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Abstract 

The transition to elementary school is an important step for children. Elementary school is an 

environment characterized by more challenging responsibility, higher demands, and less 

individual support than preschool. Research suggests that an alarming number of children enter 

elementary school without the necessary skills to navigate and adjust to the school environment. 

Teaching fundamental skills at an early age lays a strong foundation for the future because early 

childhood is an important developmental stage with the potential to impact academic and social 

and emotional outcomes. This developmental stage stresses the importance of strengthening 

children’s foundation for a successful school experience by targeting core components needed 

for school readiness. Self-regulation and social-emotional learning (SEL) are critical 

components of school readiness and are linked to positive outcomes later in life. Self-regulation 

is the ability to integrate attention, working memory and inhibitory control into behavior. In a 

school setting, children utilize both self-regulatory skills, for example, when they direct their 

attention and follow instructions and SEL skills throughout the day. Schools are social places, 

and learning is a social process. SEL encompasses everything from learning to recognize and 

manage emotions to making responsible decisions and developing positive relationships. 

Children differ in their ability to self-regulate and in their social and emotional competency. 

Thankfully, both constructs can be taught. There are many indicators that self-regulation and 

SEL are not taught systematically and the uses of evidence-based methods in Icelandic 

preschools are inadequate. Children of different backgrounds, with varying levels of resources 

available to them, attend preschool. Given the evidence on achievement gaps, preschools must 

promote all children’s well-being and offer comprehensive resources to students who are at risk 

of falling behind at the start of elementary school. 

  



 

 

Ágrip 

Stökkið úr leikskóla yfir í grunnskóla er veigamikil breyting fyrir börn. Umhverfið sem bíður 

barna í grunnskóla gerir meiri kröfur til þeirra, þau axla meiri ábyrgð og fá öllu jafnan minni 

einstaklingsbundinn stuðning en í leikskóla. Rannsóknir benda til þess að við upphaf 

grunnskólagöngu skorti fjölda barna nauðsynlega færni til þess að eiga farsæla skólagöngu og 

aðlagast skólaumhverfinu. Jafnframt eru þau líklegri til þess að glíma við erfiðleika þegar líður 

á grunnskólagöngu þeirra. Mikilvægi og gagnsemi þess að kenna börnum grundvallarfærni 

snemma á lífsleiðinni eru vel þekkt þar sem þroski barna tekur miklum breytingum á 

leikskólaaldri. Þessar breytingar geta lagt grunninn að félagslegri og tilfinningalegri velferð 

sem og námsárangri seinna á lífsleiðinni. Sjálfstjórnun og félags- og tilfinningafærni eru 

mikilvægir þættir fyrir skólahæfni. Rannsóknir hafa ennfremur sýnt fram á fylgni þess að hafa 

annars vegar góða sjálfstjórnun og hins vegar góða félags- og tilfinningafærni við velgengni á 

ýmsum sviðum. Sjálfstjórnun er hæfnin til að samþætta athygli, vinnsluminni og halda aftur að 

hugsun, tilfinningum og hegðun. Í skólanum þurfa börn að beita sjálfsstjórnun, til dæmis með 

því að fylgja fyrirmælum og sitja kyrr. Skólinn er jafnframt félagslegt umhverfi og nám er 

félagslegt ferli. Félags- og tilfinningafærni nær yfir víðtæka hæfni, allt frá því að þekkja og 

stjórna tilfinningum, taka ábyrgar ákvarðanir og byggja upp jákvæð sambönd við aðra. Börn 

byrja leikskóla með misgóða hæfni í sjálfstjórnun og félags- og tilfinningafærni sem 

undirstrikar mikilvægi þess að þjálfa kerfisbundið báða færnisþætti. Margt bendir til þess að 

notkun kerfisbundinna og gagnreynda þjálfunar á sjálfstjórnun og félags- og tilfinningafærni í 

leikskólum á Íslandi sé ábótavant. Það er nauðsynlegt að styrkja mikilvæga færni barna á 

leikskólaaldri til þess að undirbúa þau undir stökkið yfir í grunnskóla, annars eigum við hættu 

á að bregðast börnunum.  
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Introduction 

Research suggests that an alarming number of children enter elementary school without the 

necessary skills to navigate and adjust to the school environment (Rimm-Kaufman et al., 2000). 

This not only interferes with their ability to learn, but it can also cause disruptions in class and 

possibly have a negative effect on their long-term wellbeing (Bingham & Whitebread, 2018). 

Children who fall behind their peers, even before the onset of formal-schooling, are at risk of 

facing achievement gaps that widen over time, stressing the importance of early intervention 

that targets competences necessary for school readiness (Janus & Duku, 2007; McClelland & 

Tominey, 2015; Nierengarten, 2018). 

School readiness refers to a wide range of knowledge and skills, grounded in 

cognitive, social, and emotional abilities that provide the right foundation for a smooth 

transition to elementary school and academic success later on (Romano et al., 2010). By 

knowing which competences are important for later school achievements, educators can 

cultivate core competencies in kindergarten. Research has demonstrated that self-regulation 

and social and emotional learning (SEL) are crucial components of school readiness and have 

been linked to various positive life outcomes, as well as academic success (Denham, 2006; 

Eisenberg et al., 2010; Thompson & Happold, 2002).  

 Success in school has traditionally been intimately linked to academic skills (Duncan 

et al., 2007). This view, however, is gradually changing with advancements in pedagogical 

research. For example, Icelandic preschool teachers ranked social skills as the most important 

foundation for children’s readiness for school (Hreiðarsdóttir & Björnsdóttir, 2011). Self-

regulatory behaviors were also considered vital for a good transition into elementary school. 

These findings are in consistency with foreign research (e.g., Lin et al., 2003; Wesley & 

Buysse, 2003). 

It may be surprising that social skills are considered important for school readiness by 

educators. However, when keeping in mind that formal elementary school environment are 

social places and that learning is a social process, it rings true as a key to success (Zins et al., 

2007). Students learn in collaboration with their teachers, surrounded by peers, and with their 

family’s support (Durlak et al., 2011; Elias et al., 1997). Moreover, emotions can either 

facilitate or derail a student’s process of making friends as well as learning (Brackett & 

Rivers, 2015). The process by which children acquire and apply core competencies to develop 

socially and emotionally is vital for school success and has been referred to as social-

emotional learning, or SEL (Quirk et al., 2017). SEL encompasses learning to recognize and 
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manage emotions, making responsible decisions, developing positive relationships, as well as 

avoiding negative behavior (Elias et al., 1997).  

 As demonstrated by Hreiðarsdóttir & Björnsdóttir (2011) study, educators also support 

the notion that self-regulation is vital for school success (Gestsdóttir, 2012; Hernández et al., 

2018; McClelland et al., 2010). Such support is understandable, considering that learning is 

based on the capacity to control thoughts, behaviors, and emotions (McClelland et al., 2010). 

For students self-regulation means utilizing self-regulatory skills multiple times a day within 

the school context (McClelland et al., 2007). Self-regulatory behaviors include a child’s 

ability to direct attention, follow instructions and continue working diligently despite 

disruptions. In other words, self-regulation may be viewed as the ability to act in accordance 

with rules, norms, and goals by controlling, changing or inhibiting thoughts, emotions or 

behaviors (Barkley, 2004; Gestsdóttir, 2012). These skills play an indispensable part in 

succeeding within the school environment.  

The objective of this thesis is to analyze the constructs of self-regulation and social 

emotional learning (SEL), and to assess their importance for school readiness. The research 

questions for this thesis ask the essential questions regarding school readiness.  

1) What are self-regulation and social-emotional learning, and how do these two 

constructs overlap? 

2) In what way do self-regulation and SEL facilitate school readiness? 

3) Finally, how can self-regulation and SEL be implemented in preschools? 

To provide a better understanding of how different skill components can help facilitate 

optimal school readiness, this thesis explores developmental milestones before elementary 

school age. The discussion begins with an overview of school readiness and provides an 

insight to what competencies are likely predictors of later school success. The rest of the 

thesis will focus on self-regulation and SEL, both chapters have similar structures. The 

definition of self-regulation and SEL, as well as how the constructs overlap, can be found in 

the chapters entitled “Self-regulation” and “Social and Emotional learning”. The research 

question of “How self-regulation and SEL facilitate school readiness?” gets explored in the 

chapters “Self-regulation and School Readiness” and “Social and Emotional Learning and 

School Readiness.” Finally, ways to teach and implement self-regulation and SEL will be 

analyzed in the chapters “Teaching of Self-regulation” and “How Social and Emotional 

Learning can be Taught.” The “Discussion” chapter brings all these concepts together. 
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Educational Context in Iceland 

The Icelandic educational system is divided into four levels: playschool (leikskóli), 

compulsory school (grunnskóli), high school (framhaldsskóli), and university (háskóli). Many 

of the resources and studies cited in this thesis are based on children living in other cultures, 

particularly in the United States. Thus, a list of key terminology within the Icelandic 

educational context is provided below.  

• Preschool and kindergarten refer to Icelandic playschools for children below 

compulsory school age, aged nine months to six years. In contrast, children in 

the United States are in preschool from ages two to four, and attend 

kindergarten between the age of four and six (Just Landed, 2019a) 

• Elementary school refers to compulsory school in Iceland where children start 

at the age of six, and graduate at the age sixteen. In the United States, children 

between ages five to ten years are in elementary school (Just Landed, 2019b) 

Playschool is the first education level in Iceland and most playschools and compulsory 

schools are public schools. Both public and private playschools follow the National 

Curriculum Guidelines (Icelandic Ministry of Education, Science, and Culture, 2011a). 

The National Curriculum Guidelines lists six main fundamental pillars of education: 

literacy, sustainability, democracy and human rights, equality, health and welfare, and 

creativity (Icelandic Ministry of Education, Science, and Culture, 2011a). However, Icelandic 

preschools have the freedom to choose educational approaches and strategies to implement 

these pillars. Despite a large body of evidence demonstrating the importance of self-regulation 

(e.g., Gestsdóttir, 2012; McClelland et al., 2010) and social-emotional learning (e.g., Durlak 

et al., 2011; Zins et al., 2007) for school readiness, these competencies are not considered 

fundamental pillars in the guidelines. 

Although this thesis’s objective is to analyze school readiness within school settings, it 

is important to recognize potential factors that may influence school readiness skills, outside 

the educational system. For children to be receptive to learning, their basic needs must be met, 

including shelter, food, clothing, sleep, medical care, protection, and safety. Furthermore, 

family environment plays an essential role in children’s development. Research by Janus and 

Duku (2007) suggests, for example, that different parenting styles can 

either facilitate or derail children’s development. Environmental factors, such as stressors and 

poverty, have also been shown to have a harmful effect (Janus & Duku, 2007). However, 
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other research indicates that parenting practices can shield the negative impact of poverty on 

numerous areas of children’s lives (McClelland & Tominey, 2015; Pettit et al., 1997).  

With these factors in mind, it is imperative to promote protective factors in early 

childhood education. A protective factor is an attribute or a skill that helps children manage 

stressful circumstances and reduces the likelihood of risk factors; examples include conduct 

behavior or school dropout in the future (Directorate of Health, 2020). Research demonstrates 

that self-regulation and social emotional learning can serve as protective factors, especially 

for children at risk (Hardaway et al., 2012; Obradović, 2010; Sklad et al., 2012). 

Early Childhood Interventions  

Iceland offers a unique opportunity to enhance young children’s development through quality 

early education, as up to 97% of children aged three to five attend preschools (Statistics 

Iceland, 2018). Children of different backgrounds, with varying levels of resources available 

to them, attend preschool. Given the evidence on achievement gaps, it is imperative that 

preschools promote all children’s well-being and offer comprehensive resources to students 

who are at risk of falling behind at the start of elementary school (Janus & Duku, 2007). 

Teaching fundamental skills at an early age lays a strong foundation on which children 

can gradually build further development (Heckman, 2006). Research indicates that 

preventative measures and interventions that are implemented early in a child’s live are more 

beneficial than the ones implemented later (Heckman, 2008; Nierengarten, 2018). 

Furthermore, these interventions seem most effective for children with insufficient 

competency in various skills, and thus at risk of falling behind their peers (McClelland & 

Tominey, 2015; Nierengarten, 2018; Ramey & Ramey, 2007), especially when delivered 

often enough for the message to get through and require the active participation of students 

(Hart et al., 2016). Comprehensiveness and strong theoretical basis are also important features 

of effective interventions (Kratochwill & Shernoff, 2004). 

Multiple studies have demonstrated the utility and effectiveness of quality intervention 

programs that focus on competences linked to school readiness at preschool age (Ladd et al., 

2006; Lewit & Baker, 1995; Magnuson et al., 2007). In fact, there is a growing body of 

research that indicates that early quality preventions and interventions not only benefit the 

children that receive these resources but also provide an economic benefit for society 

(Heckman, 2006). Thus, the research is clear: the sooner the preventative measures are 

delivered, the better for the society in the long run. 
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School Readiness   

Historically, school readiness has been defined primarily based on maturation level, 

benchmarked by, for example, children’s ability to sit still (May & Welch, 1985). In other 

words, children’s readiness for school was evaluated based on their cognitive maturation 

level. This approach was problematic as it led children being held back or made to repeat a 

grade, which is known to have a negative impact on their well-being (White & Howard, 

1973). Over time the concept has become more nuanced, and the theoretical perspective has 

changed from a narrow maturational view to a more socially constructed concept where 

school readiness is thought of as a developmental continuum (Carlton & Winsler, 1999). 

More recent perspectives on school readiness encompass the child’s readiness to start 

school and shed light on other important factors such as the school’s readiness for the child, 

and the ability of their family and community to support the child’s optimal development 

(High et al., 2008). In other words, the interaction between children and a range of 

environmental and cultural experiences that maximize the developmental outcomes for 

children make up school readiness (UNICEF, 2012). 

There are several reasons why the concept of school readiness should be approached 

with caution. Children may have very different developmental timetables (McClelland & 

Tominey, 2015), as is the case for many non-cognitive skills, such as crawling, where some 

children start at six months, others at twelve months, while others never crawl at all (WHO, 

2006). A child might be late in acquiring a specific skill, but that does not necessarily mean 

that the child has a disability or dysfunction that requires school-entry to be delayed (Bodrova 

& Leong, 2006). Denham (2006) argues that school readiness assessments may be especially 

useful in keeping an eye on the success of preventative programs. Therefore, school readiness 

assessments should not be used as a ready or not measurement. Instead, it should evaluate 

individual strengths and weaknesses, meeting the needs of every child (Denham, 2006).  

Even though all children have individual strengths and weaknesses, children are 

typically evaluated through academic grades in formal schooling (Icelandic Ministry of 

Education, Science, and Culture, 2011b). However, school success can be reflected in many 

ways, such as social and emotional competencies, physical health, and general well-being 

(Directorate of Health, 2020). Although academic grades are practical for measuring students’ 

school success (Duncan et al., 2007), and thus used as evidence for children’s “readiness”, it 

has been criticized for being inadequate since evaluating school success through grades alone 

obscures other essential markers of student development (High et al., 2008; Ladd et al., 2006). 
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When children start formal schooling, usually at the age of five or six, they must adapt 

to many changes in their lives. Concerns regarding emphasis on formal teaching in 

preschools, often referred to as “schoolification” resulting in an “earlier is better” policy are 

understandable (Bingham & Whitebread, 2018). Research suggests that children in preschool 

may not be ready for formal methodologies. Furthermore, formal early education puts more 

pressure on children (Carlton & Winsler, 1999).  

Formal education does not generally take place in Icelandic preschools. The approach 

is founded in free play with the development of the child central to practice (Gunnarsdottir, 

2014). However, preschool children can be prepared for elementary school without starting 

formal education in preschools. Children can be systematically taught developmentally 

appropriate foundations for formal schooling (i.e., through play). Therefore, the notion that 

learning only takes place within formal teaching and the framing of play and learning as 

opposites is ill-founded (Broström, 2017). The lack of emphasis on preparation for formal 

schooling in Icelandic preschools through systematic support of fundamental competencies 

may have negative consequences, as research has repeatedly provided evidence of the 

importance of a successful start to elementary school, especially due to increasing 

achievements gaps (Janus & Duku, 2007; Magnuson et al., 2004). For example, as indicated 

by results of cross-national studies involving Icelandic children (Gestsdóttir et al., 2010; von 

Suchodoletz et al., 2013) the development of self-regulation among Icelandic children 

develops slightly later than that of their peers from other cultures, possibly due to lack of 

systematic instructional support of self-regulation skills in preschool (Birgisdottir et al., 

2020).  

 The transition to elementary school is an important step for children, as it involves 

higher expectations in many areas and is also a period in children’s lives where they are 

required to form identities, roles, and relationships, as well as learn and follow the social 

values and rules associated with the school environment (Osher et al., 2016). There are 

various important developmental changes that take place in the preschool years which lay the 

foundation for children’s abilities to meet the standards of formal education in elementary 

school (Birgisdóttir et al., 2015). Therefore, it is imperative to nurture competencies that 

facilitate school transitions.  

Scholars debate what abilities and/or skills are essential for school readiness (Bingham 

& Whitebread, 2018). Many believe competencies directly related to formal education such as 

literacy and numeracy, to be vital for school readiness (Adams et al., 1998). These skills align 

with elementary school curriculum. One of the most influential studies supporting this notion 
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is a longitudinal study by Duncan et al. (2007), where Duncan et al looked at how school-

entry academic, attention, and social-emotional skills are associated with later school 

achievement. They found that early math skills, such as knowledge of numbers, were the 

strongest predictors of later learning and academic achievement. Early language and reading 

skills were also consistent predictors but showed a less prominent correlation. However, 

the effect size of social skills was close to zero.  

Duncan et al. (2007) mentions that teachers emphasize the importance of attention and 

social-emotional skills for school readiness and that there is also the possibility that these 

skills influence classroom learning in numeracy and literacy. For example, Agostin & Bain 

(1997) found that social skills, such as cooperation and self-control, predicted academic 

achievement. Furthermore, a replication of the Duncan et al., (2007) study by Romano et al. 

(2010) also found a strong association between children’s social-emotional skills and 

later achievement, especially reading and math skills. The reasons for the insignificant 

associations between social-emotional skills and academic achievement in the Duncan et al’s. 

(2007) study might be the lack of control for sociodemographic variables or prior 

achievement skills (Romano et al., 2010). These studies provide evidence for a link between 

SEL and numeracy and literacy.  

 Findings have also highlighted the notion that there are important prerequisites for 

literacy and numeracy in preschool (Birgisdóttir et al., 2015). Teaching preschoolers emergent 

literacy, such as phonological awareness, vocabulary, recognizing the alphabet, as well as 

emergent numeracy, including recognizing numbers, learning to count, spatial perception and 

conservation tasks, is developmentally appropriate. In conclusion, both emergent literacy and 

numeracy have been shown to be important predictors for school success. 

Scholars within social pedagogic approaches, however, argue that early educators 

should focus more strongly on fundamental competencies that foster children’s ability to learn 

and effectively manage often stressful transitions to elementary school (Bingham & 

Whitebread, 2018). A growing body of evidence demonstrates that quality self-regulation and 

SEL educational programs effectively foster children’s school readiness skills (Durlak et al., 

2011; McClelland et al., 2017; Savina, 2014). This ideology aligns with a holistic approach 

often referred to as a “whole-school” approach. The whole school approach focuses on the 

bigger picture and recognizes the schools’ responsibility to support students’ health and 

happiness, not just their academic results (Weare, 2000). The concept has gained momentum 

within the educational community, although it is rarely used in Icelandic preschools to 

promote social and emotional skills (Directorate of Health, 2020). 
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 The debate regarding what abilities are likely predictors of school readiness is 

important to support the progression of educational systems. No educational researcher would 

deny that early knowledge of language, literacy and numeracy plays an important role in 

acquiring complex skills taught in elementary school (Adams et al., 1998; Griffin et al., 

1995). However, teaching emergent numeracy and literacy does not necessarily eliminate the 

teaching of other fundamental factors. In fact, the opposite rings true: self-regulation skills 

allow children to direct their attention and hold information in mind while completing an 

assignment (Birgisdóttir et al., 2015). These fundamental skills lay the foundation for learning 

both literacy and numeracy (McClelland & Cameron, 2012; Ribner et al., 2017). In other 

words, literacy and numeracy are intertwined with self-regulation since those skills also 

facilitate self-regulation, such as when children use private speech as a tool of thought. 

Private speech is when a child directs her speech towards herself or to no particular listener 

(Krafft & Berk, 1998). Furthermore, a study by Wolf and McCoy (2019) found that early 

literacy and numeracy has predicted subsequent SEL, yet SEL skills do not predict later 

numeracy and literacy skills. In conclusion, fundamental factors often lay the foundation of 

learning other important aspects, such as literacy and numeracy.   

Ultimately, all educational perspectives share the same goal of supporting improved 

progression in learning for all students by enhancing current approaches to school transition. 

It is imperative to build a foundation among preschoolers that facilitates achievement in 

various areas, one of which being academic achievement. The next chapters will analyze the 

link between self-regulation, SEL and school readiness. They will provide insight into how 

these skills are not only linked to positive life outcomes and academic achievement but also 

facilitate better and deeper learning. 

Self-regulation  

Self-regulation is the ability to change, inhibit or control emotions, thoughts or behaviors in 

accordance with society’s rules, norms, and goals (Barkley, 2004; Gestsdóttir, 2012). Self-

regulation involves conscious processes as well as unconscious processes. The easier it is for 

people to change their thinking and behavior, depending on how the behavior affects the 

situation, the more self-regulation they have (Baumeister et al., 2007; Demetriou, 2000). 

 As research on self-regulation falls under various disciplines, there is still not a full 

agreement on the exact skills that should be covered by the concept (Gestsdóttir, 2012; 

McClelland et al., 2010; Pintrich, 2000). For example, Karoly (1993) defined self-regulation 

as the ability to control and coordinate thoughts and feelings to achieve a certain goal, while 
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McClelland et al. (2007) views self-regulation as people’s ability to evaluate their behavior 

and show flexibility in inhibition. However, most theorists agree that self-regulation is 

multidimensional and contains three subsets: cognitive regulation, behavioral regulation and, 

emotional regulation. (McClelland & Cameron, 2012; Stefansson et al., 2018).  

One aspect of self-regulation, emotional regulation, includes the control of thoughts 

and behaviors in connection with stimuli that evoke strong emotions (Gestsdóttir, 2012). 

Therefore, McClelland et al. (2010) refers to emotional regulation as “hot self-regulation.” 

Scholars debate the utility of emotional regulation because the concept has been applied to 

diverse phenomena. Another aspect of self-regulation, cognitive regulation, includes the 

control of attention, memory and other cognitive processes involved in planning, decision 

making, and problem-solving (Gestsdóttir, 2012; McClelland et al., 2010). Cognitive 

regulation involves regulation in tasks that do not evoke an emotional response and is, 

therefore, referred to as “cool self-regulation” (McClelland et al., 2010). Behavior regulation 

then further describes how the integration of these skills manifest in behavior (Birgisdóttir et 

al., 2015; Blair, 2002; McClelland et al., 2007). Because self-regulation manifests itself in 

behavior, it can be measured directly. 

The Head-to-Toes task developed by Cameron Ponitz et al. (2008) measures behavior 

regulation directly. In the Head-to-Toes task children are asked to touch either their toes or 

head and the rule is they are supposed to do the opposite. For example, if a child is asked to 

touch their toes they are supposed to touch their head, and vice versa. If the child manages to 

follow the rule it indicates good self-regulation skills. The Head-to-Toes task requires 

children to follow directions and keep the original rule in mind while they absorb new 

information and hold back the natural response to these instructions (Gestsdóttir et al., 2010). 

Self-regulation and Stages of Child Development 
 

Self-regulation is related to executive function and is the ability to integrate attention, 

working memory and inhibitory control into behavior (McClelland et al., 2010). Imagine a 

child who has a strong impulse to hit other children when they are in her way. This negatively 

impacts her school experience as well as the children around her. A teacher might try to catch 

her in the act and remind her to say, “Could you move, please?” instead of hitting them. Later 

in the year, the teacher sees great progress in her behavior; she uses her words more 

frequently. She directed her attention towards the teacher when he reminded her of the 

appropriate behavior and language. She was able to remember the instructions from the 
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teacher by keeping them in her working memory. Ultimately, she was able to recall the 

teachers’ instructions by exhibiting inhibitory control. She stopped herself from hitting the 

children in her way by using her words. In this example, the child uses all three executive 

functions, attention, working memory and inhibitory control, to develop a new pattern of 

behavior (McClelland & Tominey, 2015).  

Attention is the ability to focus on certain stimuli, switch focus between stimuli, and 

sustain focus through distractions (Banfield et al., 2004). During the preschool period, 

attentional capacity forms the foundation for the development of executive function abilities, 

which is believed to be the reason for executive function skills variance (Garon et al., 2008). 

Working memory is a vital function of the prefrontal cortex (PFC) and critical for keeping 

information in mind, managing, and processing information simultaneously (Banfield et al., 

2004; McClelland et al., 2010). In addition, the working memory encodes and retrieves 

information from the long-term memory if needed for achieving a specific goal (Hofmann et 

al., 2012). Inhibition plays a critical role in self-regulation because it enables adaptation of 

nonautomatic responses and prevents nonadaptive, automatic responses (McClelland et al., 

2010). In a well-known study of delay of gratification by Mischel (1974) known as the 

“marshmallow study,” children are given one marshmallow that they can eat immediately; or 

they can wait and receive two marshmallows. This study shows that children who could wait 

were better at inhibiting behavior, demonstrating that inhibition is one of the most vital part of 

self-regulation. However, later research cast doubt on the marshmallow study because it failed 

to recognize variables that possibly influence children’s readiness to wait. Watts et al. (2018) 

found that children’s ability to wait was influenced by their social and economic background.  

There are a variety of biological factors that influence self-regulation. As children 

grow older their brain maturation allows them to get a better grasp on complex skills 

(Diamond, 2009). Infants, however, are born without the biological and psychological skills 

to take care of themselves. During the first few months of the infant’s life, caregivers play a 

vital role (Gestsdóttir, 2012) in regulating the infant’s needs through active and repetitive 

behaviors (Kopp, 1982; McClelland et al., 2010). Self-regulatory capacities develop and adapt 

with the infant and after a few months, the infant has learned some basic skills to regulate 

their own emotions and behaviors (Gestsdóttir, 2012; McClelland et al., 2010).  

A key factor in self-regulatory capacity is the infant’s temperament (Rothbart & Bates, 

2007). Temperament influences how infants express their emotions, and how infants learn to 

interpret people’s emotions and behaviors (Rothbart & Bates, 2007). How an infant expresses 

emotions and behaviors is influenced by their caregiver’s response, and this interaction will 
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shape their attachment relationship (Cassidy, 1994; McClelland et al., 2010). Furthermore, the 

level of stimulation a child receives in their environment also influences their self-regulation 

skills (Montroy et al., 2016). As children grow older, their self-regulation develops and 

individual differences in self-regulation skills become more and more apparent, often 

distinguished when entering preschool (McClelland et al., 2010).  

Preschool can be thought of as the initial environment that children are asked to exhibit 

self-regulation (McClelland et al., 2010). As children grow up, from infancy to preschool age, 

self-regulation develops from being primarily external to an increasingly internal process 

(Gestsdottir & Lerner, 2008). Many factors influence a child‘s ability to shift from external to 

internal regulation, one of which being the opportunities a child has to learn and practice self-

regulation (Bernier et al., 2010). 

Throughout preschool, children are continually controlling their emotions better. They 

also find it easier to control their behaviors and can more easily direct their attention 

(Gestsdóttir, 2012). Research has demonstrated that children who are five years old can direct 

their attention towards a stimulus for a more extended period of time than a three-year-old 

(Kalpidou et al., 2004). In other words, children’s self-regulation takes dramatic changes in 

preschool, while developing at a steadier pace in elementary school (Gestsdóttir, 2012). 

When children enter elementary school, they are supposed to sit still in a classroom, 

follow directions, direct their attention towards the teacher, and listen to the teacher when 

there might be disturbances from other children. Children also have to remember task 

instructions and use these instructions to complete the task and restrain their behavior 

(Diamond et al., 2007; Gestsdóttir, 2012). This stresses the importance of children having 

good self-regulation when entering elementary school, as they will adapt better to their school 

surroundings and be better able to learn new things. 

For children to control their emotions, thoughts, and behavior in accordance with the 

demands of the environment, they must adapt to the rules of society in which they grow up in 

(Kopp, 1982). It is not until children make these rules their own that they can acquire self-

regulatory skills (Gestsdóttir, 2012). Therefore, self-regulation does not only involve the 

child’s ability to control their behaviors, thoughts, and emotions; self-regulation is also a 

necessary factor for the child to adapt to the rules of society (Gestsdóttir, 2012). 
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The Importance of Self-regulation for School Readiness  
 

Self-regulatory skills underpin every dimension of schooling, without them, every aspect of 

children’s schooling would be built on top of an unstable foundation (Eisenberg et al., 2010; 

McClelland & Cameron, 2012). Children differ in how they regulate their behaviors in a 

classroom setting depending on whether they have good or poor self-regulation skills 

(McClelland & Cameron, 2011). For instance, a child in the first week of elementary school is 

expected to sit still and listen to the teacher while he gives instructions to an assignment. To 

complete the assignment, she needs to direct her attention to the teacher and remember the 

instructions before she could complete it. However, when the teacher explained how to solve 

the assignment, there were some disturbances in the classroom, which made it challenging for 

her to focus. After completing the task, her teacher asked the class a question. She responded 

calmly by raising her hand rather than yelling out the answer like some of her classmates. 

When the teacher addressed her, she attempted to answer, but the teacher corrected her about 

a few things. Rather than feeling frustrated and defeated, she regulated her emotions, and 

when the class was finished, she went to her teacher and asked him for further assistance. The 

next time the class was asked the same question she responded correctly to the subject.  

 The aforementioned example demonstrates how different components of self-

regulation — emotional, cognitive, and behavioral regulation — play an important role within 

school settings. Emotional regulation encompasses various abilities, from labeling confusing 

emotions to controlling one’s emotions when feeling frustrated (Cole et al., 2004). Cognitive 

regulation includes the ability to behave in a certain way when some other behavior is the 

automatic response to the situation (McClelland et al., 2010). The child in the example above 

demonstrated good cognitive regulation as she understood the consequences of her behavior, 

thought before responding and could stick to one topic at a time. Around the age of five, 

children are more able to solve problems that require behavior regulation (Carlson, 2005). For 

example, a child requires behavioral regulation to hold back when they should not be running, 

to be able to sit still and follow rules in a classroom. Research shows that processes involved 

in behavioral regulation influence children’s early achievement and especially academic 

achievement (Gestsdóttir, 2012; McClelland et al., 2007).  

Studies underscore the crucial role of self-regulation for learning and school success 

(Eisenberg et al., 2010; Hernández et al., 2018; von Suchodoletz et al., 2013). When children 

have good self-regulation, they can more easily evaluate their behavior and are flexible in the 

way they control those behaviors (Gestsdóttir, 2012). Children who have good self-regulation 
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select goals that they will benefit from, advancing towards their goals and minimizing the 

probability of not achieving it (McClelland et al., 2010).  

When systematically practiced, self-regulation skills can even serve as a protective 

factor against school failure (Savina, 2020). Research has demonstrated that children with 

relatively low academic skills showed greater improvements in their academic ability if they 

had good self-regulation (Hernández et al., 2018; Ribner et al., 2017; Savina, 2020). The 

benefits of improving self-regulation are not limited to learning but can also prevent 

behavioral and emotional problems in the future (Savina, 2020). Interestingly, evidence has 

indicated that good cognitive skills can ameliorate the lack of emotional regulation 

(McClelland et al., 2010; Rothbart & Bates, 2007). 

However, despite the vital role self-regulation plays in school readiness, many 

children enter elementary school without adequate self-regulation skills. In a study by Rimm-

Kaufman et al. (2009), kindergarten teachers reported that the most useful skills children 

could have entering kindergarten are the abilities to direct attention and follow instructions. In 

other words, utilizing self-regulation skills was considered essential for successful school 

adjustment. Poor self-regulation has been shown to negatively impact students’ productivity 

in classroom activities, and often manifests in undesirable behaviors (Ladd et al., 1999). 

Furthermore, having poor self-regulation skills correlates with peer rejection and academic 

difficulties. As a result, students may gradually disengage from learning activities and the 

school environment (McClelland et al., 2010). 

 Educators show increasing concern with children entering elementary school without 

sufficient self-regulatory skills (Bodrova & Leong, 2006). Given what is known about 

achievement gaps and the likelihood of them widening over time, it is of utmost importance 

that children enter school with adequate self-regulatory skills (McClelland & Tominey, 2015). 

Children with an accumulation of risk factors, and low-income families are more likely than 

others to enter school with poor self-regulation skills (McClelland & Tominey, 2015). 

Fortunately, self-regulation training benefits the entire student body, and children at risk show 

the most progress, and these results show potential in closing an achievement gap (Janus & 

Duku, 2007). In conclusion, the urgent need for self-regulation training combined with its 

efficacy shows potential in making education work for all students. 
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How Self-regulation Interacts with Language, Literacy and Numeracy 
 

Self-regulation has been shown to predict later academic ability (von Suchodoletz et al., 

2013). Research has repeatedly demonstrated the link between self-regulation and academic 

achievement, especially; language, literacy, and numeracy (Birgisdóttir et al., 2015; Connor et 

al., 2010; von Suchodoletz et al., 2013). For example, Gestsdottir et al. (2014) found that 

early behavioral regulation predicted academic performance one to two years later.  

 Vygotsky (1933/1978) argued that the most essential part of cognitive development in 

early childhood is the use of language for private speech, a way for the child to direct its 

attention and behavior. Individual differences in self-regulation have been linked to language 

development (Barkley, 2012; Slot & von Suchodoletz, 2018; Vallotton & Ayoub, 2011; 

Vygotsky, 1997). Preschools play an important part in developing children’s language 

abilities (Wasik, 2010), and higher language scores have been linked to better self-regulation 

skills in preschool through kindergarten (Montroy et al., 2016).  

Reading is a crucial foundation for academic development. The foundation for reading 

is laid in the preschool years through kindergarten where self-regulation plays a vital role 

(Birgisdóttir et al., 2015; Savina, 2020). Reading does not only depend on linguistic skills and 

knowledge of the alphabet but also requires the ability to organize multiple cognitive 

processes and self-regulation skills (Birgisdóttir et al., 2015).  

Furthermore, children in kindergarten with good self-regulation skills show better 

achievements in math and reading at the start of elementary school (Hernández et al., 2018). 

According to McClelland et al. (2006) children with good self-regulation were more 

academically successful between kindergarten and throughout sixth grade. The effect self-

regulation has on math skills has also been demonstrated. Fuhs et al. (2014) found that self-

regulation was a strong predictor of math skills and a moderate predictor for language skills. 

Ponitz et al. (2009) came to similar conclusions, self-regulation predicted growth in reading 

and math skills in kindergarten. 

Self-regulation and Gender Differences  
 

Studies have provided evidence for growing discrepancy in academic achievement between 

boys and girls (Cole, 1997; Duckworth & Seligman, 2005). One explanation for this 

development might be differences in behavior regulation between girls and boys, with girls 

outperforming boys (Matthews et al., 2009; Weis et al., 2013). Research by Halldórsson & 

Ólafsson (2009) found that discrepancy in academic performance between girls and boys is 
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believed to be especially great in Iceland. A study by Gestsdottir et al. (2014) provided 

supportive evidence for that claim. The study looked at children in France, Germany, and 

Iceland and only found differences in behavior regulation between boys and girls in the 

Icelandic sample. 

Another explanation for boy’s poorer performance is the different behavior 

expectations for boys (Beaman et al., 2006). For instance, Younger et al. (1999) found that 

teachers evaluated girls as having better communication skills, more articulate, and confident. 

In contrast, boys were evaluated as being more disorganized, vocal, and distractible. Research 

has demonstrated differences in self-regulation and language between boys and girls. For 

example, according to Vallotton & Ayoub (2011), girls use language for self-regulation 

sooner than boys. Davis (1995) suggested that girls are expected to act in line with social 

rules and norms, which causes girls to be better at regulating their behavior than boys. 

 Interesting research by Fabes et al. (2003) found differences in how girls and boys 

play. Girls’ play is more regulated, and they tend to take more part in sociodramatic play, 

which has been found to support behavior regulation. Gestsdóttir (2014) suggests that the 

difference in play between girls and boys is especially noticeable when they take part in free 

play and might explain the gender discrepancy in behavior regulation in Iceland as they spend 

much time in free play. 

Teaching of Self-regulation  
 
There is growing evidence that teaching self-regulation skills is a long-term investment to 

promote school achievements and future life success (Blair & Razza, 2007; Gestsdóttir, 2012; 

McClelland et al., 2010; Savina, 2020). By promoting self-regulation in the classroom, 

children’s learning time will increase, and time spent on managing their problem behavior 

will decrease (Savina, 2020). Learning self-regulation is a process where children need to be 

taught and demonstrated how to promote those skills (McClelland et al., 2010). Children need 

assistance from an adult or peer who is more skilled in regulating their behavior (Gestsdóttir, 

2012). Furthermore, it is imperative that they are given a chance to practice self-regulation 

skills in different situations (McClelland & Tominey, 2015). This chapter explores ways to 

promote self-regulation in the classroom, from how the classroom should be set up to teacher-

student relationships to the different activities that promote it. 

Children’s ability to self-regulate varies between each child. Research suggests that 

individual self-regulation is reasonably stable over time (Raffaelli et al., 2005). However, 

children may not demonstrate stable self-regulation skills across situations (McClelland & 
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Tominey, 2015). For example, a child who is easily distracted and has trouble following 

instructions but loves playing football could do so independently for hours. In conclusion, 

each child is different, exhibiting unique strengths, experiences, and different challenges. 

Thankfully, there is mounting evidence that self-regulation can be taught, practiced, and 

improved in a classroom setting (McClelland & Tominey, 2015).   

 The organization of the classroom should be set up in a way to promote self-regulation 

skills (Savina, 2020). The students should be in a classroom with a clear structure, routine, 

and efficient classroom management (Raver et al., 2011). Students show improvement in self-

regulation when the teacher plans the lesson ahead thus making sure that the students are 

aware of the plan and timing of the task (Connor et al., 2010).  

 McClelland & Tominey (2015) laid out three ways for teachers to build a foundation 

for children’s development through self-regulation. First, by building secure relationships 

with the children, teachers allow students to feel comfortable, safe, and better able to learn in 

the classroom. Second, by practicing self-regulation, the children have models of these 

specific skills that they can observe and imitate. Finally, by adopting an authoritative teaching 

style, teachers employ positive control, supporting autonomy, and responsiveness (Bernier et 

al., 2010; McClelland & Tominey, 2015).  

 For instance, imagine a child sitting at a table with his teacher and classmates coloring 

pictures. The child then reaches over to his classmates’ side and grabs her red-coloring pencil, 

which immediately upsets her. The teacher then says, “I saw you taking the pencil. Give it 

back.” The child does not give his classmate her pencil back. The teacher insists and says, 

“Give it back this instance. I will not repeat myself.” When the child does not comply, the 

teacher says. “You have missed your chance. Go play somewhere else.” The teacher’s 

approach resulted in a missed opportunity to help the child practice self-regulation skills, 

problem-solving and perspective taking. A better approach would have been to adopt an 

authoritative style, rather than telling the child what not to do, by providing an alternative 

approach to finding other coloring pencils. Unfortunately, this mishandling causes the child to 

be removed from the situation (McClelland & Tominey, 2015).  

 The previous scenario demonstrates how self-regulation skill training can be 

implemented. The advantage of self-regulation is that it can be taught in virtually all scenarios 

(McClelland & Tominey, 2015). Self-regulation can also be implemented through explicit 

intervention programs or be directly taught by targeting developmentally appropriate self-

regulation skills (Rosanbalm & Murray, 2017). 
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  One way to implement self-regulation and improve inhibition control is by 

encouraging children’s verbal self-regulation (Savina, 2020). Verbal self-regulation in 

children refers to when they use private speech (Krafft & Berk, 1998). For example, imagine 

a child doing a puzzle she is looking for the blue piece: “where is the blue piece? Oh, here it 

is! It does not fit, maybe this one will fit?” In this example, she is using private speech to 

guide her through the puzzle. 

A study by Espinet et al. (2013) encouraged verbal self-regulation by assisting 

children to reflect on task rules and giving them routine feedback. This led to better response 

inhibition, fewer errors, more effective use of rules, and more effortless switching between 

rules, which is an important part of self-regulation. Moriguchi et al. (2015) demonstrated 

another way to encourage verbal self-regulation. In the study, children taught a doll to follow 

task rules, leading to better response inhibition and rule use.  

Another way to implement self-regulation is by using games that are implemented in 

outdoor activities, music, and movement throughout the day. The games should increasingly 

become more complex as children learn the basic rules and are designed to be enjoyable for 

them and improve their academic skills and motor inhibition (McClelland & Tominey, 2015; 

Savina, 2020; Schmitt et al., 2015). Another encouraging way to promote self-regulation is by 

promoting mindfulness practices that require sustained attention and ignoring distractions 

(Savina, 2020). Mindfulness practices can include awareness of breath, movements, thoughts, 

feelings, and sensory experiences (Schöne et al., 2018). 

An intervention called Tools of the Mind is a comprehensive program that targets the 

main factors needed to enhance children’s self-regulation skills (Bodrova & Leong, 2007). 

Diamond et al. (2007) reported about Tools of the Mind, which is a teaching method that 

focuses on self-regulation as well as teaching literacy and math skills with focus on play. This 

curriculum has shown great promise when used with preschool children. The intervention is 

based on simple methods that are intertwined into daily activities at the preschool and aim to 

increase children’s working memories, inhibitions, and flexibilities in thinking. In order to 

implement Tools of the Mind, teachers are first educated about children’s self-regulation 

abilities. In addition, they receive training in assessing self-regulation in children to be able to 

estimate which children need more assistance.  

In this program, children are encouraged to speak aloud to themselves in solving 

complex tasks called self-regulatory private speech. They are also encouraged to roleplay 

(e.g., dramatic play), read aloud and listen to each other (see detailed description in Diamond 

et. al., 2007). In this intervention program children practice and challenge their executive 
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functions throughout the day with classroom activities. Whether they are playing, learning 

math, or even practicing their language skills, children train their executive function skills at 

the same time (Blair & Diamond, 2008).  

Barnett et al. (2008) reported great improvement on self-regulation skills with three- to 

four-year-old children after the Tools of the Mind intervention. Furthermore, their research 

indicates that self-regulation can be taught. However, not everyone has reported promising 

results. Morris et al. (2014) found that The Tools of the Mind program did not show expected 

impact on children’s self-regulation and executive functions, though it did show positive 

effect on emotion knowledge. Even though Tools of the Mind focuses on executive function, 

it does so through social interaction. Therefore, positive effects on social and emotional skills 

are not surprising. For instance, a research by Blair et al. (2018) demonstrated that the Tools 

of the Mind program is effective in building children’s social and emotional skills and 

reducing problem behavior. However, they also found absence of sustained effect of Tools of 

the Mind on both self-regulation and social-emotional skills, indicating that the program is 

only effective when in the process of implementation.  

Keeping this in mind it is important to implement interventions into the curriculum 

that can help children to be active in classroom activities and foster their self-regulation skills 

using evidenced based methods. It is also imperative that school personnel provide systematic 

support to facilitate children’s self-regulation skills in preschool while recognizing and 

choosing methods that work for Icelandic preschoolers. Interventions that work in other 

countries might not work in Iceland. Potential implementation solutions need to be studied 

diligently and followed to their completion.  

Social and Emotional Learning  

Social and emotional learning (SEL) and self-regulation may seem, on surface-level, to 

embody the same components. Both constructs are intimately linked to academic success and 

positive outcomes later in life (Denham & Brown, 2010; McClelland & Cameron, 2011). 

Although these constructs undoubtedly overlap, there are also important differences between 

them.  

 The main body of self-regulation research in a school context places more emphasis 

on cognitive and behavioral regulation than on emotional regulation (Birgisdóttir et al., 2015; 

Gestsdóttir, 2012; McClelland et al., 2007). Although SEL encompasses emotional regulation, 

one of the core component of self-regulation, the SEL construct also includes other vital 

factors that are important for student’s well-being and school readiness (Denham, 2006). 
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These factors include, for example, resistance to inappropriate social pressure, understanding 

of others’ points of view, conflict resolution, and empathy for others (Jones & Doolittle, 

2017).  

SEL is the process by which children acquire and apply core competencies to develop 

socially and emotionally. It encompasses learning to recognize and manage emotions, making 

responsible decisions, developing positive relationships, and avoiding negative behavior 

(Elias et al., 1997). One of the most dominant and widely used frameworks in the field is the 

CASEL five. It consists of five interrelated sets of cognitive, affective, and behavioral 

competencies that target specific phenomena: self-awareness, self-management, social 

awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision making (CASEL, 2003). A large body 

of research suggests that, with evidence-based programs and teaching methods, these five 

components are easily teachable and malleable (CASEL, 2003). 

SEL has become arguably one of the hottest topics as of late within the field of 

education (Directorate of Health, 2020; Jones & Doolittle, 2017; McKown, 2019). SEL is 

often referred to with different names. Common terms include noncognitive skills, character 

education, grit, social competence, self-management, and self-control etc. SEL encompasses 

all of the concepts above, combining each core competency into a comprehensive and 

multidisciplinary concept (Durlak et al., 2011a). 

Before SEL was introduced, educators worked in a landscape that badly needed better 

coordination of early prevention programs, specifically targeting harmful social maladies like 

anti-bullying and drug use, instead of using a comprehensive program geared towards 

equipping students with necessary skills (Greenberg et al., 2003). When SEL was first 

introduced in 1994, schools focused on ameliorating social concerns within the school 

environments (Osher et al., 2016). A growing number of health issues and problem behaviors 

were contributing to the fact that children were unsafe in their school environment. For 

example, school shootings surfaced and created an urgency for interventions designed to 

promote social and emotional skills, ensuring a safer learning environment (Osher et al., 

2016). Simply, educators used to focus on preventing negative social issues instead of 

promoting deliberate and positive learning programs (Hoffman, 2009). Therefore, SEL was 

defined as a conceptual framework designed to address both the needs of children and the 

fragmentation that typically characterizes the response of schools to those needs (Elias et al., 

1997). SEL interventions aim to prevent various risk factors, as well as to promote numerous 

protective factors, such as psychological well-being, social relations, and positive emotional 
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states, thus creating a supportive and safe school environment (McClelland et al., 2017; 

Taylor et al., 2017). 

In simplest terms, the SEL approach integrates social and emotional development with 

educational priorities to promote and protect the mechanisms for positive development 

(Durlak et al., 2011). Through the lens of education, SEL shines light on what competencies 

underscore academic success (Caprara et al., 2000; Zins et al., 2007). However, in a broader 

field, SEL interventions ultimately focus on teaching children how to become better citizens 

and more positive contributors to society (Domitrovich et al., 2017). 

The Development of Social and Emotional Learning  
 
Between ages three to six, children’s social and emotional development normatively 

progresses rapidly (Bierman et al., 2016). Furthermore, preschools are the ideal environment 

to nurture social and emotional learning (SEL), since children have to use such skills daily 

(Pahl & Barrett, 2007). Children commonly experience a more variety of emotions throughout 

the day than adults, and often at more intensity. Strong emotions can be tough to understand 

and manage, and although emotions are not inherently bad, some emotions can be 

overwhelming and troubling (Brackett & Rivers, 2015). If a child does not know how to 

identify an uncomfortable emotion or even know that the emotion can be regulated, it can be 

compared to sitting on a needle but not knowing that it is possible to stand up. It is crucial to 

teach children to stand up; children need to be taught SEL.  

A core aspect of managing emotions is recognizing them. Children who can express 

their emotions tend to be more able to verbalize their wants and needs and be more able to 

articulate why they are feeling frustrated or happy in a given moment (Denham, 1998). 

Emotional competence is a vital part of a child’s development and ability to interact and form 

relationships with peers and others (Denham et al., 2003). Children often express themselves 

through behavior, especially when they have not acquired the necessary vocabulary and 

regulation skills (Vallotton & Ayoub, 2011). For instance, imagine a child who is angry and 

kicks other children. Although kicking is not a helpful way of communication, it gets the 

point across as it expresses how the child is feeling. Children’s emotional state has a powerful 

impact on their social relationships (Beauchamp & Anderson, 2010). By widening children’s 

range of social interactions, they learn how to process social information, resulting in learning 

new and more refined cognitive skills (Beauchamp & Anderson, 2010). Children who have 

developed good social skills can determine effective ways to resolve differences that arise 

between them and their peers (Crick & Dodge, 1994). 
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The importance of social and emotional development should not be understated, as it 

sets the stage for successful SEL competencies and well-being, and are also believed to be vital 

for school readiness (Denham, 2006). 

The Importance of Social and Emotional Learning for School Readiness 
 

“If the students are better prepared, which SEL helps them to be, then they are also better 

prepared to learn the core curriculum because they’re getting their social needs met and their 

emotional needs met. They’re going to do better at school, that’s the bottom line.” 

- Anonymous Testimonial from Philadelphia Public School Teacher (Hart et al., 2016) 

 

Preschool teachers are coping with a substantial number of children struggling with emotional 

and behavioral problems, which could be a possible risk factor in early school success. At the 

same time, preschool teachers are under increasing pressure to ensure that children are school-

ready (Raver & Knitze, 2002). Improving SEL not only benefits the student needing 

additional support but also benefits the entire class by avoiding disruptions, maintaining the 

pace of education, and allowing the teacher to spread focus to the rest of the class (Schonert-

Reichl, 2017).  

There is mounting evidence suggesting that SEL is an important component of school 

readiness (Denham & Brown, 2010; Durlak et al., 2011; Zins et al., 2007). For instance, 

imagine a child tracing the numbers in their new math textbook, and it is not going too well. 

The pencil does not sit right in his hand, nor does he remember which symbol represents what 

number. As he looks around, he notices that his peers find this easy, his friend is already 

working on the third page. Slowly his frustration builds, he feels stupid and starts berating 

himself, crying in front of the class and tearing the pages from his book. This example 

demonstrates how emotions and social components, such as social comparison, can derail a 

child’s learning.  

Children with poor SEL skills often have difficulty adjusting to the school 

environment, may report bullying from peers, or show aggression towards other classmates 

(Beauchamp & Anderson, 2010). These successive difficulties result in a potential risk for 

immense problems, including behavioral issues and academic difficulties (Gagnon et al., 

1995; Haapasalo & Tremblay, 1994). Without the necessary guidance, evidence suggests that 

emotional and behavioral difficulties could escalate, thus negatively affecting children’s early 

school achievements (Raver & Knitze, 2002). 
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By integrating evidence-based corollaries of SEL abilities during preschool, Raver and 

Knitze (2002) offer a comprehensive study into analyzing why emotional, social, and 

behavioral issues arise in early education. Raver and Knitze summarized three factors in 

common: first, children with poor SEL skills are not very active in classroom activities and 

are often less accepted by peers and teachers. These children do not usually like school thus 

are not learning efficiently. Teachers provide them fewer instructions, and they do not receive 

much positive feedback. Second, when factors such as cognitive skills and family’s socio-

economic status are controlled, SEL can predict a child’s academic performance in the first 

year of elementary school. Third, if teachers and caregivers do not act on a child’s poor SEL 

early, they are more likely to perform inadequately on early academic tasks because of 

aggressive or antisocial behaviors; this can result in increased probability that they will be 

held back or even drop out of school in later elementary years.  

A study by Moffitt et al. (2002) demonstrates gender differences in social and 

emotional skills. Boys are more likely to have poorer social and emotional skills and are more 

likely to show antisocial behavior than girls. Those who show poor emotional regulation in 

preschool are more likely to show behavioral problems and misconduct later in life. 

Children with sufficient SEL skills report more confidence and are more likely to do 

better in school; they are better at communicating their wants and needs and persist through 

challenging tasks and are more able to work in groups because they can communicate and 

work together in order to achieve a common goal (Pahl & Barrett, 2007). It is easier for 

students with good SEL competency to make and sustain new friendships; these students are 

usually well-liked by others (Sklad et al., 2012). Students with good SEL skills who are more 

likely to ask their teacher for assistance, establish a good relationship with them, thus gaining 

a better grasp on the educational material, resulting in better grades (Schonert-Reichl, 2017). 

Furthermore, they usually have positive attitudes towards the school environment and a better 

outlook on life in general (Weissberg & Cascarino, 2013). 

Research has demonstrated that children who enter kindergarten with a more positive 

outlook on social emotional abilities show more improvements in grades and achievements 

(Denham, 2006; Ladd et al., 1996, 1999), even when other variables such as earlier academic 

success are controlled for (Howes & Smith, 1995; Izard et al., 2001; Jacobsen & Hofmann, 

1997). Although research has provided evidence for a link between SEL and academic 

outcomes, that should not be the driving factor of SEL implementation, given what is known 

about the link between SEL and positive outcomes. 
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Why focus narrowly on the academic benefits of SEL? The political structures of education and 

educational reform efforts require framing improvements in teaching as narrowly academic 

goals. But SEL transcends mere academic performance, giving young children the SEL skills 

to improve various aspect of their young lives (Domitrovich et al., 2017; Taylor et al., 2017). 

Excellent grades do not necessarily mean excellent SEL: even though there is a link between 

SEL and academic achievement, a student who fairs well in school may have poor SEL. For 

example, a well-liked student who puts too much pressure on himself resulting in panic attacks 

before exams. While SEL skills are not the same as academic achievements, everyone from 

teachers to students to parents benefit from early and consistent SEL training (Oberle et al., 

2016). 

How Social and Emotional Learning can be Taught  
 

A growing chorus among teachers agrees that social emotional learning (SEL) is vital for 

school success, but they are unsure of how to execute it in their classrooms (Hart et al., 2016). 

SEL implementation can roughly be categorized in two different ways; a specific intervention 

or a whole-school approach, which fosters a positive environment to help facilitate children’s 

SEL throughout the school day (Jones et al., 2017). SEL needs to be thought of as a core 

subject in preschools and onwards (Weissberg & Cascarino, 2013). Therefore, a combination 

of interventions and a whole-school approach is optimal. This chapter explores what 

constitutes a quality intervention, what methods educators can adopt to support SEL, and 

finally a short overview of evidence-based intervention programs.  

 Scholars underline the importance of school systems using evidence-based teaching 

material to ensure that children receive quality education (Kratochwill & Shernoff, 2004). 

Teachers can facilitate children’s SEL by utilizing the skills throughout school hours. 

However, research suggests that simply modeling behaviors is insufficient by itself. SEL 

needs to be explicitly taught and organized into classroom activities (Greenberg et al., 2003). 

Effective SEL implementations often underline the importance of teaching children to use 

social skills and express their emotions in order for the children to be able to communicate 

their needs, wants, and emotions efficiently. Most contemporary SEL interventions embed 

key constructs in some forms. This allows for synergy across frameworks (Osher et al., 2016). 

A meta-analysis by Durlak et al. (2011) analyzed evidence-based intervention 

programs and assessed their effectiveness. Findings revealed four criteria’s that were most 

effective, and the abbreviation for them is SAFE. First, interventions should be organized, and 
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tasks presented in a logical sequence. Second, educators should focus on keeping the children 

active in the classroom. Third, the intervention should focus on one specific factor intended to 

enhance social skills. Finally, it is important to systematically and explicitly work on SEL 

instead of only focusing on positive development. 

The SAFE criteria assist educators in selecting a suitable program. However, selecting 

a strong evidence-based program is not enough, the success of the intervention highly 

depends on the quality of the implementation (CASEL, 2003). Zins et al. (2007) summarized 

seven different ways to implement SEL interventions effectively into the preschool 

environment: (1) bringing SEL into the children’s classroom activities; (2) infusing SEL 

intervention into the curriculum, where learning and SEL training is intertwined and mutually 

reinforcing. (3) establishing a supportive, safe, and nurturing environment where children 

have many opportunities for reinforcements (Hawkins, 1997); (4) altering the instructional 

process, children have the opportunity to experience learning from one another and in the 

meantime develop the important skills of negotiation and resolution; (5) blending SEL into 

the informal curriculum such as the lunchroom, on the playground, or in extracurricular 

activities. This can be used as a foundation for improving children’s behaviors in the 

classroom; (6) Forming relations between parents and teachers. Creating a good relationship 

can provide additional support, and the expectations made of the child will be clearer; (7) 

encouraging the application of SEL to real-life situations.  

There is much work to be done in implementing SEL into the Icelandic school system. 

In a report by the Directorate of Health (2020), 87% of preschools in Iceland used some form 

of teaching materials to promote SEL. However, most of the materials used were not 

evidence-based, often homemade, and published 10 to 20 years ago. Furthermore, most 

schools in Iceland do not follow up with whether or not teachers are actually using the 

methods that the school has implemented in its curriculum. It was also stated in the report that 

study materials were used whenever the teacher felt like it or when time allowed for it, rather 

than teaching it in an organized way and systematically. The lack of data and time spent on 

SEL in schools’ curriculum is concerning. It is imperative that administrators and educators 

routinely collect and review data about SEL implementation. Furthermore, SEL needs to be 

viewed as an indispensable part of schools, and therefore be given space within schools’ 

curriculum (Bierman & Motamedi, 2015). The Directorate of Health reported that they 

recommend PATHS (Promoting Alternative Thinking Strategies), an intervention program 

and educational material, as an implementation worth looking into for Icelandic preschools.  
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Evidenced-based and meticulously theorized, the PATHS program meets the SAFE 

criteria (Domitrovich, 2007). The intervention aims to teach children emotional and social 

skills by increasing children’s competence in emotional literacy, resolving differences, 

interpreting social cues, and preventing emotional and behavioral problems later in life 

(CASEL, 2013). PATHS offers ongoing work, prevention, and training until middle school 

(Greenberg et al., 1995; Kusche & Greenberg, 1994). PATHS has shown great results in 

strengthening children’s social and emotional skills (Domitrovich, 2007), both in Europe 

(e.g., Arda & Ocak, 2012; Bilir Seyhan et al., 2017) and the United States (e.g., Crean & 

Johnson, 2013). Some researchers have found mixed results. For example, Humphrey et al. 

(2016) found improvements in children’s social and emotional skills and reduction in 

emotional problems after the PATHS program. However, the research also showed primary 

effects favoring the usual school provision program for peer problems and emotional 

problems. Humphrey et al. suggests that interventions such as PATHS may not be as effective 

when used out of their country of origin as explanation for those mixed results.  

Teachers must be given the time to effectively implement SEL programs. In order to 

do so, teachers need appropriate time and funding from school officials which can often be 

challenging. In the research by Humphrey et al. (2016) teachers reported that they did not 

have ample time to implement PATHS at the right frequency. This poses a problem for the 

effectiveness of PATHS. 

SEL programming benefits the entire student body, especially children with social and 

emotional developmental delays associated with early socio-economic disadvantage (Bierman 

et al., 2016). By investing in SEL interventions, the school systems are promoting equity in 

education (Hoffman, 2009). The urgent need for SEL training combined with the efficacy of 

SEL programs proves that school readiness and good SEL shows unbelievable potential in 

making education work for all students (Denham & Brown, 2010; Durlak et al., 2011).  

Discussion 

Self-regulation and social and emotional learning (SEL) are vital skill components not only 

for school readiness but for success in life (Durlak et al., 2011; Eisenberg et al., 2010; 

McClelland et al., 2010; Zins et al., 2007). This thesis sought to make three conclusive 

arguments on behalf of SEL and self-regulation; (1) to provide insight into the concepts self-

regulation and social-emotional learning, and determine how they overlap, (2) to assess how 

self-regulation and SEL facilitate school readiness, and (3) to analyze how self-regulation and 

SEL can be implemented in preschools.    
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To sum up these interlocking concepts: self-regulation is the ability to manage and 

identify behaviors and reactions and encompasses cognitive, emotional and behavioral 

regulation (Gestsdóttir, 2012). Children utilize self-regulation continuously throughout the 

day. SEL is the process by which children acquire and apply core competencies to develop 

socially and emotionally. SEL refers to a wide range of abilities, such as to recognize and 

manage emotions, making responsible decisions, developing positive relationships as well as 

avoiding negative behavior (Elias et al., 1997). In short, self-regulation and SEL are 

fundamental competencies needed to function and thrive in society (Durlak et al., 2011; 

McClelland & Tominey, 2015). Both constructs are intimately linked to positive life 

outcomes and overlap in various ways. However, as previously mentioned, there are also 

important differences between SEL and self-regulation. Implementing both of these 

frameworks is essential. Self-regulation is critical for cognitive and behavioral skills, but it 

does not encompass all the skills needed for success in elementary school, such as social skills 

necessary for building friendships and healthy relationships with peers and teachers.  

SEL and self-regulation are vital for school readiness (Bodrova & Leong, 2006; Quirk 

et al., 2017). Self-regulation and SEL play different yet complementary roles in facilitating a 

smoother transition to elementary school. Good self-regulation skills lay the foundation for 

optimal behaviors needed in school and for adapting to the new challenges and changes when 

moving schools (Bodrova & Leong, 2006). Furthermore, self-regulation skills are at the root 

of cognitive ability and thus critical for early success in literacy and numeracy (Birgisdóttir et 

al., 2015; Connor et al., 2010). Good SEL has multiple benefits, not only for the child but also 

for their peers and teachers (Ladd et al., 1999). Children with good SEL skills are more 

accepted by peers, more active in classroom activities, and more persistent in completing 

challenging tasks (Denham & Brown, 2010; McClelland et al., 2017). Many studies have 

shown the link between SEL and academic achievements (Denham & Brown, 2010; Gabrieli 

et al., 2015; Gregory et al., 2020).   

Finally, SEL and self-regulation can be promoted in classrooms in numerous ways, 

both formally and informally. Learning both self-regulation and SEL are processes where 

children need to be taught and demonstrated how to promote those skills, just like reading and 

math (McClelland et al., 2010). Implementation of SEL and self-regulation may seem on 

surface level to be simple; in practice, implementing these concepts can be challenging. 

Therefore, educators must receive appropriate training on how to implement both self-

regulation and SEL. It is essential to invest time and funding for implementation of self-

regulation and SEL to be successful. The constructs are complementary because the 



 

32 

 

implementation of SEL will include self-regulation and vice versa (Blair et al., 2018). 

Therefore, self-regulation is best promoted by teachers deliberately and actively while SEL 

needs to be considered a core subject and have a place at the center of the curriculum. 

However, targeted evidence-based programs need to be available for children who have not 

acquired sufficient self-regulation skills.  

Self-regulation can be taught in virtually all scenarios. It is imperative that children are 

given a chance to practice self-regulation skills in different situations (McClelland & 

Tominey, 2015). Three ways for teachers to build a foundation for student’s self-regulation 

include: building a secure relationship with the students, modeling specific skills and adopting 

authoritative teaching style (Bernier et al., 2010). Other factors that influence student’s self-

regulation include the classroom structure, routine, and efficient classroom management, all 

influencing self-regulation (Raver et al., 2011). Self-regulation can be implemented by 

promoting e.g., children’s verbal self-regulation, through games, both of which are at 

forefront in the intervention Tools of the Mind.  

In order to teach SEL effectively it is important to meet the SAFE criteria. Selecting a 

strong evidence-based program is not enough as the success of each intervention program 

highly depends on the quality of the implementation (Durlak et al., 2011). Strategies for 

educators to advance students’ SEL competencies include improving classroom management, 

integrating SEL training with academics, involving parents and building specific skills inside 

and outside the classroom (Zins et al., 2007). PATHS is an intervention program that targets 

SEL and shows great promise for Icelandic preschools (Domitrovich et al., 2007). Ultimately, 

both SEL and self-regulation need to be implemented systematically, and it is imperative to 

use evidence-based methods and interventions. 

Practicalities of School Readiness 
 
School readiness can be a vital asset for progression within the field of education (Denham, 

2006). School readiness allows educators to meet the needs of children by evaluating their 

strengths and weaknesses (Denham, 2006). This underscores the importance of school 

readiness assessments as a tool for assessing individual children.  

To prepare the children for elementary school, special emphasis should be placed on 

fundamental components, especially core components that yield diverse outcomes, such as 

self-regulation and SEL. By knowing which competencies are important for school readiness, 

they can be taught in preschools, allowing for a smoother transition for young students and 

leading to further advancement of evidence-based practices and study materials. With that in 
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mind, school readiness does not rely solely on the readiness within the child. The school’s 

readiness for children, as well as the abilities of families and community, are vital to support 

children’s transition and success in elementary school (High et al., 2008).  

One issue regarding school readiness is how success in schools is defined. As 

previously mentioned, school success has intimately been linked to academic success and 

used as evidence for children’s readiness. This entails a few problems as it obscures other 

essential developmental markers. Some children may be exceptionally accomplished 

academically but lack competence in other aspects. Therefore, educators, scholars, and 

policymakers must either transform their definitions and criteria for success, opting for a more 

holistic and multifaceted approach to early education, or institute a different paradigm 

altogether, using “thrive” instead of success as a frame of reference. By utilizing thrive, it 

would entail thriving academically, socially, and emotionally.   

Future Directions  
 
Future research should aim to advance knowledge regarding what competencies are important 

for elementary school, leading to improved implementation practices and study materials. The 

benefits of teaching early fundamental skills are numerous, not only for school readiness but 

also as a long-term investment for children and society (Heckman, 2008). Furthermore, 

implementation programs must be evidence-based and shown to be effective to ensure quality 

education for all children (Kratochwill & Shernoff, 2004). Scholars and practitioners must 

work in collaboration. It is important to take educators’ experience and perspective in mind. 

On that note, crosstalk between developmental scientists and educational practitioners is 

thoroughly needed. Simply using evidence-based methods is insufficient. The implementation 

needs to be followed through, which entails proper measurements of student’s progression as 

well as measurements both before and after the intervention. By understanding how and for 

whom these implementations work, it can help improve the existing interventions or develop 

new programs and curricula that meet the needs of children from diverse backgrounds.  

 With benefits for the students and the cost-effectiveness for education policymakers in 

mind, the long-term effects of SEL and self-regulation need to be explored further in Iceland. 

Both in terms of the benefit for the child and their cost-effectiveness. Most references, used in 

this thesis are from foreign studies. Even though some researchers have diligently studied 

self-regulation (Birgisdóttir et al., 2015; 2020; Gestsdóttir, 2012) and SEL (Árnadóttir, 2019) 

in Iceland, there is still work to be done. Future research should map out children’s SEL and 

self-regulation competencies in Icelandic preschools. Additionally, longitudinal research 
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should investigate the complexity of SEL and self-regulation. For example, students who fare 

well academically but can mask their unhappiness and bad mental state throughout 

elementary school. By researching important factors for school readiness, educational 

theorists continue to evaluate the findings that could lend hand to the development of teaching 

material and implementation designed for children in Icelandic preschools. Specific 

interventions would help educators assist children that need further support, allowing for a 

more systematic approach before the start of elementary school.  
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