
Case Study: 
Evidence Informed Practice linked 
to Social and Emotional Learning 

(SEL) and Personal, Social and 
Emotional Development (PSED)



What is SEL?



Social and emotional 
learning (SEL) is the process 
through which children and 

adults understand and 
manage emotions, set and 
achieve positive goals, feel 

and show empathy for 
others, establish and 

maintain positive 
relationships, and make 
responsible decisions.

Weissberg, R. et al. (2015) ‘Social and emotional learning:
Past, present, and future’, in J. A. Durlak, C. E. Domitrovich,
R. P. Weisserg and T. P. Gullotta (eds), Handbook of social
and emotional learning: Research and practice, New York, NY:
Guilford (pp. 3–19).



What does this look like in Early Years?

It's when children learn how to form and sustain positive relationships; 
experience, manage and express emotions. 
A growing body of scientific evidence confirms that children who acquire a 
strong emotional foundation skill in the early years can better manage 
everyday social interactions later in life.



Statutory Framework for Early Years Foundation Stage 2023
Personal, Social and Emotional Development
Children’s personal, social and emotional development (PSED) is crucial for children to 
lead healthy and happy lives, and is fundamental to their cognitive development. 
Underpinning their personal development are the important attachments that shape 
their social world. Strong, warm and supportive relationships with adults enable children 
to learn how to understand their own feelings and those of others. Children should be 
supported to manage emotions, develop a positive sense of self, set themselves simple 
goals, have confidence in their own abilities, to persist and wait for what they want and 
direct attention as necessary. Through adult modelling and guidance, they will learn how 
to look after their bodies, including healthy eating, and manage personal needs 
independently. Through supported interaction with other children, they learn how to 
make good friendships, co-operate and resolve conflicts peaceably. These attributes will 
provide a secure platform from which children can achieve at school and in later life.

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1170108/EYFS_framework_from_September_2023.pdf



Development Matters/Early Learning Goals



Seven Key Features of Effective Practice

https://development-matters.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/Curriculum-Guidance-EYFS-V3.pdf



The Challenges in Early Years



The Figures

COVID-19 and Social Mobility Impact Brief #4: Early Years https://www.suttontrust.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Early-Years-Impact-Brief.pdf

● This survey was conducted with parents in June 2020.
● Out of physical development, language and social and emotional, parents deemed social and emotional to have had 

the biggest negative impact.



Early Years and Covid-19: The Parents’ View: https://www.suttontrust.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/The-parents-view.pdf

The Figures
● This was again reported in 2021 where 52% of parents surveyed said that their child’s social and emotional development had 

been impacted negatively. 
● This was significantly higher than language development at 25% and physical development at 20%.
● Some of the reasons parents reported was because their child wasn’t able to play with other children or relatives, facilities being 

closed and being unable to attend nursery/childcare.



Personal, social and emotional development

Many children were still further behind in personal, social and emotional development than expected.

Providers noted that social skills have been particularly affected. Children have continued to need support with sharing and turn-taking. Staff have 
recognised that although the pandemic has enabled children to have more time with their families, it has also meant that they have missed social 
interaction with their peers and the wider community. Some children are very shy when they start at a nursery or with a childminder. They are 
reluctant to join in or have little confidence when speaking to adults. As a result, providers have continued to focus on children’s sharing skills, taking 
turns, listening, working together and developing children’s patience. Self-confidence and social skills have been developed by providers through 
group games involving small numbers of children.

Some providers have noted that it is taking longer than usual for toddlers and babies to settle. They noticed that some children were getting distressed 
when they were leaving their parents at the door. However, this may be a natural reaction for children who have spent longer with their parents, and 
less time in early education, as a result of the pandemic. Providers are having to use different strategies to settle children better so that they have a 
positive start to the day and their learning.

Some children do not interact as much as they could do with their peers, especially children who started early years provision after the national 
lockdowns. To develop children’s interpersonal skills, many childminders have built up a social network with other childminders. They take children to 
groups to meet and play with other children of similar ages to gain those social skills.



The Figures

Key SEND National Statistics 2022-2023

● EHCPs 389,171 (increase in 9.5% from 2022).

● SEND support in schools (non-EHCP) 1,183,384 (increase in 4.7% from 
2022).

● The most common type of need for those with an EHCP is ASD and those 
with SEND support is SLC needs.

https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/special-educational-needs-in-england



The Findings
Children are needing support with the following:

● Pretend play                  
● Bounce back after difficulties
● Persistence
● Attention
● Retain information
● Confidence
● Solve problems
● Deal with conflict

Children are needing support with the following:
● Entering the setting                  
● Transitions 
● Forming relationships
● Expressing needs, wants and feelings
● Playing
● Sharing
● Turn taking
● Expressing emotion
● Regulate their feelings
● Toileting
● Dressing
● Decision making
● Ability to follow directions
● Ability to follow rules and routines
● Independance 



The Education Endowment Foundation (EEF)



Approaches and Practices to support PSED in EYs
● The EEF have researched into PSED and developed 7 approaches and practices to 

support PSED.
● Evidence consistently shows that supporting young children’s PSED is effective.
● There is a growing body of evidence to support individual PSED approaches.
● The EEF recommend that early years settings use multiple approaches to 

support children’s personal, social and emotional development, for two reasons. 
Firstly, a significant proportion of the evidence supporting PSED approaches in 
the early years comes from evaluations of programmes which combine several 
approaches; when approaches are combined, it is not possible to establish which 
of the approaches involved leads to improved outcomes for children. Secondly, all 
the PSED approaches appear to support each other and target similar skills; they 
are mutually reinforcing.



Approaches and Practices to support PSED in EYs

https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/early-years-evidence-store/personal-social-and-emotional-development



Approaches and Practices to support PSED in EYs
● If you click on each section, it gives you the approaches and how to implement them into action. 
● It also includes several videos to bring the evidence to life. 

https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/early-years-evidence-store/personal-social-and-emotional-development



The Early Years Toolkit

https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/early-years-evidence-store/personal-social-and-emotional-development

The tool kit includes a summary on the evidence linked to SEL and self-regulation. It is low cost 
with an estimated impact of a 3 month gain if the strategies are used. 



Evidence Informed Practice at Town End Academy



Our starting point!



Approaches and Practices to support PSED in EYs

https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/early-years-evidence-store/personal-social-and-emotional-development



What the evidence tells us…

● There is evidence that teaching awareness of emotions and feelings can 
improve children’s understanding of emotions.

● This approach may particularly benefit children who are experiencing more 
stress or less support at home.

● Proactively and explicitly teaching children strategies for managing their 
emotions can be effective.

● This is effective through routines.



What Town End put in place…
Routines/Key Person Groups

● Key person groups have always been part of our morning entry routine 
and first and foremost we greet the children and check how they are 
feeling. The children's wellbeing is at the centre of everything we do. 

● It is important to give the children a forum which they can share their 
emotions and discuss them and problem solve together so we can 
respond to them throughout their time in nursery. 

● It is vital that the children have a safe environment where they can speak 
freely and know they will be cared for. Some children disclose sensitive 
information during this time and it's important that they build 
relationships with a key member of staff and know that what they say is 
valued and of importance and will be responded to appropriately. 

● Before we ask the children to share, we model how we are feeling. This 
provides the children with a model of expression, also its important for 
them to recognise and respond to how staff are feeling that day. 



What the evidence tells us…

● Discussing emotions using books can support children’s awareness of feelings.
● Managing emotions strategies might be taught through role play, puppets and 

stories.
● Many successful interventions use stories that are rich in emotion language as 

prompts for discussions. Practitioners may use questions to prompt pupils’ 
reflections on their own experiences. During discussions, pupils may learn to 
label emotions using specific words, recognise facial expressions and connect 
events to the feelings they may provoke.

●



What Town End put in place…
Books
● We use colour Monster to introduce feeling names.

● We then progress to reading a range of other stories which focus on a broader range of 
individual emotions and how we might deal with these feelings. This supports the 
children to widen their vocabulary and their understanding of a range of feelings. 



Approach in Action…



What the evidence tells us…

● Child and educator interactions are an important factor when children are learning to 
regulate their emotions, especially for children experiencing disadvantage.

● Showing children examples of positive social communication and talking to them about these 
examples can improve children’s own social communication.

● Positive interactions modelled by educators and other children can build relationships and 
improve children’s overall relationship skills.

● Oral language skills are an important part of sustaining relationships. Educators can introduce 
useful vocabulary or scaffolding scripts to support children with maintaining relationships.



What Town End put in place…

Practitioners are your biggest asset. At Town End practitioners…
● Interact
● Facilitate play
● Model and encourage turn taking and sharing
● Talk about feelings
● Teach children to self regulate
● Role model positive behaviour
● Develop relationships
● Teach children to cooperate, negotiate and 

collaborate with others and build relationships over time
● Develop independence skills and confidence



What Town End put in place…

Practitioners also ensure visual aids are in place teaching spaces and areas of provision 
to support PSED, SEL and communication…

● Visual timetables
● Now and Next boards
● Symbols/pictures for children to express 

wants/needs



What the evidence tells us…

Supporting children to self-regulate is a key part of educators' practice. 

EEF are currently scoping the full breadth of studies that have looked at how educators can support 
children’s development of self-regulation before settling on, if or which, aspects of self-regulation 
may fit within the theme of PSED.



What is Self Regulation?
• Self regulation is the ability to cope with feelings/emotions.
• Behaviour comes from emotions.
• Stress system includes hunger, cold, lonely, frustration, desire etc and little children don’t know how to deal 

with these emotions so we will see behaviour.
• High levels of distress can be caused by a clash of emotions and not knowing how to deal with them.
• If a child can’t manage feelings on their own then they need help with it which is called co-regulation! We all 

need help calming when we get stressed and co-regulation helps to build up a robust stress system.
• 4 top tips to help with self regulation…

1. It can really help by constantly naming feelings for children. Lots of talk especially if any behaviour is 
being demonstrated. Also talk about how that feeling feels. You’ve got to name it to tame it!

2. Breath – Teach children to breath out – it helps the body to calm down. Make it an ordinary part of 
the day.

3. Be aware of own emotional state. We need to be able to regulate our own emotional state, e.g. talk 
about how you are feeling and know when you need a break.

4. Mirror neurons – model and children will copy, e.g. breathing.



What Town End put in place…
Sensory Space/Calming corner
● The sensory area has been crucial in developing 

self regulation and emotional wellbeing for our children. 
● It is a safe space.
● Sensory lights create a calming effect.
● There is a range of sensory exploration resources.
● The children can access this freely and for timed 

focused interventions with the SEND children 
throughout their sessions to support them with their 
sensory regulation and to support them to then access 
the nursery provision. 

● Some children require more frequent sessions and 
for longer periods.

● It's important to remember that each child is unique 
and we respond to each child individually. 



What Town End put in place…

Nurture Nest



The Impact at Town End Academy



The Impact

● Children are talking more about their feelings. They have a better 
awareness and understanding of their own and others feelings.

● There has been improvements in children regulating their 
emotions and independently self-regulating.

● Children are using the visual aids and/or language to express their 
wants, needs and feelings.

● Children are more calm, focused and settled.
● Children are forming positive relationships with adults and peers.
● Behaviour has improved across the cohort.


