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Amy G. Gagnon

Creating a Positive Social-Emotional 
Climate in Your Elementary
Physical Education Program

D eveloping a positive social-emotional climate in the classroom is essential to a successful 
elementary physical education program. The social-emotional climate may often be overlooked 
when teachers are more focused on developing creative and rigorous lesson plans and assessment 

techniques, while juggling the challenges of being the physical activity leader at their school. However, estab-
lishing positive social-behavior expectations as well as teaching students how to control their emotions must 
be a priority in every physical educator’s classroom. Above all, the physical education classroom is an environ-
ment in which students’ self-esteem should be built up and not knocked down.
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22 Strategies

This article will discuss how 
the physical educator can 

create a positive 
social-emotional environment 
that teaches young children 

personal and social 
responsibility as well as how 

to build self-esteem.

The social-emotional development of an individual begins 
during infancy when the child seeks physical and emotional 
attention from the primary caregiver (Nelson, Erwin, & Duffy, 
2007). As individuals experience life, the need to belong, de-
velop friendships, express feelings, and succeed in school be-
comes stronger. For adults, these needs and expectations con-
tinue to contribute to one’s emotional health and play a large 
role in the level of happiness an individual experiences (Nelson 
et al., 2007).

Physical education can play a vital role in building positive 
social-emotional experiences for children. SHAPE America 
– Society of Health and Physical Educators has suggested 
that students who enjoy physical education will continue to 
be physically active as adults (National Association for Sport 
and Physical Education [NASPE], 2009). This is a prominent 
and important outcome of a high-quality physical education 
program. However, lifelong physical activity does not need to 
be the only outcome of excellent physical education programs. 
Helping students develop into kinder, gentler citizens who en-
ter the community looking to help a neighbor and serve the 
community is another positive goal. After all, the physical edu-
cation class is a small replica of the real world. Why not use 
your classroom as an arena to develop these qualities in stu-
dents?

Developing the future citizens of the world appears to be an 
enormous task with quite a bit of responsibility. No one came 
into teaching thinking it would be easy, nor did anyone expect 
that 50 little eyes would not see their behaviors, actions and de-
cisions every day. Educators help prepare students for so much 
more than college or careers. The 14th Dalai Lama was quoted 
as saying, “Respect for self. Respect for others. Responsibility 
for all of your actions” in his 2004 publication Instructions for 
Life in the New Millennium. How can the elementary physical 

education experience help to achieve the goals in this state-
ment? How does the elementary physical educator create the 
next generation of caring citizens who are able to take respon-
sibility for themselves and their actions?

This article will discuss how the physical educator can cre-
ate a positive social-emotional environment that teaches young 
children personal and social responsibility as well as how to 
build self-esteem. Classroom management, instructional strat-
egies, behavior modification, safety, the teacher as a role model, 
leveling the playing field, and how to transfer this knowledge 
to home and family will be discussed. The article also refers to 
Don Hellison’s (2011) teaching personal and social responsibil-
ity (TPSR) model, as it has been a reliable and sound approach 
for physical educators for years.

Classroom Management
Proper classroom management and knowing how to im-

plement classroom expectations and routines are interwoven 
processes. The physical educator must first value the social-
emotional part of each student. The teacher must want a better 
social-emotional climate for every student and every colleague, 
and must practice it in his or her own life to deliver it every day 
through instruction. Some specific examples of how to create a 
better social-emotional climate are described next.

Instructional Strategies
 • Teachers need to create developmentally appropriate les-

sons that involve all students being active most of the 
time. SHAPE America has recommended that students 
be physically active for 50% of the lesson (NASPE, 
2009). Having students wait in long lines, providing lim-
ited activity time, or allowing students to be eliminated 
from activity needs to stop! Physical educators must work 
together to provide activities and opportunities for all 
students to be as active as possible.

 • Classes should be organized in a manner that includes 
teaching students how to group up. Students need to 
be taught how to form small groups and how to divide 
into teams quickly and efficiently with no feelings be-
ing hurt. The “captain’s choice” method of picking teams 
should never be allowed, not even at recess. Students do 
not know how to accomplish this task without the help of 
the teacher. Post a sign on the wall of the gymnasium that 
lists different methods for picking teams. Demonstrate 
how each method works during each class at the start of 
the year. This process is long and arduous, but it is worth 
it! Students begin to use these strategies quickly and ef-
ficiently in the physical education classroom, as well as 
outdoors, during recess, and later in their neighborhoods.

 • Students also need to be taught how to find a partner. No-
tice that this statement is not worded as “pick a partner.” 
Students can begin learning how to find a partner using 
many different techniques initiated by the teacher, such 
as pairing up with the person on their right side or with 
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someone with the same color eyes, shirt, etc. As the stu-
dents get older, the true challenge emerges when students 
are asked to find a partner on their own. Teachers must 
teach and model expected behaviors by raising diversity 
awareness during this crucial time. Asking students to go 
out of their comfort zone and work with someone who 
is not their best friend is a challenging request. Teachers 
must recognize that and realize it is difficult for adults as 
well. It is important to teach students that it is natural 
to feel uncomfortable at first when working with others. 
Validating the students’ feelings goes a long way. Another 
good practice is to always connect the lesson focus to real-
life situations. Hellison, Martinek, and Cutforth (1996) 
referred to this level of personal responsibility as Level 5, 
when students can take what they have learned outside of 
the physical education classroom and begin implement-
ing it at recess or in their neighborhood. Students will be 
working with many different people all of their lives, and 
their best friends will still be their best friends after they 
return. Changing partners and small groups frequently 
throughout the year establishes embedded routines, and 
this practice aids in teaching skills.

 • When teaching students how to form small groups, a co-
educational format is also a priority in diversity aware-
ness. Train your students to hold up the number of fingers 
representing how many students the group still needs. 
For example, if the task is to form small groups of five 
students and a group has only three students, they should 
hold up two fingers indicating that they are “looking to 
welcome” two more friends. Notice the language used: 
“looking to welcome.” It is always good practice in the 
classroom to incorporate arrival (clapping, smiles, hand-
shakes) and departure (waving goodbye, saying thank 
you) practices whenever it is necessary to add or remove 
students from a group.

 • What to do with those stragglers? Time is of the essence 
in physical education classes. Train your students to come 
to a central location right away when they cannot find a 
partner or group. Some teachers refer to this location as 
the “lost and found” or the “circle of friends.” Call it what 
you like, but be certain your students are trained to know 
where to go right away so negative feelings do not arise 
and time is not wasted.

Responsive Classroom
Responsive Classroom (RC) is a social-emotional learning 

program implemented nationwide that has contributed to im-
proving school climate due to its language, classroom manage-
ment and behavior modification strategies. Improved teacher 
effectiveness and student achievement have been attributed to 
the use of this program (Center for Responsive Schools, Inc., 
2012). The strategies implemented in the RC model include 
starting the day (or class) with a morning meeting. Each physi-
cal education class should have a short time for greetings, shar-
ing, and reviewing expectations of the lesson. The initiation 

portion of the lesson is a perfect time for the “morning meet-
ing,” even if it must happen after an instant activity.

The RC also encourages classroom management related to 
transitions, picking up and dropping off equipment, and, most 
importantly, common language used by all school personnel 
and students such as how to speak kindly to one another. An 
example of a teacher correcting a student running down the 
hallway may sound more like, “Be safe by walking,” instead of, 
“No running!” The RC encourages classrooms to work collab-
oratively to create classroom expectations together. Some RC 
expectations include:

1.  Be safe.
2.  Be responsible.
3.  Be respectful.
4.  Be kind and helpful.
The RC model is used throughout the entire school environ-

ment including among staff, cafeteria workers, office workers 
and school bus drivers. The overarching philosophy of RC is 
for all students to learn through effective management, positive 
community and engaging academics (Center for Responsive 
Schools, Inc., 2012). For more information on the RC program, 
please visit https://www.responsiveclassroom.org.

Behavior Modification Plans
Many quality educators will agree that a positive approach to 

modifying behavior is best. Never should educators use exercise 
as a punishment, or any type of corporal punishment for that 
matter. Expectations are necessary for safety and order in the 
classroom, and taking a positive approach is key. In addition, 
it is equally important to implement an appropriate behavior 
modification plan. The RC program refers to the term “logical 
consequences” when attempting to provide a consequence for 
negative behavior. In this concept, the punishment must suit 
the crime. Taking away a child’s recess for not completing his or 
her homework is not appropriate for many reasons. If the child 
were to misbehave during recess, then a short timeout would be 
warranted. However, not completing homework is in no way 
related to recess, and depriving children of recess hurts their 
overall physical and social-emotional development and limits 
their academic ability. Be careful to provide appropriate con-
sequences when expectations are not met, and always attempt 
to reward positive behaviors. The following are two suggestions 
for behavior modification plans.
The three-warning system for pre-kindergarten through 
grade 2

When a child has not met an expectation, discretely make 
the child aware that they have earned their first warning. Be 
clear and specific by using wording such as, “You have earned 
your first warning for not being safe.” Being safe is part of 
the classroom expectations that are posted on the wall and 
are thoroughly discussed. Other than the discrete, verbal re-
minder, there is no further consequence. If the child does not 
meet the expected behavior a second time, the teacher issues a 
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short timeout period. Again the child is told specifically why 
the consequence has been imposed. A suggested duration for 
a timeout period is one minute to five minutes (Brantner & 
Doherty, 1983; Gast & Nelson, 1977; Jones & Downing, 1991) 
and should be adjusted based on the age of the student. For 
example, a five-minute timeout may be too long for a five-
year-old child. It is strongly encouraged that the teacher pay 
attention to the age of the student as well as the behavior that 
caused removal from the rewarding stimuli. Timeouts are best 
used when the child knows what behavior is expected during 
the session (e.g., sitting in control, emotions in control, no talk-
ing, or participating in activity). Before returning to the activity, 
it is best to remind the student of what will happen on the third 
warning and that you have faith he or she will not get to that 

point. Receiving the third warning constitutes another timeout 
for a longer period of time (quite possibly that child loses the 
opportunity to return to the activity altogether depending on 
the time left in the class session) and an email or phone call to 
the family. Notification to the classroom teachers is always a 
good idea to strengthen communication.
The team approach for grades 3 to 5

The team approach to behavior modification is a good strat-
egy to use in grades 3 to 5 because students are now working 
as a team to be the best citizens they can be versus working 
individually. At this age, students can handle more of a team 
approach as opposed to expecting a young child to rely on oth-
ers. With regard to development, the young child may not be 
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cognitively mature enough to understand 
or be able to handle consequences caused 
by others, which sets the student up for 
failure.

The team approach works in the fol-
lowing way: Using a score of 1 to 10, each 
class begins with a perfect score of 10. 
When students in the class do not meet 
the classroom expectations, the class 
score is dropped by one point. Again, it 
is important to be discrete and specific 
when expectations are not met, and it is 
even more important not to single out 
any one student. If one particular student 
is not meeting expectations, perhaps the 
three-warning system is more appropri-
ate. It is never a good idea to punish the 
entire class for the actions of one student. 
As an example of how to implement the 
team approach, when several students 
are side talking while the teacher is giv-
ing directions, say, “Our score of 10 has 
dropped to a 9 because some friends are 
side talking and we need to be respect-
ful.” Notice that student names were not 
used and positive language was chosen 
instead of, “We dropped to a 9 because 
Amy is being rude!” Points continue to 
drop each time the class does not meet 
expectations. Alternatively, points can 
also be earned back for exceeding expec-
tations. If students behave in a manner 
that is impressive or truly outstanding, 
the teacher may award a “bonus point.” 
Examples might include a class remain-
ing quiet for extended periods of time 
when a teacher needs to have an impor-
tant discussion with another teacher, or 
when a student extends extreme kindness 
or empathy toward another student, or 
even when a student picks up someone 

else’s equipment or garbage. Never should the teacher award 
bonus points to a class for what is expected. The students must 
go above and beyond the expectations. It is okay to challenge 
classes to work hard at being exceptional citizens! Classes that 
earn a perfect 10 are announced during morning announce-
ments for all of the school to hear.

Any good behavior-modification system requires the teacher 
to be consistent and positive. Always post classroom expecta-
tions and consequences on the wall of the classroom. Discuss 
them at length at the start of the year and also discuss what 
being responsible or safe looks like and sounds like. It is always 
good practice to revisit the expectations throughout the year; 
when the expectations become part of the teacher’s common, 
everyday vocabulary, students are set up for success and not 
blindsided.

Emotional and Physical Safety
It cannot be disputed that the primary emphasis when 

teaching elementary physical education must be the safety of 
the students. Physical safety is often considered when planning 
lessons, but the emotional safety of the class is also a priority. 
Students who feel safe to try, who are supported in their fail-
ures, and who are encouraged to keep trying will learn better. 
Committing to stick with something even when it is difficult 
is a life skill that should be learned. Be sure to set students 
up for success and not failure. The developmental appropriate-
ness of a skill or movement concept must be considered for all 
students and adapted to each individual student. In particular, 
students with special needs must be accommodated because 
the benefits of physical activity and appropriate peer rela-
tions are more pronounced in this population ( Johnson, 2009). 
Groupings, partnerships and learning experiences all need to 
be considered to protect the emotional and physical safety of 
each child.

The Teacher as a Role Model
It has been stated that the teacher must buy into the im-

portance of the social-emotional climate; therefore, the teacher 
must share his or her actions, behaviors and feelings openly 
with their classes. Hellison (1985) described the teacher as a 
role model using the term “modeling” or “being.” “Modeling” 
or “being” is what the physical educator says and does and how 
he or she reacts while in the presence of students. It is good 
for the students to see the teacher succeed, but it is even better 
for students to observe how the teacher reacts when he or she 

Responsive Classroom 
(RC) is a social-emotional 

learning program 
implemented nationwide 
that has contributed to 

improving school climate due 
to its language, classroom 

management and behavior 
modification strategies.
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does not succeed. When the teacher demonstrates a skill, it is a 
good time to miss a shot or not have perfect form: “See? Every-
one makes mistakes!” No one is perfect and the effort and hard 
work it takes to be skill-proficient is learned.

Students must observe the teacher speaking and behaving 
appropriately as well. Many can attest to having walked into the 
gymnasium to find chairs set up for an event that the teacher 
was not informed about or to class being cut short due to an 
assembly that was not communicated. The teacher’s reactions 
in times of stress and anxiety are learned, reinforced and then 
acted out during students’ play time. The best lessons regarding 
how to display appropriate behavior and communication skills 
are taught every day with no lesson plan.

Level the Playing Field
A quality elementary physical education curriculum provides 

a variety of activities for all students to succeed. A good balance 
of fitness-related games and activities along with cooperative 
or outdoor education activities, dance, gymnastics and devel-
opmentally appropriate sports is ideal for a quality elementary 
physical education program. In addition to these activities, con-
sider incorporating some nontraditional activities for your stu-
dents who are not good movers. Speed stacking, Spinjammers, 
Skillastics and geocaching are all fun and exciting activities that 
most students may not have experienced. A different type of 
mover in the classroom can excel in an area that is not labeled 
as athletics or sports. These activities are standards-based and 
provide purposeful movement for all children to succeed and 
enjoy. For more information regarding these activities, please 
see Table 1.

Competition versus Cooperation
If the teacher is going to provide opportunities for students 

to be competitive, they should be ready to teach the students 
how to be good competitors. The world is full of competition. 
Students compete for positions on sport teams, for a higher 
“chair standing” in band or orchestra, and against themselves. 
Competition is evident at every stage of life, and being an ap-
propriate competitor is a life skill that should be taught. How-

ever, SHAPE America has strongly suggested to wait until 
students are in grade 3 before implementing competitive ac-
tivities (NASPE, 2009). Competition is also easier learned and 
emotions are easier to control when the games are small-sided 
versus large (NASPE, 2009). Consider these tips when teach-
ing competition skills and behaviors:

 • Let kids know that it is okay to feel sad when they lose. 
When they want something and work hard to get it and 
do not receive it, it is sad. It is okay to shed a tear after 
a loss, but it is not okay to wail, yell, call the opposition 
names, or take the ball and go home. Likewise, it is okay 
to feel happy and celebrate when they win. For the same 
reasons as losing, feelings of excitement, exhilaration 
and happiness are natural when students work hard for 
something and obtain it. High-fiving someone, smiling 
and calling out, “Yeah, I won!” are completely appropriate 
behaviors; however, dancing around the gym, pounding 
one’s chest, degrading the opposition, or reminding ev-
eryone multiple times what the score was is not appropri-
ate.

 • Practice competitive situations with your classes and con-
tinue to do so regularly throughout the grade levels. Start 
out with simple, developmentally appropriate one-on-
one activities. Teach students how to start the game with 
a handshake, fist bump or some type of greeting, while 
using eye contact and verbalizing wishes for a good game. 
Have students play the game and keep score. When it is 
over, ask who won. The class should practice congratulat-
ing the winners. Ask the class who did not win. (Note 
that the question was not who lost. Sometimes language 
takes the sting out of losing.) Have the class practice con-
soling the nonwinners. Young children will need actual 
words to say such as, “Good try,” “It was nice playing with 
you,” “Better luck next time,” “I’m glad you won,” “Con-
grats,” and “Good game.” Close supervision of the verbal 
exchanges and consistent practice is the key to teaching 
sportsmanship at this level.

 • Have students change competitors often. This change 
allows for multiple game experiences and, more impor-
tantly, different levels of competition. Students will then 

Table 1. Suggested Activities That Level the Playing Field for All Learners
Activity Web Address Cost

Speed Stacks http://www.speedstacks.com $17.99 for the set
Character Is Cool Skillastics http://www.skillastics.com/character_is_cool_skillastics.html $224.95
Geocaching http://www.geocaching.org N/A
Spinjammer 9s http://www.flaghouse.com/shop.aspx/search?keywords=spinjammer $3.05 each
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not only practice pregame and postgame rituals for start-
ing and ending a game appropriately, but they will play 
against a variety of people with different skill levels and 
different emotions. Again, the idea is to provide oppor-
tunities for diversity awareness. Simple expectations can 
be implemented in tag games such as when a person is 
tagged, the tagger says, “Good try” instead of “Out!” or 
“I got you!” When the tagger forgets to say, “Good try,” 
or “Nice try,” the tagged student gets to continue in the 
game and resume play.

 • Always use these appropriate game rituals as students 
get older, no matter if the student is five years old or 10 
years old. The older the student is, the more it is expected. 
When students reach grade 2, they can pay compliments 
to one another after a game. It is no longer enough to 
merely say, “Good game.” The student must provide spe-
cific feedback such as, “Good job playing defense,” or 
“Nice game. You had a great kick.”

It is always a good reminder to tell students that no one will 
remember how many points they scored, but they will remem-
ber how they behaved.

Transferring Your Classroom into the 
Community

The true assessment of a quality social-emotional climate 
is authentic practice experiences. When teaching students per-
sonal and social responsibility, Hellison (2011) explained that 
Level 5 is the highest form of the TPSR framework. Level 5, 
“transfer outside the gym,” encourages students to strive to ex-
hibit personal and social responsibility on the playground, in 
their neighborhood, or in the home. Another action that is 
hoped for at this stage is for older students to role-model for 
younger students the correct behavior while being physically 
active.

An example of how a physical educator may facilitate this 
level through teaching physical education is by seeking out op-
portunities to involve students in community service events 
such as Jump Rope for Heart/Hoops for Heart. Turkey Trots 
are a good way to stock the food bank shelves during holiday 
seasons by having students run for a short distance during 
school and bring in canned food items. There are also many 
walks and runs in which students can participate to benefit 
organizations. Many great charitable causes have a physical 
activity component and are easily modified to suit the school 
environment.

Another great opportunity to practice the social-emotional 
behaviors learned in school is to share experiences with stu-
dents and families. Have your students understand that there 
are periods of time during the “morning meeting” or line-up 
when it is good to share whose family member ran in the local 

road race or extended or received an act of kindness, or to sim-
ply ask for help in dealing with a social problem the students 
witnessed during lunch or recess.

Conclusion
Schools are constantly challenged to fit in rigorous curri-

cula and are pressured to prepare students for high-stakes stan-
dardized tests. It is increasingly important to remind yourself 
that everyone has a need to belong, feel loved, and be accepted. 
Teachers are human beings who teach small human beings 
with the same feelings, emotions and needs. What an amazing 
opportunity elementary physical educators have in preparing 
young citizens to create positive change in this amazing world. 
Good luck! Go out and do great things through your teaching!
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