
is an ongoing process of acquiring and applying 
knowledge, attitudes and skills throughout life, in 
predictable and unpredictable situations.

Social-Emotional Learning (SEL)

SEL is integrated 
within multi-
tiered systems of 
support (MTSS) 
and supports 
Iowa’s focus on 
social-emotional-
behavioral health 
(SEBH), literacy, 
and math.

Foundational Principles

Research on SEL 
demonstrates 
the following 
foundational 
principles are 
fundamental as 
we work together 
to use the Iowa 
SEL resources for 
learners (children, 
youth, and adults).

• SEL embraces authentic learner voice
• SEL is a strengths-based approach
• Learner voice is influential and action-oriented

• SEL is a process
• SEL is more than behavior
• SEL is more than a curriculum
• Mastery of competencies is not expected.
• SE skills are developmental and contextual

involves all adults, as teachers and life-long 
learners.

• SEL hinges on caring adults
• Adult SEL is the first step
• Adults examine their own competencies 
• Adults model competencies
• Adults embrace self-care

helps to create safe, healthy and supportive 
environments that extend beyond the classroom 
to the whole school, home and community.

• SEL occurs all day, every day, everywhere.
• SEL is focused on the “whole child” 
• SEL is a lever for equity

promotes learner voice and provides opportunities to 
encourage, engage, and empower learners to make 
decisions that allow them to explore their choices, 
interests, and experiences in multiple contexts.

Social-emotional learning

Social-emotional learning

Social-emotional learning

Social-emotional learning



The above multi-section wheel represents the 5 social-emotional 
competencies in the center. In a sequence of circles around the 
competencies include: Classroom Curriculum & Instruction, School-
wide Practices & Policies, Homes and Communities and Family & 
Community Partnerships.

What is SEL?
Social and emotional learning 
(SEL) is the process through 
which children and adults 
acquire and effectively apply 
the knowledge, attitudes, and 
skills necessary to:

• understand and manage 
emotions

• set and achieve positive 
goals

• feel and show empathy for 
others

• establish and maintain 
positive relationships

• make responsible decisions 
 
(Collaborative for Academic, Social, 
and Emotional Learning, 2018)

SEL Approaches

Behavioral/Academic 
Outcomes

Short-Term Outcomes

• Explicit SEL Skills 
Instruction

• Teacher Instructional 
Practices

• Integration within 
Academic Curriculum 
Areas

• Organization, Culture 
and Climate Strategies • Positive Social Behavior

• Fewer Conduct 
Problems

• Less Emotional Distress 

• Improved Academic 
Performance

• SEL Skill Acquisition:
 Five Competence Areas

• Improved Attitudes:
 Self, Others, Learning 

and Schools

• Enhanced Learning 
Environment:

 Supportive, Engaging 
and Participatory
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Alignment Tool 
Preschool Iowa Early Learning Standards and K-12 SEL Competencies 

Iowa’s Social-Emotional Competencies have been organized around five core competencies identified by CASEL. Each competency includes 
corresponding preschool learning standards and K-12 learning targets that further organize essential skills, abilities, behaviors and attitudes. 
The five competencies and learning targets are consistent across grade bands that include preschool, K-2nd, 3rd-5th, 6th-8th, and 9th-12th. 
This document shows the Preschool Iowa Early Learning Standards alignment to the K-12 SEL Competencies. 

Competency Preschool Learning Standards1 K-12 Learning Targets 
Self-Awareness • Awareness of self 

• Play and senses 
• Identifying Emotions 
• Accurate Self-Perception 
• Self-Confidence 

Self-Management • Self-regulation 
• Engagement and persistence 

• Impulse Control 
• Stress Management 
• Self-Discipline and Self-Management 
• Goal Setting 
• Organizational Skills 

Social Awareness • Curiosity and initiative • Perspective: Taking and Empathy 
• Appreciating Diversity & Respect for Others 
• Civic Engagement 

Relationship Skills • Relationships with adults 
• Relationships with children 
• Communication 

• Communication 
• Social Engagement 
• Relationship Building 
• Teamwork 

Responsible Decision Making • Reasoning and problem solving • Identifying Problems 
• Analyzing Situations and Solving Problems 
• Evaluating & Reflecting 
• Ethical Responsibility 

 

  

                                                
1 Preschool Learning Standards are referenced in the Iowa Early Learning Standards (IELS) - 3rd Edition.  

https://educateiowa.gov/documents/early-childhood-standards/2019/01/iowa-early-learning-standards-3rd-edition
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Self-Awareness 
Involves the ability to accurately recognize one’s own emotions, thoughts, and values and how they influence behavior. It is essential to help 
young children see themselves as capable learners, to develop resilience (flexibility), and to instill genuine feelings of success. During 
preschool years, it is important for a child to develop self-concept, not be telling the child he or she is special, but by taking initiative and 
succeeding at challenging tasks while also receiving adult encouragement. Self-concept is the perception that one is capable of successfully 
making decisions, accomplishing tasks, and meeting goals. The goal or using these intentional steps is to help the child establish a positive 
schema – or concept – for who he/she believes him/herself to be. Children need to feel valued (IELS p.33).  

Preschool 
Learning 
Standards 

Preschool Benchmark/Indicators 
(ages 3-5) 
 
With the support of caring adults, 
learners will be able to: 

Adult Examples for 
Instruction 
 
Caring Adults may… 

Learner Examples 

Awareness of Self2 Express a positive sense of self in terms 
of specific abilities. 
 
Express needs, wants, opinions, and 
feelings in socially appropriate ways.  
 
Demonstrate increasing confidence and 
independence in a variety of tasks and 
routines, and expresses pride in 
accomplishments. 
 
Recognize their own power to make 
choices. 

Provide opportunities for each 
child to develop a sense of his or 
her physical capabilities. 
 
Talk with and listen respectfully to 
each child. 
 
Model respect for diversity. 

Rhonda rides her trike up to Julia and says, “Watch 
me. I can go fast.” 
 
Sage tells a caring adult, “I need to go to the 
bathroom.” 
 
Alea learns to put on all her winter outdoor clothes by 
herself. She smiles and tells a nearby adult, “Look, I 
did it all by myself.” 

                                                
2 Children express a positive awareness of self in terms of specific abilities, characteristics, and preferences. IELS 1.1.PS. pp. 102-103. 
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Preschool 
Learning 
Standards 

Preschool Benchmark/Indicators 
(ages 3-5) 
 
With the support of caring adults, 
learners will be able to: 

Adult Examples for 
Instruction 
 
Caring Adults may… 

Learner Examples 

Play and Senses3 Engage in a variety of indoor and outdoor 
play experiences. 
 
Use sights, smells, sounds, textures, and 
tastes to Discriminate between and 
explore experiences, materials, and the 
environment. 
 
Engage in self-initiated, unstructured play. 
 
Plan and execute play experiences alone 
and with others. 

Use indoor and outdoor 
environments as a vital part of 
each child’s active and quiet 
learning. 
 
Encourage each child to use all 
senses to explore and play with 
materials. 
 
Provide easily accessible 
materials for each child in both 
indoor and outdoor environments. 

Three children make lunch at the play kitchen. 
Graham puts a hamburger on his hamburger bun, and 
says to the adult, “I don’t like plain hamburgers!” The 
adult replies, “What other things do you want to add to 
make it taste the way you like it?” Graham says, “I will 
put cheese, lettuce, and tomatoes on it.” 
 
Cyndi climbs on a play structure and announces, “I’m 
a pirate, and I’m climbing to the top of the mast.” A 
caring adult says, “You are high in the air, Cyndi.” 
Cyndi replies, “I’m at the top of the world!” 
 
Isabella and Eduardo play in the sandbox. Isabella 
says, “Let’s pretend we’re looking for dinosaur bones.” 
Eduardo says, “Yeah!” 

 

  

                                                
3 Children engage in play to learn. IELS 3.4.PS. pp. 146-148. 
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Self-Management 
Requires skills and attitudes that facilitate the ability to regulate emotions and behaviors. This includes the ability to delay gratification, 
manage stress, control impulses, and persevere through personal and group-level challenges in order to achieve personal and educational 
goals. Self-regulation is a two-fold skill. Children must learn to control their impulses and to stop themselves from doing something, and they 
must also learn to do something they may not want to do (IELS p. 35). 

Preschool 
Learning 
Standards 

Preschool Benchmark/Indicators 
(ages 3-5) 
 
With the support of caring adults, 
learners will be able to: 

Adult Examples for 
Instruction 
 
Caring Adults may… 

Learner Examples 

Self-Regulation4 Demonstrate the ability to monitor his or 
her own behavior and its effect on others, 
follow and contribute to adult 
expectations.  
 
Persist with difficult tasks without 
becoming overly frustrated.  
 
Begin to accept the consequences of his 
or her own actions.  
 
Manage transitions and changes to 
routines. 
 
State feelings, needs, and opinions in 
difficult situations without harming self, 
others, or property. 
 
Express an increasing range and variety 
of emotions, and the transition between 
feeling states become smoother. 

Assist each child in understanding 
her or his feelings and the impact 
on others.  
 
Model empathy and 
understanding.  
 
Model self-control. 
 
Give each child words and 
gestures to express emotions. 
 
Express own emotions in socially 
appropriate ways. 

While Able is playing a letter game on the classroom 
computer, he looks up and sees another child waiting 
for a turn. Able says, “It will be your turn next.”  
 
Rashmita is working on a difficult puzzle. Even though 
it is difficult, she keeps working to put it together.  
 
After lunch, Hyejin washes her hands and lays down 
to nap without a reminder. 

                                                
4 Children show an increasing ability to regulate their behavior and express their emotions in appropriate ways. IELS 1.2.PS. pp.106-107. 
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Preschool 
Learning 
Standards 

Preschool Benchmark/Indicators 
(ages 3-5) 
 
With the support of caring adults, 
learners will be able to: 

Adult Examples for 
Instruction 
 
Caring Adults may… 

Learner Examples 

Engagement and 
Persistence5 

Maintain concentration on a task, despite 
distractions and interruptions. 
 
Stay engaged and complete a variety of 
both adult-directed and self-initiated tasks, 
projects, and experiences of increasing 
degrees of difficulty.  
 
Set goals and follow a plan in order to 
complete a task. 
 
Choose to participate in play and learning 
experiences. 

Provide a safe environment with a 
variety of developmentally 
appropriate experiences and 
materials for child-initiated 
exploration and play. 
 
Provide defined learning spaces 
to decrease distraction and to 
provide some protection to 
encourage sustained involvement 
with other children and materials. 
 
Provide learning experiences 
through routines and play, 
allowing sufficient time for 
children to continue in self-
selected experiences. 

Dee plays with blocks. She carefully lays out a grid of 
long blocks, putting a series of blocks that are one, 
two, or three blocks high in the spaces of the grid. She 
then takes a car and drives it on the grid. Dee says, 
“Here’s my school. See the parents bringing all the 
kids to school?” The adult says, “You worked a long 
time to make such a big town with so many streets, 
houses, and a school, too!” 
 
Mai chooses a puzzle. After a few minutes, she 
pushes away the partially completed puzzle. A caring 
adult says, “Mai, you look like you are frustrated. Let’s 
turn over all the pieces so you can see each picture.” 
Mai turns the pieces over and looks at the pieces. The 
adult points to a rounded shape in the border and 
says, “Look at this. Can you find a piece with this 
shape?” Mai fits the shape into the space and says, “I 
did it! 

 

  

                                                
5 Children purposefully choose and persist in experiences and play. IELS 3.2.PS. pp.138-139. 
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Social Awareness 
Involves the ability to take the perspective of those with the same and different backgrounds and cultures and to empathize and feel 
compassion. It also involves understanding social norms for behavior in diverse settings and recognizing family, school, and community 
resources. The internal conflict of initiative versus guilt is central to the preschool years. Initiative - trying new and familiar skills - is a key part 
of the development of competence. This is always a sociocultural (combining social and cultural) component to the development and 
expression of imagination, which is an important element of curiosity and initiative (IELS p.49). 

Preschool 
Learning 
Standards 

Preschool Benchmark/Indicators 
(ages 3-5) 
 
With the support of caring adults, 
learners will be able to: 

Adult Examples for 
Instruction 
 
Caring Adults may… 

Learner Examples 

Curiosity and 
Initiative6 

Choose, deliberately, to explore a variety 
of materials and experiences; seek out 
new challenges.  
 
Participate in experiences with eagerness, 
flexibility, imagination, independence, and 
inventiveness. 
 
Ask questions about a variety of topics. 
 
Repeat skills and experiences to build 
competence and support the exploration 
of new ideas. 

Provide a safe environment with a 
variety of experiences and 
materials for child-initiated 
exploration and play.  
 
Encourage each child to express 
his or her own ideas and to 
exercise his or her imagination.  
 
Share each child’s excitement in 
discoveries and exploration of the 
environment. 

Provide a safe environment with a variety of 
experiences and materials for child-initiated 
exploration and play.  
 
Encourage each child to express his or her own ideas 
and to exercise his or her imagination.  
 
Share each child’s excitement in discoveries and 
exploration of the environment. 

 

  

                                                
6 Children express curiosity, interest, and initiative in exploring the environment, engaging in experiences, and learning new skills. IELS 3.1.PS. pp.134-135. 



Iowa Department of  Education 

 

 Page | 7 

Relationship Skills 
Includes the tools needed to establish and maintain healthy and rewarding relationships, and to effectively navigate settings with differing 
social norms and demands. It involves communicating clearly, listening actively, cooperating, resisting inappropriate social pressure, 
negotiating conflict constructively and seeking help when needed. Young children’s school success requires trusting relationships with 
familiar adults. Children with diverse needs, especially those with challenging behaviors, may need more support to develop positive 
relationships. Thus, adults can use different strategies to interact with a child and to build a positive relationship (IELS p37). Young children 
engage in more positive behavior and social exchanges with friends than with non-friends. Children with diverse abilities are likely to need 
support to start or to join in play. Some children may need pairing with more competent same-age children who serve as models of 
appropriate interactions (IELS p.39). 

Preschool 
Learning 
Standards 

Preschool Benchmark/Indicators 
(ages 3-5) 
 
With the support of caring adults, 
learners will be able to: 

Adult Examples for 
Instruction 
 
Caring Adults may… 

Learner Examples 

Relationship with 
Adults7 

Interact comfortably with familiar adults.  
 
Accept guidance, comfort, and direction 
from a range of familiar adults in a variety 
of environments. 
 
Express affection toward familiar adults. 
 
Show trust in familiar adults. 
 
Seek help, as needed, from familiar 
adults. 

Ensure that a small number of 
consistent, positive, and nurturing 
adults provide continuity of care 
and learning experiences. 
 
Make it a priority to know each 
child well, and the people most 
significant in the child’s life.  
 
Provide feedback that is warm, 
positive, encouraging, and 
intentional. 

Dalton talks with each adult in the room about what he 
did over the weekend. 
 
Terry hesitantly approaches the climber. He looks at a 
nearby adult, who says, “It’s okay, I will not let you 
fall.” Terry starts to climb the ladder. 
 
Michael runs up to his parents. He turns and with a 
smile, says, “Bye-bye, teacher. I’ll see you tomorrow.” 

                                                
7 Children relate positively with significant adults. IELS 1.3.PS. pp.110-111. 
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Preschool 
Learning 
Standards 

Preschool Benchmark/Indicators 
(ages 3-5) 
 
With the support of caring adults, 
learners will be able to: 

Adult Examples for 
Instruction 
 
Caring Adults may… 

Learner Examples 

Relationship with 
Children8 

Initiate and sustain positive interactions 
with peers, and organize play. 
 
Please others and be liked by friends. 
 
Negotiate with others to resolve 
disagreements. 
 
Develop friendships with other children 
(peers); start to demonstrate taking turns 
and sharing with others. 
 
Express empathy to other children 
(peers), and demonstrate caring 
behaviors. 
 
Accept consequences of his or her 
actions. 
 
Recognize how behaviors can affect 
others. 
 
Name friends. 

Provide time, space, and 
sufficient materials for children to 
interact with others during play 
experiences. 
 
Encourage each child, coaching 
him or her as needed, to resolve 
conflicts, to respect the rights of 
others, and to reach joint 
decisions. 
 
Model healthy relationship skills 
with adults and children. 

Spencer walks up to Kyler carrying a board game and 
asks Kyler to play with him. The boys agree on who 
goes first and then take several turns moving their 
pieces.  
 
Dashari repeatedly seeks out Margo to play with her. 
 
Analese has a physical disability and the adult 
positions her on the floor to play. Heidi, another child, 
brings Analese’s pillow to support her back, and says, 
“Analese, here is your pillow.” 

                                                
8 Children respond to and initiate appropriate interactions with other children and form positive peer relationships. IELS 1.4.PS. pp. 114-115. 
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Preschool 
Learning 
Standards 

Preschool Benchmark/Indicators 
(ages 3-5) 
 
With the support of caring adults, 
learners will be able to: 

Adult Examples for 
Instruction 
 
Caring Adults may… 

Learner Examples 

Communication9 Demonstrate a steady increase in 
listening (receptive language) and 
speaking (expressive language) 
vocabulary. 
Initiate, listen, and respond in relationship 
to the topics of conversations with other 
children (peers) and adults. 
 
Follow oral directions that involve several 
actions. 
 
Ask and answer a variety of questions. 
 
Demonstrate knowledge of the rules of 
conversations such as taking turns while 
speaking. 

Provide many daily opportunities 
to engage children in 
conversations by making 
comments, by asking questions, 
and by responding. 
Create opportunities for children 
to practice following simple 
directions. 
 
Intentionally promote inclusion of 
all children of varying abilities or 
are English language learners. 

Drew and a caring adult are eating lunch. Drew says, 
“My shirt is green like the peas.” The adult responds, 
“Yes, both your shirt and the peas are green. What 
else is green?” Drew replies, “Grass and snakes.” 
 
Vinh tells a caring adult about what he did with his 
family at a cultural festival. He uses Vietnamese 
words to describe food he ate and the dances he saw. 
 
Tamra says, “Look, a gold button.” A nearby adult 
says, “It is a big gold button, Tamra. We call this big, 
gold, shiny button a badge. The police officer wears a 
badge.” Tamra responds, “A gold badge.” 

 

  

                                                
9 Children understand and use communication and language for a variety of purposes. IELS 6.1.PS. pp.184-186. 
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Responsible Decision Making 
Requires the knowledge, skills, and attitudes to make caring, constructive choices about personal behavior and social interactions across 
diverse settings. It requires the ability to critically examine ethical standards, safety concerns, and behavioral norms for risky behavior; to 
make realistic evaluations of consequences of various interpersonal and institutional actions; and to take the health and well-being of self and 
others into consideration. Caring adults help young children develop reasoning and problem-solving skills by using problem solving 
opportunities while children explore and play with a wide variety of materials, and by not intervening too quickly to solve problems for them. 
During problem solving opportunities, adults can enhance problem-solving skills for preschoolers by giving hints, talking through possible 
solutions, and by displaying appropriate behaviors (IELS p.53). 

Preschool 
Learning 
Standards 

Preschool Benchmark/Indicators 
(ages 3-5) 
 
With the support of caring adults, 
learners will be able to: 

Adult Examples for 
Instruction 
 
Caring Adults may… 

Learner Examples 

Reasoning and 
Problem Solving10 

Show interest in and find a variety of 
solutions to questions, tasks, or problems. 
 
Recognize and solve problems through 
active exploration, including trial and 
error, as well as through interaction and 
discussion with peers and adults. 
 
Share ideas or make suggestions of how 
to solve a problem presented by another 
person. 

Provide opportunities for each 
child to try new ways to use 
materials.  
 
Provide different types of 
developmentally appropriate 
equipment and materials to 
promote creativity, self-
expression, number, and 
emerging literacy skills.  
 
Allow each child time to process 
experiences and information. 

During story time, Damon says, “I can’t see.” A caring 
adult says, “What can you do so you can see better?” 
Damon looks around and then moves to a spot where 
he can see the book.  
 
Gayle is at the water table, trying to fill a bottle by 
using a funnel to carry the water to the bottle. Most of 
the water runs out of the funnel before reaching the 
bottle. An adult says, “I see the water is running out of 
the hole at the bottom of the funnel. Is there anything 
else you can use to fill the bottle?” Gayle looks 
around, goes to the dramatic play center, and returns 
with a toy coffee pot. 

 

                                                
10 Children demonstrate strategies for reasoning and problem solving. IELS 3.3.PS. pp. 142-143. 
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