
Promising Practices for Social & Emotional Learning



2.2 Emotion Management Practices
Abilities to be aware of, and constructively handle, both positive and challenging emotions.

INTRODUCTION

of social injustice. For the former, the goal is helping youth learn to manage their emotions in ways that are 

functional for the work. In the latter, the developmental goals may be helping youth learn to process a range of 

management is also about managing the situations that may trigger emotions  for youth as well as being attuned 

to emotions in ways that allow one to harness the valuable information and motivation they can provide.

young people may not fully comprehend, particularly if their social and emotional skills are less developed. 

At the same time, recent research has established that emotions can serve positive functions, including 

, promoting and regulating social interactions , and 

providing useful information that assists with mature decision making . Although emotional development 

begins in infancy, adolescence is an important time when youth are able to acquire new metacognitive and 

harness them. Because puberty can increase emotional intensity , it is a particularly critical period for teens 

to learn emotion management skills.

Research shows that this array of emotion-related skills is vital to mental health, positive relationships, 

school achievement, adult work, and general well-being. Youth programs that successfully teach emotion 

writing, role playing, and group share. They also have opportunities to learn about these emotions, what 

supports learning and growth.
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KEY YOUTH EXPERIENCES

RANGE OF EMOTIONS. 

EMOTION AWARENESS AND SKILL. Youth practice and develop healthy and functional emotion skills.

advance the program work.

STAFF PRACTICES

STRUCTURE. 

MODELING. 
relationships with youth.

respectfully acknowledging and validating emotions in others.

COACHING. 

using deep understanding of youth and their emotional styles to monitor, appraise, and respond in the 

suggesting strategies for dealing with them.
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KEY YOUTH EXPERIENCES

RANGE OF EMOTIONS. 

project’s timeline. They may also feel the elation that comes from success or a powerful idea. Sometimes youth 

approach or community service projects that did not meet original goals. Rachel Gunther, associate director at 

We worked all spring to convince state legislators to pass the Governor’s budget, which included progressive 

progressive measures did not pass, and there was disappointment in advocacy groups across the state and 

celebrated the important advances we did make and continued to identify opportunities where we could 

types of challenges it can create. Youth in project-based programs like YOB and PWBF learn not to just to cope 

with emotions but also to anticipate them and use these anticipated emotions as valuable cues about where 

.

production, and the conversation turned to the recent news events regarding Trayvon Martin, a young, 

unarmed African American male who was shot and killed by a neighbor. La’Ketta Caldwell, senior program 

As the discussion went on, it became clear that our African American males don’t feel safe around law 

enforcement. They don’t feel like they can trust them because if they move or act in a certain way it could 

mean their life because life on the street is tougher on the African American male. Then it came out that 
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one of the youth’s uncles had been killed. It was 

emotional. Depending on how personal it is for 

them, it becomes a real discussion about how that 

issue has impacted their personal lives.

The discussion became an opportunity for youth to 

fear also helped youth cultivate important moral 

sensibilities about perceived social injustices.

happiness, is also a necessary skill. These emotions 

can strengthen groups, help youth to be more open to 

new ways of thinking creatively, and can be a source 

of motivation. An important component of many of 

accomplished work. Although it plays a role in initiative 

success may elicit emotional responses from youth. At 

BGCGM, La’Ketta Caldwell reported:

believe that you’re going to do what you say you’re 

going to do because they’ve been let down so often. 

The delegates and the counselors were standing in a circle, holding hands and sharing something about that week 

. These 

RANGE OF EMOTIONS. 

is critical to youth’s learning about emotions. This culture creates norms and rules among program members 
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emotion. At PWBF, the day starts with mindfulness meditation that helps youth let go of everything else and 

focus on themselves, their feelings, and the work. One youth commented on the atmosphere at PWBF and why 

it made sharing of emotions feel safe:

It’s a very peaceful environment. There’s no yelling. There’s no screaming. I mean, you may do something wrong, but 

you’re not going to get yelled at for it. You’re just going to be led in the right direction of how to do it the right way.

I used to think of this program as more of an outlet, too. Whenever I used to have a bad day, I needed to 

some of the anger or depression you have. It really helps you control yourself.

guard and build deeper relationships:

You know you can trust them so you’re just going to say [whatever you want] because whatever you say stays 

in the room. So, just like if you’re feeling some type of way, you can just speak and ain’t nobody going to 

judge you. They’re just going to support you. 

they made me feel like I could trust people. They showed me that they was here for me. I used to not think 

nobody was there for me. I used to be angry at the world and lash out on people. [At CYHUN] I told people 

them to pay attention to their emotions and provide them with a safe space in which emotions can be 

punished, leading to emotional denial or stunted emotional development.
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EMOTION AWARENESS AND SKILL. Youth practice and develop healthy and functional emotion skills.

to identify patterns of emotional responses. Over time, these patterns can help youth to identify the cues in their 

emotion. Being able to name emotions allows them to be discussed and enables youth to learn from each other.

emotional awareness and understanding:

to identify cues that they have in their bodies around anger and fear. We do the work around the healthy 

giving you an opportunity to really get out what you want to get out, while also sort of pushing you to get out 

what you might be holding back.

My family is not supportive about showing emotions or being peppy. We do have fun and we do love each 

other, but we don’t show it as much as we should. I’ve learned it isn’t so great living this way. Outward Bound 

gave me a reason to not only be open to my own emotions, but to others as well. It showed me that it’s okay 

not only be dependent, but also independent.

I remember in my Ally [Leadership Program] group we learned how to know what emotion you’re feeling 

learned how to know when I’m feeling sad or when I’m feeling mad or when I’m feeling happy. It sounds kind 

of obvious that you would have to know how to do that, but once they actually [teach you to] do that, you 
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emotions:

your emotions by yourself. So you also work on your vocabulary and your ability to describe things.

emotions within themselves and constructively share those emotions with others.

EMOTION AWARENESS AND SKILL. Youth practice and develop healthy and functional emotion skills.

may include both immediate and recent situational events and conditions that triggered the emotions, as well as 

program director, provided feedback to a youth participant about his poor performance as a team leader. 

The youth’s reaction was a decision to step down as team leader and leave the program. Upon hearing this, 

Victoria requested a one-on-one discussion and learned that the youth’s father consistently put him down 

and he never felt good enough:

doing a good job of being the team leader, I thought back to my dad. You know, when I think about it, the 

relationship that I have with my dad and never being good enough and then hearing that from you triggered 

that reaction, which was really, really hard. I was stuck for the entire weekend. I have deep-rooted feelings 

After Victoria and the youth had an open, honest discussion, he decided he was going to stay on as team leader. 

move beyond what had been a major obstacle in his life.

to learn, that it’s not just about getting to the top. It’s that self-management that connects to the social 

get through that correct move, there’s still a ton of learning that can 

come from it. It might be disappointing because they hit a limit, or 

they wish they had tried harder. That is a great teachable moment.

In this case, a youth might learn skills to manage and overcome fear by 

identifying the root of the fear and deciding to work through it.

to get through that correct move, 
there’s still a ton of learning that can come 

they hit a limit, or they wish they had tried 

—Poppy Potter, VOBS
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EMOTION AWARENESS AND SKILL. Youth practice and develop healthy and functional emotion skills.

advance the program work.

to the process of coming to terms with or terminating challenging emotions or their causes. Harnessing 

refers to a wider set of situations in which the goal is learning not to eliminate an emotion but to channel the 

emotion and to use it as information or motivation. Youth may use emotions like distress, anger over injustice, 

work of the group is not disrupted.

The youth learn and practice strategies to handle their emotions or the situations that created them. Youth 

others in the program, using breathing and other techniques to calm themselves in heated situations, 

conversations with youth who discussed how they learned to appropriately handle their emotions:

not going to be destructive for us later. You need to, like, I don’t know, be smart about it.

At BGCGM, one youth said: We had to focus. So I controlled my feelings by deep breathing.

thinking as straight. You’re angry. Take deep breaths. 

Try not to raise your voice. Don’t use curse words. 

listened to, I feel hurt because then I feel like I don’t 

matter. But I love you. This is what I need and this is 

ways, and we just learn how to take those negative 

forces and turn it into something else.

In Larson’s research , youth reported learning to 

that it didn’t disrupt the work of the group. What 

programs was how often the learning the youth were 

emotions but harnessing them. 

circumstances in their communities, they have 

opportunities to practice and learn how to channel 

what they were feeling into motivation, focused 

attention, and constructive action. Teena-Marie 

Right now seventh and eighth graders [in the 

school district] are going to lose their yellow school 

bus and are now required to take the MBTA here in 

Larson and Rusk’s research on youth’s emotional 

learning in out-of-school programs provides results 

can help youth learn about how personalities, 

nuanced situations, others’ emotions, and physical 

their thoughts, attention, and motivation and learn 

change the dynamics within groups .

This research also shows that, in addition to 

Youth in these studies described learning by 

making comparisons across emotional episodes 

and between people, from trying things out, and 

emotion

of supportive program culture allows youth to 
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they got so mad and so angry and so sad just knowing that these young people had a decision made on their 

behalf without being asked how they felt about it. That was the feeling of things happening to you without 

that they really want to work on. 

garden in memory of a club member who was struck and killed by a drunk driver. Although this may seem like a 

®

time: the youth were at times combative with each other and it nearly brought the program to a close. Over time, 

After the club member’s death, dealing with their grief took its toll. The youth needed an outlet for their grief. 

the community garden at the site of the young woman’s home agency. To this day, the garden is maintained in her 

among their peers and can identify from an emotional perspective on why this project matters and has meaning.

creative emotional outlet, as Natalie Cooper, senior director of social emotional learning, described:

One CYHUN participant named Chantelle used to get frustrated when the other youth in the group would 

poem depicted her battle with low self-esteem and not having an outlet to feel safe to share her feelings. 

After coming to CYHUN for many weeks, Chantelle felt part of a community and trusted the group enough 

At YW Boston, youth are responsible for leading a social action project at their schools, but they are likely 

to face challenges that create barriers to their success. The way youth handle their emotional response to 

re-motivate, they are more likely to achieve their goals. Program Director Beth Chandler shared the struggles 

youth had with getting both administration and students to take action. In order to renew their motivation 

handle interpersonal emotions:

roadblocks from the administration. [They] had to just keep going back and back and back.

Youth from YW Boston shared how much more productive it is to have calm conversations about sensitive 

topics with people who may have opposing views than it is to berate someone for disagreeing:

Us being mad at you is counterproductive. So when you’re standing up for something, you can’t bash other 

out of social justice work. It’s not to have one group versus the other. It’s to slowly, but surely, get the most 

from the non-supportive group and bring them with you. I don’t attack them. I just try to ask them more 

questions just to clear up any confusion and kind of create an understanding.
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STAFF PRACTICES

STRUCTURE. 

them, and learn about handling their own emotions and the emotions of others. YOB has regularly scheduled peer-

In all of the programs, agreeing on group norms for interaction is an important early step in establishing how 

structure sharing activities to ensure that everyone learns:

What we don’t generally do is focus on one girl for too long because that becomes more like therapy. So we 
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And at YW Boston, where youth discuss topics that 

they may not have discussed before with individuals 

help youth learn to be respectful of each other. Julie 

Thayer, InIt program manager, elaborated:

they are often peers, but they learn to do it and/or 

are supported to do it in a way that is not hurtful to 

they may have been feeling or thinking but never 

had a chance to talk about before. They develop 

the ability to feel comfortable voicing their opinions 

and understanding that they may not be the same 

opinions held by others, but they’re at least going to 

be respected in saying them and having them.

With activities in the curriculum that are known or 

adjusting the timing to make sure emotional closure 

during an intensive, week-long summer program, 

youth can go in-depth on issues:

I think that the more important thing is that there’s 

closure at the end of each workshop. We have this 

whole theory called Trust the Process. Sometimes 

we’ll be in the middle of a workshop and people are 

crying and upset and some of the students will be 

the students have moved through it and have come 

a workshop just because that time’s up. We make 

sure that the students are in a good place overall. 

Laura Greenlee Karp, program coordinator at VOBS, 

push them a little bit, push them to work together, 

and then we also have those guided conversations to 

activity gives youth an opportunity to process and 

sort out their emotional responses. 

emotion during the session, it’s important that they 
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question to draw attention away from their feelings and lead them back into something silly and lighthearted. 

In hearing these appreciations, youth learn from introspection and from the words of others. 

the only agenda is for youth to share what is going on in their lives and gain the support they need. Director 

around here. We think crying is great. We try to encourage people to cry with discipline. The reason we 

started the peer counseling groups was because we weren’t leaving enough room for structured social and 

emotional pieces. And if you have the structured piece then you can be more disciplined about the work 

piece. But they bleed into each other too much if you don’t have the structures. And there’s a job that needs 

to get done that is about social emotional learning, but it’s not always about your personal crisis.

The focus of the peer-counseling group is emotional processing and learning. Having this built into the culture 

The structures described above provide built-in venues for youth’s processing of emotions. As the content and 

curriculum of the programs may elicit emotional responses from youth, having planned processes and activities 

for youth to learn from their emotions is integral for both positive youth development and program success. 

STRUCTURE. 

are attuned to youth’s emotional states so that they can adjust the day’s activities according to the needs of the 

youth. La’Ketta Caldwell at BGCGM said:

Maybe what we’re doing today we need to shift because they’re already not having a good day. We need 

outcomes and stay on schedule, but our kids are the number one priority in outcome. We can push our 

agenda, but our agenda is not as important as their agenda and what’s going on with them, the whole child.

and adapt to youths’ needs:

a room when they walk in. So just doing an immediate, one-minute scan when you’re going in a room, you 

you do that and you begin an activity, you know who you need to pay attention to when you are working the 

room to provide support for the kids during their individual activities or work… Sometimes there are days 

where the kids have to just focus on something that happened in their neighborhood that has nothing to do 

with the session, but it’s real for them so it becomes real for us, and we process it as a group. We rally around 

each other when a club member is going through something. We support and show love.
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aware of the youth and listening in order to determine if the plan for the day needs to be adjusted to meet the 

needs of the youth:

which is the youth leadership team, they’re listening as well. So they can reorder that according to what 

to the actual people they’re working with rather than trying to get those people punched in to some formula 

we have that’s supposed to be good for them that produces these outcomes.

Laura: Giving the students a space to be who they are and meet them where they are is important. If they are 

where the students are and coming together so that the students are successful.

with their emotions.

MODELING.  
mutually-respectful relationships with youth.

respectfully acknowledging and validating emotions in others.

own emotions and how to respond to the emotions of others. This modeling includes accepting and naming 

emotions, setting boundaries on what personal information is shared, and use of patient and open problem 

solving to resolve emotionally-charged issues.

levels. Leaders are not detached models youth view from a distance. Youth learn working models of healthy 

bi-directional relationships through their participation in positive, caring interactions with the leaders and 

 found these 

includes relationships with their parents and guardians.
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minutes and reassure her and give her a needed break from her son. Many girls said that Leo’s story was 

impactful: she knew what she needed, she asked for it, and, as a result, she was able to rally for her son and 

her husband.

shared personal stories:

Jennifer Freed, oh man, I am so, so grateful for her. She knew me. She would pull me aside, and I guess we 

could relate because she would tell me stories, and that also helped knowing that she came from a rough 

of doing an activity and they don’t know how it is going to go, the group will pick up on that energy. Because 

Guidi shared how she approached a resolution for the situation: 

sometimes or we say the wrong thing sometimes. I’m not perfect, and I’m continually growing, too. Life is just 

a journey of learning and growing.

EMOTION MANAGEMENT 47
SEL STANDARDS



Revealing her humanity to the youth in this situation demonstrated to the youth how to communicate openly and 

candidly about emotions, how to own one’s emotions, and how to move past them personally and with others.

strategies. For BGCGM’s La’Ketta Caldwell, communication is everything. She stressed the importance of 

remaining calm and refraining from using brash communication styles that the youth may be confronted with in 

other settings:

the nonverbal communication that you have with them. I’ve been in schools where people are yelling. I’m 

not doing that. I don’t yell at kids. I walk away before I yell. I need them to see how no matter how angry 

somebody is that it’s not okay for them to cuss or to just say things. Because you can’t take back words.

Approaching a situation calmly means sometimes leaving time for the emotions to settle before addressing them. 

I’m more patient. Sometimes, I know that because I’m sensitive, we’ve really got to address this some other 

from things youth share. La’Ketta Caldwell described when and why she sometimes shares her raw emotions 

with the youth:

a kid shouldn’t have to deal with that. So being able to be transparent and to share, to a degree, one time 

my heart was broken, and I felt like I didn’t know how to keep it together. It might look like I got it together all 

the time, but sometimes I don’t. You need to share that. I think it’s important for them to see that we all go 

they can share their emotions, too, and that there is value in that. One youth shared the lesson she learned 

about showing emotion:

About your feelings, you can’t just keep them closed in ‘cause then nobody is going to know how you feel. 

Like if I was mad in here and people were messing with me and I’m not telling I’m mad, stop messing with 

me, they’re going to keep messing with me until I tell them. So being more open with people is better than 

keeping it closed in.

COACHING. 

episodes

goals in dealing with emotions include not just helping youth resolve a situation but helping youth learn about 

. 
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COACHING. 

using deep understanding of youth and their emotional styles to monitor, appraise, and respond in the 
moment to youth’s ongoing emotions.

their response to suit the needs, interests, and readiness of particular individuals. This means they must 

behaving uncharacteristically, and to respond with sensitivity. Victoria Guidi at PWBF said:

relationships lets me know where their strengths are and what their challenges are, so I can work with them 

to manage any emotions that are going on. 

everything is all right. You want to talk to the production team and see if they know what’s going on. And that 

made a decision to be that way. That doesn’t necessarily indicate anything.

group learning and respect youth’s autonomy. Depending on the situation and the emotion, they may address 

from the grip of a strong emotional reaction to a situation before being ready to reason through the causes and 

In club, I would honestly say that we have a really talkative group and if someone comes in and they are 

not talking or they are completely shut down, we’ll attend to them. One of our long-term facilitators really 

modeled this. If he saw somebody struggling, he wouldn’t stop the lesson. He would make sure there was 

someone else to continue, but he was going to make sure that the individual teen was okay.

something they’re able to do because they begin by developing personal relationships with each youth:

me, you know? First they learn your personality, so they know which way they can talk to you. If she would have 

talked this way to, like, let’s say Kimberly, Kimberly would have been so scared, right? But they know I’m the 

to me.

And this story about a young woman at BGCGM who opened up to the group about her feelings for her family 

shows how La’Ketta Caldwell responded in the moment to meet the youth’s needs. The young woman had shared 

EMOTION MANAGEMENT 49
SEL STANDARDS



goals for the project, and the needs of the group.

COACHING. 

She is on cloud nine. She acts like all of her problems of self-worth are solved. I helped her feel great about 

her skills without making it about the love object. Her hope and optimism about the relationship make her 

her in her choice in the matter. 

reached out to a young person they noticed:

There’s a story behind why they can’t really articulate their emotions. You know they try not to be emotional. 

people really decide what to work on. We’re following their lead.

At TPP, when youth see that their cast members are taking care of each other, they feel safe to be able to 

For a very long time in my life I’ve felt like I had to suppress whatever it was I was feeling. I never had a place 

where I could just let go. I felt like I always had to keep it in and be tough for the people around me, right? 

grow from because of The Possibility Project is that it’s okay to let people in. It’s okay to ask for help. It’s okay 

to have people there and to allow them to be there for me.

COACHING. 

suggesting strategies for dealing with them.

Williams, senior vice president of programs at Wyman, spoke from a youth’s perspective: 
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lots of questions about why we would make a choice one way or the other, and what do we think about the 

For my part, I just pointed out to them, which happens often, that we were building a show with some 

and so it’s hard to take on those emotions. What are we going to do to support each other? That’s when they 

ended up in that cast circle sharing what had happened from their point of view. We’re not just building a 

show. It’s about each other and our lives and what we want to do. The cast handled that in that way. They 

focused on how we are going to support each other.

or a larger group.

Boston, much of the content is focused on raising awareness of disparities among social groups, and Beth 
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