedom to love learning.  Oliver Adams in his book ‘Affluenza’ discovered that the contagious western values which promote materialistic goals are eroding what really makes us happy – great relationships and feeling valued!  
All we read about 21st century learning reinforces the fact that those who can’t be flexible, adaptable and emotionally resilient will not survive in the knowledge-based economy.  Now that in countries such as ours, there are more 60 year olds than 16 year olds, we need our youngsters to thrive in the global workplace if we are to have the pensions our parents enjoy!
But can we actually teach happiness?
Schools have always tried to give students good advice about life, friends, drugs and careers to foster their wellbeing.  However, these sessions are often delivered by overworked form tutors teaching outside their specialism, and are rarely valued by students in their present format.  There are no exams in it, so it can’t be important, can it?  
The fact that we have more depression, suicide, self harm and anxiety in our young population than ever before should give us the clear feedback that our children are finding life hard and the odd PSHE session isn’t enough.  Despite their fashionable clothes, laptops, i-pods, state of the art mobile phones and flash trainers, they don’t always feel good about themselves.  Managing friendships and self-esteem may actually be the most important aspects of growing up.  The SEAL programme recognises this and we can teach students to develop and assess their own progress in social and emotional intelligence.
Having taught many lessons on emotional intelligence, including how to control moods, how to motivate yourself and develop your willpower or manage stress - the response of the students was: ‘This is great - why hasn’t anyone told us about this before?’  Employers complain that we are not preparing young people for the challenges of work – that they lack the communication skills and the self discipline to succeed.  70% of employers worry more about the lack of emotional intelligence in young recruits than their lack of literacy skills.
A PSHE programme delivering lessons on emotional intelligence, learning to learn and thinking skills plus an explicitly reflective pedagogy as part of the learning process across the school will support resilience in learning.  However, what about those students who face major barriers to learning, such as low self esteem or low motivation? Their problems can be addressed by techniques taught through the theory of NLP (neurolinguistic programming).  These have the potential to transform attitudes and behaviours which create low self esteem or negative attitudes to learning.  In simple terms NLP develops repeated thinking strategies, accompanied by visual pictures, which can really reframe habits that seem entrenched.  By creating in some detail a mental picture of a different way of thinking, using visual, auditory and kinesthetic experiences, feelings and perceptions can eventually be changed through repetition.  The ‘programming’ part in NLP refers to the habits and programmes that we default to as part of our ‘personality’, for example an optimistic - or pessimistic - outlook. The ‘linguistic’ part deals with how to use internal dialogue, the language of words and pictures, to change bad negative thinking coming from our unconscious minds into constructive, useful thinking which really does change our behaviours.  As a teacher, Headteacher, trainer, friend and mother, I have constantly used these techniques to deal with phobias, traumas, anxiety, fear etc.  They offer a solution which forgets the past and all mistakes made and instead focuses on the future and all the possible ways in which things could be different.  It is such a powerful tool for wellbeing that every school should offer training to teachers and students in its techniques and principles.  The first principle is that ‘There is no such thing as failure, only feedback’ which means we can never be wrong as long as we learn from our mistakes and keep on trying.  How powerful could that be in our classrooms?
Intelligence is learnable!
The theory of NLP was developed by Bandler and Grinder, who looked at how hundreds of the most successful people think and how they use this self knowledge.  Building on this, Carol Dweck suggested that the most successful learners (those that add most value to your CVA) are those who don’t necessarily believe they are especially intelligent but who do believe that hard work will make them more clever and successful.  They know that if they work at it and challenge themselves with tasks they find hard and uncomfortable, then they really can grow their brains.  In the classroom, teachers know that achievement can be as much about hard work and self management as it is about ability.  This fits with the core belief that intelligence is learnable, that the harder we work and the more we are willing to try things that we don’t find easy, the cleverer we can become.  This necessitates a resilient disposition, a willingness to try hard, learn from mistakes and take personal responsibility for progress – or lack of it!.  Such a disposition, alongside excellent communication skills (charm and rapport!), can and should be explicitly nurtured in our schools.  The ‘social skills’ aspect of SEAL may be that which your school delivers well - but do we really teach students how to be a great team player, or a leader?  Do we teach the role of body language and register in eliciting constructive responses from people?  All students want to be popular and to be effective communicators who can express themselves clearly.  This is particularly required for many boys, who need practice to get into the habit of expressing their feelings.  The high incidence of suicide for young men is a terrifying feature of western culture.  Explicit teaching of communication skills through early secondary years can help to combat the inability to clearly communicate thoughts and feelings which can lead to introspection and ultimately to depression.
In ‘The Learners Toolkit’ there are 52 lessons which try to explicitly teach the habits and competences of great learners.  The three sections address emotional intelligence, learning how to learn and developing values which give students an alternative to the ‘affluenza’ virus.  In John Taylor Gatto’s account of his time as an award winning teacher in the US, he describes the students produced by our western education system in this way:  ‘They hate solitude, are cruel, materialistic, dependent, passive, violent, timid in the face of the unexpected and addicted to distraction.’  He recommends ‘massive rethinking’ to create a more healthy society.  The SEAL programme is a part of this thinking and can underpin your school’s transformation.
When we dedicate time to lessons in SEAL and underpin our curriculum with the SEAL values of respect, empathy, friendship and self awareness, the extra bonus is that we develop not only our students, but our staff and ourselves also.  The SEAL programme is intended to transform the wellbeing of students in school and beyond but, in my experience, if the staff feel confident, optimistic and happy then so will the students.  

So, start your SEAL programme with the teachers for maximum impact!
Jackie Beere OBE
Teacher, Trainer and Consultant.  Master Practitioner of NLP, Author of ‘The Learners Toolkit’ published by Crown House Publishing – lessons to help develop the personal qualities that make successful learners
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