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Abstract
Malta is a small island state, the smallest member state of the European Union. With only 50
years of independence behind it, it is to be expected that the country’s social, economic,
political and educational institutions developed at a rather slow pace when compared to other
European countries. Compulsory education for all children, for instance, was introduced only
in 1946, while compulsory secondary education for all started in 1970. Despite a late start,
however, the country’s educational system has moved fast and today the general quality of
Maltese education compares quite well with that of other referent countries and EU standards.
This chapter focuses on the developments which have taken place in social and emotional
education in Malta in the past decades. 

The subject Personal and Social Education (PSD) was introduced as a compulsory subject into
Maltese secondary state schools about thirty years ago. It was introduced as a preventative
response to the high level of drug use on the island at the time and challenging behaviour,
amongst other factors. Students aged 12 – 16 have two 40 minute lessons of Personal and
Social Education each week. The sessions are child-centred, skills based and experiential, with
no formal assessment. Recently, PSD sessions have also begun to be offered in Maltese primary
schools on a limited basis.

In the case studies Carmel introduces some of the recent approaches to social and emotional
education being taken in Malta. In particular, Carmel describes how an approach called
Circle Time has been introduced in some primary school classrooms. In Circle Time the
teacher takes a more facilitative and less directive role, and the children participate actively
in the activities, which include brainstorming, role play, small group work, processing and
writing and drawing activities.

“Before Circle Time the children did not listen to each other. I feel that now they are
observing what is happening in class more, they are using problem-solving strategies and
are coming up with solutions themselves...” (classroom teacher).

Another interesting approach described by Carmel in this chapter is that of Nurture Classes.
Nurture Classes provide an early intervention programme for young vulnerable students on
a part-time basis. The Nurture Class provides a short term, safe learning environment which
is responsive to the pupils’ needs, with the objective of facilitating their eventual reintegration
into the mainstream classroom. Children spend up to two terms in the group which usually
consists of 8 to 10 young children, and follow a structured programme, which includes circle
time, social and emotional education, breakfast, creativity, structured play as well as academic
learning. International research has shown that Nurture Classes have been found to be
effective in promoting the healthy social, emotional and cognitive development of vulnerable
young children.
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The final section in this chapter describes the challenges which still need to be addressed to
provide an adequate and meaningful social and emotional education in Maltese schools, and
proposes a social and emotional education framework, drawing both on local good practice and
the international literature. The framework proposes a positive health and well-being
perspective of child learning and development, depathologising mental health, and positioning
school staff as effective and caring educators in both academic and social and emotional
education. It underlines the need for a whole school, multilevel and school based approach to
social and emotional education, focusing on health promotion, prevention and targeted
interventions involving the whole school community in collaboration with the parents, the
local community and the external support services.
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Context
Malta, 8th September 1565. The church bells
rang endlessly across the ruined towns and
villages as the remaining galleys were hastily
leaving the island and making their way to-
wards Constantinople to the east. It was a
long, bitterly fought siege, with the 8000 de-
fenders repeatedly assaulted by 30,000
troops who were supported by 200 vessels.
The Knight Hospitallers of St John and the
Maltese inhabitants had fought bravely for
more than three months at the peak of the
hot summer period, with very little water
and food and with limited resources. At the
end of the first month of the ‘great siege’, they
had lost the key fort of St Elmo at the mouth
of the Grand Harbour, with the last few sol-
diers on the bastion walls fighting to the end.
But the military might and determination of
the Knights and the zest and bravery of the
inhabitants, withstood the onslaught of one of
the most prized armies of the time, led by the
Sultan’s own elite infantry units, the Janis-
saries, and refused to surrender. 

The great siege of 1565 was the beginning of
the end of more than two millennia of coloni-
sation and domination by Phoenicians, Ro-
mans, Byzantines, Arabs, Normans, Ano-
jovines, Castillians, Swabians, Geonese and
Sicilian rulers, and the start of the path to-
wards the birth of a small nation state. The
Knights of St John had arrived on the island
only 35 years before the great siege, and
were given Malta by the Spanish Emperor
Charles V, to halt the advance of the Ot-
toman Empire from the southernmost post of
Europe. An early stage European Union of
sorts, the Order was formed of eight Euro-
pean branches called langues, namely from
Castille and Leon, Aragon, Italy, France, Avi-
gnon, Provence, England and Germany, each
with their own auberge and church, and run
by an elected Grandmaster. The Knights were
not very impressed with the scantily re-
sourced island when they arrived in Malta in

1530, but after the great siege of 1565, they
decided that Malta was going to be their
home, and they started to build the infra-
structure to turn the island into a fortress is-
land state, starting with the foundation of the
walled capital, Valletta, now a world heritage
site. The first stirrings of Maltese nationhood
were already evident when they departed
from Malta upon the arrival of Napoleon
Bonaparte in 1798, with Vassalli, the father
of the Maltese language, presenting a bill of
rights for the ‘Maltese nation’. At the turn of
the nineteenth century, Malta became part of
the British Empire, gaining self-government
in 1921 and independence in 1964. In 1974
it became a republic, 1979 saw the closure of
the last foreign military base on the island,
while in 2004 it became part of the European
Union. It is the smallest EU member state,
both in terms of land size and population
(about 400,000 inhabitants). Maltese (an old
Semitic language with a strong Italian influ-
ence and written in Roman script) and Eng-
lish are the official languages.

Having experienced only 50 years of inde-
pendence, it is to be expected that the coun-
try’s social, economic, political and educational
institutions developed at a rather slow pace
when compared to other European countries.
Compulsory education for all children, for in-
stance, was introduced only in 1946, while
compulsory secondary education for all started
in 1970; school leaving age was raised from
14 to 16 in 1974. Kindergarten centres for 4
year olds were opened in 1975 and extended
to include 3 year olds in 1987. Free child care
centres for the under three year olds were
only introduced in 2014. The 1988 Education
Act update established that every child, what-
ever his or her characteristics, was entitled to
public educational provision, while the Equal
Opportunities Act in 2000 provided a legal
framework to ensure accessibility to all and
protect any individual against discrimination
on the basis of any difference. 
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Despite a late start, the educational system
has moved fast and today the general quality
of Maltese education compares quite well with
that of other referent countries and EU stan-
dards. In the last decades the erstwhile British
based educational system, developed over the
past two centuries, has undergone consider-
able growth and development, as the country
has sought to adopt a system suited to its
needs as a developing small island state. Re-
forms included a more inclusive education
system, a more relevant and meaningful cur-
riculum, decentralisation of the local educa-
tional authority giving more autonomy to
schools, introduction of psychological sup-
port services at school and service levels for
students with learning and social and emo-
tional difficulties, continuing professional de-
velopment of teachers, and more parental
engagement in education. More recent re-
forms at the start of the 21st century include

a college based-comprehensive system1 re-
placing a grammar school secondary educa-
tion based on the 11+ examination, a re-
vised national curriculum framework
promoting a humanistic, democratic and in-

clusive vision for education, and a number of
very recent changes in secondary schools
such as the introduction of co-education, the
middle school, and vocational education in
2013-2014. In view of the high number of
early school leavers (still the highest per-
centage in the EU) there are also ongoing ef-
forts to encourage more students to pursue
post-secondary education2 while ensuring
that those leaving secondary school do so
with adequate certification and vocational
skills. 

Education in Malta is compulsory between
the ages of 5 and 16 years, with state schools
catering for approximately 65% of the Mal-
tese school population, and church and in-
dependent schools taking the remaining
35%. There are about 160 state schools, 35
church schools, and 20 independent schools,
ranging from kindergarten centres, primary

schools, secondary schools and post-sec-
ondary schools (such as vocational and pre-
tertiary colleges). The vast majority of chil-
dren attend mainstream schools with less
than 0.5% of children attending specialised
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resource centres. Although formal educa-
tion starts at 5 years of age, 95% of children
would have already spent two years in the
kindergarten, which is usually located within
the primary school. State primary schools,
situated in every locality, cater for children
from 5-11 years (Year 1 to Year 6), with one
classroom teacher focusing on the core sub-
jects, including English, Maltese, Mathemat-
ics, Religion, Social Studies, Physical Educa-
tion and Science, while peripatetic teachers
provide lessons in art, music, and Personal
and Social Development amongst others. The
languages of instruction are Maltese and
English, though for the majority of Maltese
children, Maltese is their first language. At
the end of Year 6 in primary school, students
from each specific region (Malta is divided
into ten regional school colleges) attend the
secondary school for their region, one for
boys and one for girls. As from 2014-2015,
however, all state secondary schools will be-
come co-educational, with boys and girls at-
tending the same secondary school regional
college. In the same scholastic year, some
present secondary schools are also being di-
vided into two schools within each college,
namely a middle school for 11-12 year olds,
and a higher secondary school for 13-16
year olds. At the end of secondary school,
about 80% of students aged 16 – 18 start
post-secondary education, which offers var-
ious pathways for the students according to
their career aspirations. Those who would
like to further their studies at tertiary level
and have the required qualifications, will
spend two years at Junior College, studying a
number of subjects at intermediate and ad-
vanced levels. Following the successful com-
pletion of this programme, students may
then proceed to university. Those who are
more vocationally oriented, join instead the
Malta College of Arts, Science and Technol-
ogy, where they can follow a range of
courses at different levels in various techni-
cally oriented professions. The University of

Malta, founded more than 500 years ago, is
the only university in Malta, with around
10,000 students doing a range of under-
graduate and postgraduate degrees across a
range of disciplines and professions. About
twenty percent of Maltese students continue
their studies at university level.

Social and emotional education in Maltese
schools

Personal and social education
Personal and Social Education (PSD) was in-
troduced about thirty years ago as a com-
pulsory subject in the secondary school cur-
riculum in Maltese state schools. Through a
skills-based approach, students (aged 12-
16 years old) have the opportunity to de-
velop intra and interpersonal competencies
such as self awareness, self expression,
healthy living, responsible behaviour and
decision making, critical thinking skills,
problem solving, conflict resolution, dealing
with peer pressure, respect for others,
healthy relationships, and celebration of di-
versity, through experiential sessions where
the teacher takes a more facilitative role.
They have two 40 minute sessions of PSD
per week. The primary objective of PSD is to
prepare young people for the opportunities
and responsibilities of life, helping them to
develop the attitudes, knowledge and skills to
become happy and fulfilled individuals in a
healthy and supportive environment (Min-
istry of Education, 2005). More immediate
objectives leading to its introduction, how-
ever, included a response to the social and
educational challenges facing young people
in Malta in the 1980s, such as the increas-
ing concern about illegal drug use in adoles-
cence, and challenging behaviour in state
schools (Sultana, 1992). It also sought to
avoid the trappings of examination oriented
teaching and traditional teacher-oriented in-
struction (Borg & Triganza Scott, 2009).
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PSD lessons are child-centred and experien-
tial, with no formal assessment. In the mid-
dle school (11 - 13) the topics include es-
tablishing a positive environment, respecting
oneself and others, the use of social and com-
munication skills, roles and responsibilities
within different social contexts, understand-
ing the changes that take place when grow-
ing up and making responsible choices, and
making good use of time. In the senior sec-
ondary years (from age 13 – 16), the major
topics include understanding oneself within a
social context, the importance of relation-
ships, co-operation, teamwork and respect,
exploring similarities and differences be-
tween people and accommodating diversity,
feeling positive about one’s changing self,

and reflecting on one’s lifestyle choices. More
recently, PSD has also been introduced on a
part time basis in the junior primary school
through the services of visiting peripatetic
teachers. Students would usually have one
session of 40 minutes every week or two
weeks. Primary school topics include devel-
oping a sense of wellbeing, use of social and
communication skills, and good decision
making skills. There are presently plans to
restructure PSD as personal, social and career
education, adding career education as part of
the curriculum from 2014. In secondary
school, all students have two lessons per
week taught by trained teachers, while in

primary school, students have one session
every two weeks taught by a peripatetic PSD
teacher.

The introduction of PSD in Maltese schools
has been positively received by schools and
by staff, students and parents (e.g. Borg and
Triganza Scott, 2009; Camilleri et al., 2011;
Muscat, 2006). In one of the few studies
which sought to evaluate PSD in Maltese
schools (Muscat, 2006), over 400 early sec-
ondary students (12-13 years old) in state
and church schools completed self adminis-
tered questionnaires, while a small number of
these were also interviewed; and a focus
group was held with the PSD teachers. The
students found the subject interesting, enjoy-

able and engaging, with topics like sexual
education and health education addressing
their needs and concerns. They also liked
the experiential mode of instruction, partic-
ularly the use of discussions, videos and
group work. In another study on students’
perceptions of PSD, Borg and Triganza Scott
(2009) explored the views of 1750 11- and
16- year old students through a self-admin-
istered questionnaire. They reported that the
majority of students of both ages and genders
found the subject very interesting and enjoy-
able. The 11 year olds liked particularly the
discussions, group work, and sharing of
ideas, while the 16 year olds liked the subject
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because of interesting and meaningful lessons
relevant to their lives. Assertiveness and de-
cision making were the most popular subjects
for both groups, while sexual education was
most popular with the 16 year olds. Finally,
Camilleri et al. (2012), referring to an un-
published evaluation study, reported that
post-secondary students (16-18 years old)
said that PSD helped them to understand
themselves and others better, and under-
stand particularly their emotions during the
adolescent years, and that they appreciated
the use of discussion and small groups.

Although students and staff found the subject
useful, enjoyable and meaningful, there is
little empirical evidence on the impact of PSD
on actual student behaviour (Borg and Trig-

anza Scott, 2010). For instance, although
PSD may have started in part in response to
the concern of drug use amongst young peo-
ple thirty years ago, the substance use situa-
tion is still a cause for increasing concern de-
spite various drug prevention programmes
run in schools, including PSD, during the past
decades. The latest European School Survey
Project on Alcohol and Other Drugs (ESPAD)
in 2011 (European Monitoring Centre for
Drugs and Drug Addiction, 2014) shows that
although drug use amongst 15-16 year old
Maltese students declined since the previous
study in 2007, this was related to the de-
creased use of cannabis but otherwise the
regular use of illegal drugs is comparable to
the EU average. The lifetime use of marijuana

was 10% in 2011 (compare to 8% in 1995
first ESPAD study); and although there was a
decrease of 3% in the use of inhalants, the
14% rate in 2011 is still above the EU aver-
age; similarly the 4% rate in the use of co-
caine and 3% use of ecstasy are above the EU
average. Alcohol use remains high at 86%
compared to EU average of 79%, though it
had gone down by 1% since the previous
survey four years earlier. Malta ranked sec-
ond in binge drinking (56%), drunkenness
stood at 20% (EU average 17%), while phys-
ical fighting as a result of alcohol (14%) was
also above EU average. The present rate of
teenage pregnancy (3.4%) is also above the
EU average (NSO, 2013). While these figures
cannot be interpreted as evidence that PSD
and other prevention efforts are not effective,

they do underline the need for more objective
and rigorous evaluation of the impact of PSD
and other drug prevention programmes in
schools and their impact on students’ behav-
iour.

One of the main issues with programmes
such as PSD in Maltese schools is the gener-
alisation of the skills learnt to other, real life
contexts. In order for such programmes to be
effective in the long term, there is a need for
systems integration across developmental
stages and levels of care, with all the elements
of effective programmes and policies fitting
together in an overall school-wide approach,
and coordinated, multi-year programmes im-
plemented effectively across developmental
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periods (Greenberg, 2010). Programmes
need to be supported by a school wide ap-
proach to wellbeing and mental health, in-
cluding whole school policies, positive school
climate and culture, collaboration with par-
ents, and liaison with the local community

(Ibid., 2010). In a review of the effectiveness
of promoting social and emotional education
in primary school, Adi et al. (2007) reported
that the most effective interventions were
multi-component programmes which focused
on the curriculum and school environment,
together with programmes for parents. 

In Maltese secondary schools, PSD has largely
remained a stand-alone subject and has made
very few inroads into the other areas of the
curriculum or at the whole school level. So-
cial and emotional education is still seen as
the remit of particular subjects like PSD, So-
cial Studies/Citizenship, Home Economics
and Religion, while other subject teachers
have received little training in social and
emotional education (e.g. Askell Williams and
Cefai, 2014; Pace, 2011). At primary school
level, PSD has been introduced for the junior
years but it is organised as a peripatetic sub-
ject, with one 45 minutes session every fort-
night taught by a visiting PSD teacher. The
classroom teacher is not involved in the ses-
sion and is usually asked to withdraw from
the group. The international literature, how-
ever, has repeatedly underlined that add-on

sessions like these are unlikely to have a long
term impact, while sessions delivered by the
classroom teacher are more likely to be ef-
fective as the teacher will have the opportu-
nity to infuse the social and emotional skills
being learnt into the classroom practice, ped-

agogy, management and relationships and
into the academic subjects (Adi et al, 2007;
Cefai and Cavioni, 2014; Weare and Nind,
2011). The greatest impact of the SEAL pro-
gramme in the UK was when it was embed-
ded in the curriculum, with the classroom
teachers developing an understanding of stu-
dents’ social and emotional learning skills,
and using that understanding to adjust their
pedagogy according to the students’ needs
and to develop healthier relationships in their
teaching and classroom management (Of-
sted, 2007).

Circle Time
Recently, a number of primary schools have
been introducing Circle Time in some of their
classrooms. Circle Time (CT) is a child-
friendly and child-directed approach to edu-
cation, where children are encouraged to
learn and practice social and emotional learn-
ing in a safe, caring and democratic environ-
ment, with the teacher taking a more facili-
tative and less directive role (Mosley, 2009).
It runs on key principles called ‘golden rules’3
such as respect for one another and for dif-
ferent opinions, active listening, and 
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collaborative problem solving, and makes use
of experiential learning, with techniques such
as games, role plays, and group work. Stu-
dents sit in a circle and participate actively in
the activities, including brainstorming, role
play, small group work, processing, and writ-
ing and drawing activities. The session, which
takes about half an hour to forty-five min-
utes, follows a specific structure, namely
meeting up, warming up, opening up, cheer-
ing up, and calming down (Ibid., 2009). Ses-
sions are usually organised with various
groups of students by the Nurture Class4

teacher at the school, with one session per
week for one school term. Topics include self
awareness and self management skills, prob-
lem solving and decision making skills, as
well as social awareness and relationship
building. Sessions may also be organised
around immediate particular issues, such as
incidents of bullying or aggression. 

Though large scale, rigorous studies on the
effectiveness of CT are scarce, various small
scale studies have underlined its benefits in
terms of positive academic, social and emo-
tional outcomes, including improved listening

and attention, better relationships, higher self
esteem, improved behaviour, and enhanced
social and emotional learning (Collins, 2011;
Coppock, 2007; Doveton, 2007; Hennessy,
2007; Lown, 2002; Miller and Moran, 2007;
Mosley, 2009; Wood, 2001). In a qualitative
study on a whole school approach to CT in a
Maltese primary school, staff, students and
parents viewed CT as a positive experience
for the whole school community, including
better teacher-student relationships, positive
classroom climate, enhanced student motiva-
tion and engagement in academic learning,

positive behaviour and social and emotional
learning, such as listening skills, communi-
cation skills, and self-esteem. The staff also
reported less challenging behaviour and bul-
lying at the school (Pace, 2012). 

In another mixed method study in a primary
school in Malta, Cefai et al. (2014) reported
that CT students, compared to control group,
showed more positive academic and social
behaviours and fewer social, emotional and
behaviour problems. The teachers reported
that CT had a positive impact on the stu-
dents’ behaviours, such as listening, attention,
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as games, role plays, and group work



collaboration, and better relationships with
peers. The students said that CT helped them
to make friends and have better peer rela-
tionships, to improve their behaviour and to
control their emotions. The great majority of
the students enjoyed CT and would like to
have it in their curriculum; similarly the
teachers found CT a useful and meaningful
experience and would like to do it again next
year. When asked what aspects worked well,
both teachers and students underlined the
experiential, practical, and enjoyable aspects
of the sessions, such as energisers, visualisa-
tion, games, singing and play.

CT is organised in a number of primary
schools particularly through the Nurture
Class, but there are plans to introduce CT in
all primary schools in Malta through a staged
approach, starting with the early years (4-8
years) and then followed by the junior pri-
mary school years (9-11 years). The plan is
that the classroom teacher will first start us-
ing CT as a medium of instruction for the ac-
ademic subjects, which will subsequently be
followed with the use of CT for social and
emotional education.

Inclusive education
One of the major reforms in the recent his-
tory of the Maltese educational system has
been the introduction of inclusive education
about two decades ago. The vast majority of
children and young people in Malta receive
their education in mainstream schools and
are provided with support according to their
needs. More than 90% of children and young
people with individual educational needs
(IEN) attend mainstream schools, with less
than 0.5% of the total school population at-
tending special schools (European Agency
for the development of SEN, 2010). Special
schools have been turned into resource cen-
tres providing their expertise and resources
to children and young people attending main-
stream schools, while still catering for a small

group of children with multiple and complex
learning difficulties. This reform also saw the
employment of Learning Support Assistants
(LSAs) to support students with individual
educational needs, in both state and non-
state mainstream schools. Initially the LSAs
started providing their support on a one to
one basis, but over the past years, the system
is moving towards a classroom LSA who sup-
ports the teacher in delivering the curriculum
to all the learners. The classroom teachers are
thus taking more responsibility for inclusive
education, seeing LSAs not as teacher-sub-
stitutes for students with IEN, but as a whole
classroom resource. Recently Inclusive Coor-
dinators (INCOS) have also been introduced
into all state schools to coordinate and mo-
bilise support for students with IEN, working
with LSAs, staff, parents and professionals, to
ensure the educational needs of all learners
are adequately addressed. This includes hold-
ing school-based, transdisciplinary case con-
ferences to assess the educational needs of
the students and develop Individual Educa-
tional Plans accordingly. Educational and psy-
chological support services, such as early in-
tervention teachers5, complementary
teachers6, the specific learning difficulties
service and the school psychological service,
also provide support to schools in this area.
Level descriptors for each subject of the na-
tional curriculum areas have also been
adapted for children whose level of function-
ing is below those levels usually achieved by
6 year olds. These are intended as key re-
sources for teachers and LSAs in ensuring the
engagement of students with intellectual dis-
ability in all the curriculum subjects. Various
programmes of initial and continuing train-
ing of teachers and LSAs have also been or-
ganised to complement these reforms. 

Another recent reform has been the net-
working of all state schools in Malta in ten re-
gional colleges, whereby students now re-
main with their peers throughout their school
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life, with all primary school students in one
regional college going to one secondary
school (boys or girls). This replaces the for-
mer system where students were selected
according to their 11+ examination and
channelled to different secondary schools,
according to their performance at the end of
their primary school cycle. Students now at-
tend and learn together in one school, where
each learner has access to learning opportu-
nities adapted according to his or her needs. 

The Maltese educational system has gone a
long way towards providing an educational
system which adequately addresses the indi-
vidual educational needs of all learners. In-
clusive education, however, is an ongoing
process, and various challenges remain in
ensuring that schools operate as real inclusive
communities. For instance, there is some
concern that what is still happening in some
schools is mainstreaming, namely simply
placing children with individual education
needs in regular schools, rather than inclu-
sion which implies a change in the curricu-
lum, structures and school ethos to facilitate
the meaningful participation of each learner
(Bartolo, 2010). Some of the most pertinent
challenges in this regard include amongst
others:

• to ensure that all students complete their
secondary education with success: at the
moment a substantial number of students
leave school without functional literacy
skills and/or any certification or qualifi-
cation; this group is at high risk of unem-
ployment, poverty, marginalisation and so-
cial exclusion;

• to ensure that more students complete
post-secondary education, as Malta has the
highest rate (22%) of early school leavers
in the EU. This group of students is at risk
of social exclusion and social disadvan-
tage once they enter the adult world;

• to provide more support for children com-
ing from socially disadvantaged back-
grounds (22% of Maltese children live in
poverty) who may be at risk of learning
difficulties, school failure, absenteeism, so-
cial exclusion and mental health problems;

• to ensure a quality education for children
of immigrants and refugees, particularly
those with different cultures, religion and
languages, and promote a culture of di-
versity and appreciation of multicultural-
ism in schools;

• to support the inclusive education of stu-
dents with challenging behaviour and re-
duce their risk of segregation and exclusion;

• to improve the educational support serv-
ices to ensure timely, adequate and regu-
lar assessment, intervention and reviews
in schools;

• to continue strengthening and sustaining
the participation of children, teachers, par-
ents and community members in the work
of each school; the collaboration and en-
gagement of parents and community
members in schools is critical to the suc-
cess of inclusive education;

• to continue providing resources and regu-
lar training of school staff in inclusive
practices: this does not include only
knowledge and skills such as the use of in-
clusive-friendly and flexible curricula, re-
sources and pedagogy adapted to students’
diverse needs, but what is equally 
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More than 90% of children and young people with
individual educational needs (IEN) attend mainstream
schools …



important is to inculcate the beliefs and at-
titudes conducive to inclusive education. 

Social, emotional and behaviour difficulties
One of the challenges of inclusive education
is the education of students with challenging
behaviour. These children are often at risk of
exclusion, disengagement, absenteeism and
mental health problems. When asked to con-
sider the teaching of students with individual
educational needs, classroom teachers prefer
students with other forms of difficulty than
those with social, emotional and behavioural
difficulties (SEBD) (Kalambouka et al., 2007;
Tanti-Rigos, 2009). Indeed students with
SEBD are usually the least liked and under-
stood students (Baker 2005; Kalambouka et

al. 2007), the least likely to receive effective
and timely support (Kalambouka et. al. 2007;
Ofsted, 2007), and the most vulnerable to
school failure and premature school leaving,
social exclusion and mental health problems
(Cole, Daniel & Visser, 2005; Colman et al.,
2009). They are the only group for whom
punitive, exclusionary responses are still per-
mitted by law, making SEBD the only IEN cat-
egory which exposes the student to increased
risk of exclusion as a function of its identifi-
cation (Jull, 2008). 

Students with SEBD in Maltese schools are
entitled to the provision of adequate and tai-
lored support for their learning and behav-
iour in their own schools (Bartolo et al.,
2002), and the great majority of such stu-
dents are supported in mainstream schools,
with less than 1% of such students in special
settings. Nurture Classes have been intro-
duced in mainstream primary schools in the
last decade, providing an early intervention
programme for young vulnerable students
on a part time basis. In Nurture Classes, stu-
dents are supported to develop the requisite
social and emotional learning competencies
within a safe and caring environment (see
Case Study 1). A similar service, Learning
Support Zones, is provided in secondary

schools, where students are provided with
behaviour support and social and emotional
learning on a part time basis to facilitate their
learning and social inclusion in the main-
stream classes. A small number of special
schools, called Learning Centres, cater for
the more severe cases of SEBD, with the long
term objective of reintegrating the students
back into the mainstream school. A number
of support services are also available for stu-
dents exhibiting SEBD, including School Psy-
chological Service, Educational Social Work
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Indeed students with SEBD [social, emotional and
behavioural difficulties] are usually the least liked and
understood students (Baker 2005; Kalambouka et al.
2007), the least likely to receive effective and timely
support (Kalambouka et. al. 2007; Ofsted, 2007), and the
most vulnerable to school failure and premature school
leaving, social exclusion and mental health problems
(Cole, Daniel & Visser, 2005; Colman et al., 2009)



Services and Guidance & Counselling Serv-
ices, while other agencies provide more spe-
cialised support, such as Anti-Bullying Service,
Anti-Substance Abuse Service, Child Safety
Unit, Specific Learning Difficulties Service,
Child Guidance Clinic, after school literacy
and family support programmes, and
parental training (Cefai & Cooper, 2006).

The education of students with SEBD, how-
ever, remains riddled with various problems
in both universal and targeted interventions.
In contrast to other forms of individual edu-

cational needs, some schools and teachers
remain unsympathetic towards the inclusion
of this group of students due to their chal-
lenging and disruptive behaviour. In a review
of studies on the narratives of Maltese sec-
ondary school students with SEBD, Cefai and
Cooper (2010) provide a grim picture of stu-
dents who feel unloved and unwanted by
their teachers, victims of an unjust and op-
pressive system, unsupported in their needs
and excluded from the academic and social
aspects of everyday life. There is also a lack
of school staff education in responding effec-
tively to challenging behaviour, with a num-
ber of schools lacking the expertise and re-

sources to deal with very challenging behav-
iour. The support services are in many in-
stances plagued by inadequate human re-
sources, particularly such services as the
School Psychological Service and the behav-
iour specialists, while a national behaviour
support service for schools to integrate the
various services in this field has not yet been
set up (Cefai, Cooper & Camilleri, 2009).
Nurture Classes in primary schools and
Learning Support Zones in secondary schools
have not yet been evaluated for their effec-
tiveness as centres for emotional literacy, re-

silience and behaviour support, while Circle
Time in primary schools continues to be held
sporadically in some schools but does not
occur in others. 

Social and emotional education within 
the new National Curriculum Framework
After a long process of consultation, the new
National Curriculum Framework (NCF) was
published in 2012, replacing the 1999 Na-
tional Minimum Curriculum. The framework
is built on the overriding principle of provid-
ing children and young people with “an ap-
propriate entitlement of learning that enables
them to accomplish their full potential as 
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Nurture Classes have been introduced in mainstream
primary schools in the last decade, providing an early
intervention programme for young vulnerable students on
a part time basis

There is also a lack of school staff education in responding
effectively to challenging behaviour, with a number of
schools lacking the expertise and resources to deal with
very challenging behaviour



individual persons and as citizens of a small
State within the European Union” (Ministry of
Education, Employment Family, 2012, pxiii).
Amongst the key principles informing the
curriculum, we find entitlement, namely that
every child is entitled to a quality education
experience, with all learners being supported
to develop their potential and achieve per-
sonal excellence (including the development
of a holistic education relevant for life); di-
versity, whereby all children can learn, grow
and experience success by respecting diver-
sity in all its forms, promoting an inclusive

environment, and ensuring policies and prac-
tices that address the individual and specific
needs of the learners and learning commu-
nity; a developmental approach whereby
within and across all learning areas and sub-
jects, the curriculum meets the needs of
learners according to their stage of develop-
ment; and a learner-centred approach to
learning, including active and personalised
learning, relevant and meaningful learner
engagement, negotiation among learners and
teachers, and the promotion of self directed
and lifelong learning. 

The curriculum includes a number of learn-
ing areas which are directly related to social
and emotional education, such as religious
and ethics education, education for democ-
racy, and visual and performing arts, but
Health and Physical Education is the content
area most focused on social and emotional

education. It includes Physical Education and
Sport, Personal and Social Education, as well
as aspects of Home Economics. The learning
experiences in this content area are aimed at
“equipping learners with the necessary
knowledge, competencies, skill, attitudes, and
values which they need to maintain, pro-
mote and enhance physical, emotional, psy-
chological and social wellbeing throughout
their school life and as lifelong learners. Ed-
ucators are encouraged to collaborate with
parents and the wider community to ensure
meaningful and long-lasting experiences in

order to inculcate a deep understanding of
‘self’, ‘other’ and the impact of choices and
actions upon individuals, communities and
the environment” (Ministry of Education,
Employment and Family, 2012, p35). It is in-
teresting to note, however, that while the
classroom teacher in the primary school is
directly responsible for teaching most of the
content areas of the new curriculum frame-
work, including Physical Education, Home
Economics and Citizenship, personal and so-
cial education is still the responsibility of
peripatetic specialist teachers from outside
the school. As already mentioned, research
evidence indicates the ineffectiveness of frag-
mented, add-on programmes in social and
emotional education, while clearly underlin-
ing the effectiveness of programmes taught
and reinforced by the classroom teacher
(Durlak et. al, 2011; Greenberg et al., 2003).
In their meta-analysis of over 200 studies,
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… research evidence indicates the ineffectiveness of
fragmented, add-on programmes in social and emotional
education, while clearly underlining the effectiveness of
programmes taught and reinforced by the classroom
teacher (Durlak et. al, 2011; Greenberg et al., 2003)



Durlak et al. (2011) found that when class-
room programmes were conducted by the
teachers themselves, they were found to be
effective in both academic and social and
emotional literacy, and that only when school
staff conducted the programmes did students’
academic performance improve. They rec-
ommend that social and emotional educa-
tion needs to become a core area of the cur-
riculum without the need for outside staff
for its effective delivery.

The NCF also includes seven cross-curricular
themes, namely Literacy, Digital Literacy,
Learning to Learn and Co-operative Learning,
Education for Sustainable Development, Ed-
ucation for Entrepreneurship, Creativity and
Innovation, and Education for Diversity.

While some of these cross-curricular themes
address issues related to social and emotional
education, such as Learning to Learn and Co-
operative Learning, and Education for Diver-
sity, social and emotional education is a fun-
damental aspect of education and pervades all
aspects of the teaching and learning process.
The NFC makes little mention at both pri-
mary and secondary levels of the alignment
of social and emotional education with the
other subjects of the curriculum. In view of
the clear and consistent evidence of the cru-
cial role which social and emotional education
plays in learning, academic achievement and
social and emotional wellbeing, hope had
been held that social and emotional education

would have been given a more central role at
both curricular and cross curricular levels,
where students would have the opportunity to
learn, observe and practice the social and
emotional skills across the curriculum (cf.
Cefai & Cavioni, 2014). 

Good practice in social and emotional 
education
Against the background described in the pre-
vious section, various initiatives have been
going on in a number of schools in Malta to
promote social and emotional education,
ranging from universal interventions such as
Personal and Social Education (PSD), Circle
Time and creativity, resilience enhancement,
and staff education at both initial education
and continuing professional development lev-

els, to targeted interventions such as Nurture
Classes, transformative drama, and pastoral
care support for students with social and
emotional difficulties. This section provides
three detailed case studies illustrating good
practice in social and emotional education in
Maltese schools. 

Case study 1: Nurture Class, Circle Time 
and drama in a primary school
Birzebbugia is a middle sized town at the
mouth of the south eastern harbour of the
Maltese islands, facing the North African coast
300 km to the south. Its ancient remains in-
clude Ghar Dalam (the Dark Cave) with fos-
sil bones of dwarf elephants, hippopotami and
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[Nurture Classes] provide a short term, safe learning
environment which is responsive to the pupils’ needs with
the objective of facilitating their eventual reintegration
into the mainstream classroom, thus operating as a
transitional early intervention provision



other animals dating more than 500,000
years old, indicating that the island was once
linked to continental Europe. The cave also
contains human remains dating back to
10,000 years, suggesting the first known hu-
man activity on the island. The town is also
the place of a 4,000 year old Bronze age for-
tified settlement. It was also at this harbour
that Napoleon Bonaparte’s warships landed
and ousted the Knights of St John from Malta
at the very end of the eighteenth century. To-
day the town has developed into a popular
seaside resort with a population of about
10,000 inhabitants, it has also a substantial
group of African migrants who arrived on
boats from across the Mediterranean in the
last two decades or so. 

Nurturing education. The local primary school
forms part of the regional St. Benedict Col-
lege, and caters for about 600 students with
a staff complement of 65, including admin-
istration, teachers and learning support as-
sistants. A considerable number of pupils
come from low socio-economic background,
and about ten percent of the students re-
ceive support for social, emotional and be-
havioural difficulties, including social, eco-
nomic and family issues. The school
organises a number of initiatives and services
to promote social and emotional education. At
the centre of these initiatives is the Nurture
Class (NC) led by a teacher and an LSA
trained in Nurture group principles and prac-
tices and in social and emotional education.
NC have been introduced in a number of
primary schools in Malta to provide young
children experiencing SEBD with the neces-
sary skills to enable them to fully engage in
the social and educational experiences at
their school. They provide a short term, safe
learning environment which is responsive to
the pupils’ needs with the objective of facili-
tating their eventual reintegration into the
mainstream classroom, thus operating as a
transitional early intervention provision. They

offer a flexible, age-appropriate learning pro-
gramme within a structured and carefully
paced learning environment to help pupils
develop secure expectations and conse-
quently a sense of emotional security, as well
as social emotional learning (Cooper & Tik-
naz, 2007). Children spend up to two terms
in the group, usually consisting of 8 to 10
young children, and follow a structured pro-
gramme, which includes circle time, social
and emotional education, breakfast, creativ-
ity, structured play, as well as academic
learning. There is close collaboration with
the parents as well as with the mainstream
classroom teachers. 

The original Nurture groups were developed
in the UK in the early 1970s, operating ac-
cording to Bowlby’s attachment theory in
seeking to recreate early experiences in or-
der to address the unmet social and emotional
needs of young children (Bennathan & Box-
all, 2000). Since then, they have been intro-
duced in other countries such as Canada,
New Zealand and Malta (Cefai & Cooper,
2011; Colley, 2009; Reynolds, MacKay &
Kearney, 2009), and have been found to be
effective in promoting the healthy social,
emotional and cognitive development of vul-
nerable young children (Binnie & Allen,
2008; Cooper & Whitebread, 2007;
Reynolds, MacKay & Kearney, 2009).

In Malta NC operate both as a prevention and
early intervention provision, as well as
strengthening the respective schools’ capacity
to accommodate for the needs of pupils with
SEBD by expanding mainstream teachers’ un-
derstanding of SEBD and equipping them with
the skills necessary to respond effectively to
these difficulties (Cefai & Cooper, 2011).
While Nurture Classes in Malta operate on the
principles and practices espoused in this ther-
apeutic approach to education, they have been
modified to reflect the espoused values upon
which the Maltese educational system is
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based, making use of its existing strengths and
resources (Ibid., 2011). One of the charac-
teristics of Maltese NC, in line with the inclu-
sive education system in the country, is that
they are located in the local mainstream
schools and that they operate on a part-time
basis, with pupils spending only three half-
days in the NC, with the remaining time spent
in the mainstream classroom. Cefai and
Cooper (2011) have proposed a framework
for Maltese NC operating as inclusive early in-
tervention centres for students experiencing
difficulties in their social and emotional de-
velopment, a resource centre for school staff

in behaviour support and social and emo-
tional education, and a centre for parental
support and education. While some NC may
be operating along the same lines as those de-
scribed in this case study, this may not be the
case with other NC, and the two authors have
long argued for an assessment on the opera-
tion of NC in Malta.

Preliminary results from a number of pilot
nurture groups in Maltese schools suggest
that NC provide effective support for pupils
with SEBD, facilitating their social emotional
learning and educational engagement and
their consequent inclusion in the mainstream
classroom (Ibid., 2011). Presently a national

evaluation on the present NC in primary
schools is being carried out.

Early intervention. The NC at Birzebbugia Pri-
mary School is housed within the mainstream
school, consisting of a large classroom divided
into various sections, including the play area,
the learning area and the kitchen. It is run by
a specially trained teacher in Nurture groups
and social and emotional education, together
with a learning support assistant. The class
consists of a small number of early primary
school students (usually around 8), aged be-
tween 5 and 7 years old, who attend the class

three times a week on a part time basis for
one school term. The students are referred by
the Head of school/Head of Pastoral Care
with the consent of the parents, and they are
then assessed by the NC teacher who identi-
fies their needs and draws up learning out-
comes in the form of an individual educa-
tional programme. The activities and
interactions during NC time are focused on
creating a safe, secure and structured learn-
ing environment where the children develop
emotional security and social and emotional
learning which will facilitate their engage-
ment when they are back with their main-
stream peers. Activities include circle time
where students practice social and emotional
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This is in line with the concept of the nurturing school,
whereby the NC [Nurture Class] generates a positive
ripple effect across the whole school, and thus the school
itself becomes a nurturing community, eventually making
the nurture class itself redundant (Binnie & Allen, 2008;
Cooper & Whitebread, 2007; Reynolds, MacKay &
Kearney, 2009)



learning, structured play, art and crafts ac-
tivities, and group breakfast. The relationship
between the students and the NC staff is at
the core of all the activities taking place in the
class, serving as a scaffold for students to
engage in academic learning and prosocial
behaviour. Other mechanisms underlying the

operation of the NC include the relationship
between the staff themselves serving as role
model of social and emotional learning, pos-
itive reinforcement of targeted behaviours,
and active engagement in practical, hands-on
and developmentally-appropriate activities.
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A day in the life of a Maltese Nurture Class (from Schembri-Meli, 2010)

The day started with the pupils being registered in their respective mainstream classes so that
they maintain links with their own classes. This is crucial in the development of relationships
between the pupils and their class teachers and peers. The nurture group staff then collected
the pupils and brought them to the nurture group room. First, the nurture group and the pupils
sat in a circle on a large carpet and went through the group’s own register. This offered an op-
portunity for counting and working out simple number problems. The pupils and the staff talked
about the day and the date and discussed what the weather was like. The pupils were given the
possibility to express their own feelings and stick their name tags under the state of emotion
that matched their feeling. Later the group discussed the time-table for the day, with the pupils
following a visual time-table. Circle time was always concluded with action songs, with new songs
introduced gradually so that the pupils could build on their favourite repertoire.

The literacy and numeracy sessions were based on material used in the mainstream class and
were held in consultation with the respective class teachers. The pupils were given individ-
ual attention according to their specific needs. 

Breakfast was shared in the kitchen and pupils were given an opportunity to practice speak-
ing and listening skills. They laid the table and also took turns to clear up and help with the
washing up. The concept of rotation for different duties helped to instill responsibility in the
pupils and fairness in sharing duties.

During free play the pupils were able to choose their preferred game from the various ones
available. The most popular games were board games such as snakes and ladders, sand play,
and the dressing up corner. These activities enabled pupils to choose games according to their
likes and individuality while promoting team work and creativity at the same time. 

During the brain gym sessions, the pupils engaged in a series of simple physical exercises cou-
pled with clear directions of movement. The arts and crafts session boosted the pupils’ self-
esteem while promoting their creative skills by allowing them to express their ideas in a semi-
structured, enjoyable activity. Music and drama, cooking and gardening were used alternately
during this session. During storytelling, the use of social stories helped the pupils to tackle and
discuss particular targeted behaviours together with the staff. The objective was to commu-
nicate ways to modify particular behaviours in a non-threatening, positive way.

A typical day at the nurture group came to an end as it started, that is, with circle time. Dur-
ing this time of the day, pupils and staff celebrated the successes of the day, and ended on a
positive note before returning to their respective mainstream classes. This procedure boosted
the pupils’ self-esteem, with positive ripple effects in the mainstream classrooms



Support to school staff. The NC staff also
work in close collaboration with the main-
stream classroom staff to ensure continuity of
support, so that mainstream staff are clear
about the aims of the NC, and remain actively
involved in the education of the students. The
NC staff hold frequent discussions with the

class teachers, while the NC LSA also pro-
vides support to the NC students in their
mainstream classroom. The NC staff also
provide their expertise to the mainstream
staff in social and emotional education and
behaviour management in various ways, such
as providing consultation and peer support to
individual members of staff, holding staff
training in circle time and behaviour man-
agement, and conducting whole school ini-
tiatives in emotional literacy and positive be-
haviour support. This is in line with the

concept of the nurturing school, whereby the
NC generates a positive ripple effect across
the whole school, and thus the school itself
becomes a nurturing community, eventually
making the nurture class itself redundant
(Binnie & Allen, 2008; Cooper & White-
bread, 2007; Reynolds, MacKay & Kearney,
2009). The NC staff also liaises with the

whole school in the provision of breakfast
and lunch clubs, the latter for students in
need, and the former for the whole school.
They also support the after school Club 3+,
where children are able to remain at the
school to do their homework, art and crafts,
cooking, and similar activities.

Parental education. The NC staff also work
closely with the students’ parents, seeking to
collaborate closely with them in the education
of their children as well as supporting parents
through information, parental education,
family support, as well as material support,
such as the provision of books, stationary, a
school uniform and school lunch, when
needed. They are also referred to the avail-
able support services in the community, both
for their children and for the family as a
whole. Parents are welcome to visit the NC

and they can attend the activities taking place
there, such as circle time sessions. They are
also frequently informed about the progress
of their children. In this way the NC also op-
erates as a centre for parental education, al-
though this is limited to the parents of the
children attending the class.

Country Chapter #2 | Malta

80

I feel that on a school level there has been a change in
behaviour. The children are more aware of how they
should act in school (Classroom Teacher)

Parents are welcome to visit the NC [Nurture Class] and
they can attend the activities taking place there, such as
circle time sessions



Circle Time. The NC also runs Circle Time
(CT) sessions both at a universal level (whole
mainstream class) and through targeted in-
terventions (with a small group of identified
students). The NC staff has three types of CT
programmes at the school, namely a univer-
sal intervention programme, a targeted in-
tervention programme, and a mixed pro-
gramme. The first is a CT programme for
whole classrooms, which usually takes place

through referral by the classroom teacher,
with the NC teacher holding a CT session in
the mainstream classroom with the partici-
pation of the classroom teacher. One session
is held every week for one school term. The
programme focuses on particular social and
emotional competencies according to the
needs of the group, such as bullying, problem
solving and conflict resolution, and collabo-
ration. Similar but shorter sessions are held
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Staff’s and students’ experience of CT in a primary school in Malta (from Pace, 2012)

There are a lot of things that are different (since the introduction of CT). If you look at behav-
iour, the children have changed. If you look at self-esteem, there were parents who told me their
children got better. I had children who didn’t want to come to school and now they are com-
ing. Children are more cooperative with each other. Sometimes children used to come to my
office and tell me that they fought with each other. Many of those children aren’t coming any-
more. Also one teacher told me how much the children are now listening to each other. (Head
of School)

I feel that on a school level there has been a change in behaviour. The children are more aware
of how they should act in school... Before I started Circle Time in class, there were children who
bullied others. Others resorted to challenging and aggressive behaviour. I feel that the children
in my class are opening up more. The children also learned different strategies like anger man-
agement strategies or walking away from children who make them angry instead of fighting.
(Classroom Teacher)

Before Circle Time the children did not listen to each other. I feel that now they are observing
what is happening in class more, they are using problem-solving strategies and are coming up
with the solutions themselves...(Classroom teacher)

Before we started doing Circle Time, there was a lot of fighting and competition in class. They
became more aware of issues such as bullying, fighting and teasing. In Circle Time we dealt with
these topics in a positive and proactive way. The fighting decreased. (Classroom teacher)

I liked the activity when we had to be responsible for a friend in class for a week. I took
care of a friend and a friend took care of me (Student)

I liked it when we changed places because I used to sit next to different people and I man-
aged to make new friends…We learnt about teasing and about bullying and what should
we do when we see someone hurting someone else. (Student)

I learned new words about feelings and I can understand why I feel in different ways some-
times. (Student)

We did activites on how each person has good things like for example I am good in Maths
and my friend is good in drawing and how we could help each other. (Student).



with the kindergarten classes, with a partic-
ular focus on strategies such as singing, sto-
rytelling and the use of puppets. Sometimes
these sessions focus on particular social and
emotional skills addressing concerns raised
by the kindergarten assistants about the be-
haviour of particular children. Again these
are held for one whole school term. In both

these programmes the mainstream classroom
staff are also present and they continue to
build on the CT skills during and after the
completion of the programme. The NC staff
also organises a CT programme for a small
number of older children (junior primary
school, 9-11 years) in the NC classroom.
The students are referred by the classroom
teachers and the Assistant Head for Pastoral
Care and the programme is developed ac-
cording to the students’ needs. Frequent ar-
eas of intervention include anger manage-
ment, problem solving skills and conflict
resolution. Weekly sessions of 45 minutes
are held over one school term. 

Transdisciplinary working. The NC staff also
works closely with the school administration,
particularly the Assistant Head responsible
for Pastoral Care, as well as the College In-
terdisciplinary Team. The College Team is
formed of a number of professionals such as
vocational guidance teachers, school coun-
selor, prefect of discipline7, and inclusion co-
ordinator, and it works on both policy devel-
opment and implementation, as well as on
providing support for individual children ex-
periencing difficulties. The team holds regu-

lar meetings at the college, including case
conferences on the provision of psycho-ed-
ucational support for students experiencing
learning difficulties and/or SEBD, either
making use of resources from within the col-
lege itself or by referral to external support
services, such as psychological services, social
workers, youth workers, and family therapy.

The team also works on staff training, such as
how to deal with bullying, responding to chal-
lenging behaviour, and inter-agency working.

Drama for social and emotional education.
The NC is also participating in a school drama
project focused on the daily challenges of
students and their families, with the aim of
equipping the children with the requisite
skills to cope with such challenges. A group
of children from the school, including some
of those attending the NC and the CT pro-
grammes, first brainstormed and discussed
personal and family issues and how to ad-
dress those challenges, and then wrote down
their reflections in a journal with the help of
the staff. The objectives of the brainstorming
sessions and group discussion were to enable
students to become more aware of the dif-
ferent difficulties that can be faced in a fam-
ily, to understand more deeply the different
challenges of their own families, to learn to
address difficult situations more positively,
and to share experiences and acknowledge
that all families go through difficult periods in
life. The students then used their journals to
write, together with the drama teacher, a
sketch with two endings, one positive and
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[The drama project] encouraged both teachers and
parents to listen more and to provide their children with
more opportunities to voice their feelings, thoughts and
ideas (Ms Audrey)



one negative, to facilitate discussion following
the role play. The journal writing was in-
tended to encourage the students to become
more self-reflective, develop their analytic
and problem solving skills, enhance their in-
tra-and inter-personal skills, and to develop
positive and constructive solutions. The chil-
dren then filmed the sketch and presented it
to the NC students, who discussed the play
and the two endings with the help of the
staff, underlining the most appropriate end-
ing. A song with lyrics related to the theme
was also performed during the drama session
for the NC (see box below). Through drama
the students were expected to enhance their
listening and concentration skills, to develop
more self awareness, to strengthen their lan-
guage and communication skills, to build their
confidence through creativity and positive
collaboration, and to discover the art of
script- and song-writing. The students then
participated in an arts and crafts session
where they developed a number of artefacts
related to the theme of the play, which were
then exhibited at the school. The Art and
Craft activity was intended to help the pupils
develop higher thinking skills, build their self
esteem, gain positive emotional responses to
learning, engage in a variety of learning
styles, and develop entrepreneurial skills
through the production of their own craft-
work. Ms. Audrey, NC teacher and one of the
school’s project coordinators, describes her
thoughts on the outcomes of the project:
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I Will Be Here

Lyrics by pupils of the Drama Group
Music by Ms Isabella Incorvaja

Your smile fills my heart with joy.
I love to hear your laughter.

I’m glad to have you in my life.
We’ll walk this road together.

When I look at you I see
The beauty that surrounds you.
You are a precious gift to me.
You always carry me through.

Chorus: I’m here for you
When you stumble when you fall.

Take my hand.
Take my hand

And I’ll help you conquer all.
I will always be your friend.
Will be with you till the end.

In your arms I safely rest
I know how much you care.

Through the tears, through life’s many
storms.

You will always be there.

When you feel like you’re alone
You don’t have to look afar.

Here beside you standing I will be
Will be right where you are.

Chorus: I’m here for you…

I will listen when you speak
I will hold you when you cry

I will smile when you are smiling
Will be your stronghold till I die

Chorus: I’m here for you…

A drawing of their family by one of the pupils who
took part in the project

A poem by the school’s drama group for the project



The children’s participation was active
and enthusiastic. All the written material
was originally processed and written by
the pupils themselves. This included the
writing of the script of a sketch, the lyrics
of a song, and the making of a big book.
The children had the opportunity to voice
their thoughts and enhance their creative
talents. The weaving of the children’s
ideas was appreciated and commended
by everyone present during the Literacy
Evening organised by the College. The
pupils’ efforts and hard work were re-
ceived by comments of praise and ap-
preciation. The event was enjoyed by all,
including students, parents, and educa-
tors. The whole project inspired educators
to reflect more on their attitude towards
childhood. It encouraged both teachers
and parents to listen more and to provide
their children with more opportunities to
voice their feelings, thoughts and ideas.
Most importantly, students with different
academic levels from different social
backgrounds teamed up and were all in-
cluded in this beautiful celebration of tal-
ents, ideas and resourcefulness.

Case study 2: St Martin’s College: a pioneer
in inclusion, diversity and wellbeing 

Our high standards of teaching for
learning are embedded within an en-
quiry-based, knowledge-rich and inclu-
sive environment. We plan stimulating
and active learning experiences that
arouse curiosity and fire the imagina-
tion. By developing emotional intelli-
gence, encouraging effective communi-
cation and critical thinking, learners
become responsible and autonomous.
Every member of the community aspires
to be a collaborative and creative life-
long learner able to confidently face new
challenges in a fast-changing world 
(from the School’s Mission Statement) 

St Martin’s College is an independent middle
and senior school established about 20 years
ago in Malta as an extension of an Early Years
and Junior School founded about one hundred
years ago. Together they form the largest in-
dependent educational establishment on the
island, one of the first secondary schools in
Malta to offer mixed ability and co-educa-
tion. St Martin’s College was purpose built in
1993 in a newly developed area in the cen-
tre of the island, according to the require-
ments of a leading modern college. Besides
Maltese students, the college hosts students
from 47 different nationalities (20% of the
whole school population), with English being
the language of instruction at the school. The
middle and senior schools at St Martin’s have
a population of over 500 students, consisting
of Levels 6, 7, 8 (10-13 years old) (Middle
School) and Levels 9, 10, 11 (13-16 years
old) (Senior School), and a staff complement
of 100, including school administration, sup-
port staff, classroom teachers and learning
support assistants. There are about 20 stu-
dents in each classroom. The school is a fee
paying independent school with the majority
of students coming from the higher socio-
economic, professional groups. 

St Martin’s College seeks to offer a broad
based and well balanced curriculum, seek-
ing “to remain at the cutting edge of edu-
cational development…with a strong aca-
demic team ensuring continuity and
innovation in both content and delivery”
(from the School Prospectus, 2014). At the
same time, however, the school has in-
vested heavily in creating a school ethos
and climate promoting the wellbeing and
social and emotional growth of its students.
The following section describes some of
the initiatives taken by the school in social
and emotional education.

School was fun, it was n’t dull.
Always bright with delight,
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Level 8 was so great.
If only I could do it again and again.  
(13 year old student)

Inclusion. “Inclusion is at the heart of the
school ethos. The inclusive approach centres
on students and their specific needs, recog-
nising that all children learn in a different
way and at different rates” (from the school’s
website). Well before the introduction of
comprehensive college-based secondary ed-
ucation in Malta, St Martin’s College was one
of the few mixed ability secondary schools on
the island. The college seeks to address the
diverse individual educational needs of stu-
dents by providing a differentiated curricu-
lum in mixed ability, inclusive classrooms. It
provides an Alternative Learning Pro-
gramme, led by an inclusion coordinator and
including a team of specialists, where stu-
dents with particular educational needs are
provided with individual attention and small
group intervention by specialist teachers. The
Programme ensures that the needs of the
student and his/her family are recognized,
that the environment is adapted to reflect in-
dividual students’ needs, that services are co-
ordinated to ensure that the needs of the stu-
dent and their family are adequately met,
and that staff are provided with continuing
support and education in working with stu-
dents with individual educational needs. 

While co-education at a national level is be-
ing introduced in Malta in 2014-2015, St.
Martin’s has been one of the few co-educa-
tional secondary schools on the island in
the past decades. Co-education has been de-
scribed by the school support staff as a very
positive experience for the school, con-
tributing to the formation and healthy de-
velopment of the adolescent students at a
crucial phase in their development. While
the school faces challenges related to be-
havior problems or learning difficulties,
these are not related to co-education as

feared by some other schools which are
wary of co-education.

When I first arrived at the school I was
worried that I would have a hard time
fitting in. However, I have a great group
of friends and I have become closer to
the other students in my class. The
teachers are very helpful and kind. Due
to this, I enjoy lessons at school, as the
teachers are understanding and make
the students feel comfortable. My
favourite lesson would have to be drama,
as it is a subject I’m interested in, and
our drama teacher comes up with
unique ways to make our drama lessons
more interesting
(12 year old student)

Personal, social and health education (PSHE).
This is a timetabled mandatory subject for all
students, with a number of lessons per week.
The content areas include amongst others,
self awareness and understanding, peer pres-
sure, responsible decision making, relation-
ships, sexuality and sexual health, drugs ed-
ucation, citizenship education, and careers
education. Lessons are child centred and ex-
periential, with no formal assessment. The
topics in both middle and senior school are
the same ones as those in state schools, as de-
scribed earlier in the section on PSD. In both
middle and senior schools, PSHE also in-
cludes career guidance and education, study
skills, and preparing for transitions. Students
are also given the opportunity to spend two to
three days in the college’s dormitories (called
Lived-Ins) participating in themed educa-
tional and recreational activities together.

Pastoral Care Team. The school’s Pastoral
Care Team (PCT) consists of the Pastoral
Care coordinator, the Head of School, the
school counselor, career guidance teachers,
year coordinators called level coordinators
and form tutors. It has two main roles, one
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focused on all the development of all the
pupils in the school, and the other targeted at
students experiencing SEBD. In its first role,
the team seeks to promote a whole school ap-
proach to social and emotional education,
such as organizing events at the school (e.g.

Kindness Week, Disability Week, Wellbeing
Week), developing policies, and broadening
the PSHE curriculum issues at a whole school

level. A long term goal of the PCT is that of
‘anchoring’ the social and emotional skills
learnt during PSHE lessons in the whole
school, linking what is happening in the
classrooms and the school through a more
coherent and integrated approach to social

and emotional education. The second role is
focused on targeted interventions for ‘stu-
dents of concern’, particularly students 
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Virtue and Ethics Education Programme
(adapted from http://chs.edu.mt/)

This programme seeks to provide all learners, regardless of their belief system, a holistic ed-
ucation that leads to a process of self-discovery which nurtures and enhances a sense of moral
and spiritual self, contributes towards their capacity to value, appreciate, perceive and inter-
pret the world they live in, encourages an appreciation of the dignity of the human being and
the responsibility of each individual towards others for the building of a better society, and
promotes values that include justice, personal responsibility, respect, reflection and active en-
gagement in moral issues.

It seeks to nurture the learners’ character by encouraging them to become virtuous agents
by formulating, exploring and becoming committed to the question of “Who should I become
within the context I live in?” By exploring one’s own and one’s family’s belief system, as well
as well as the concepts, narratives and practical wisdom developed by different individuals and
human communities through an inquiry-based learning approach, learners will be able to con-
nect to their human nature in order to fulfil their unique potential.

Through Symbol Literacy learners are empowered to connect and relate to their contextual
realities, seeking to answer such questions as: What is a good reason? What constitutes a fair
society? Why does a global world create groups? The Spiritual Dimension seeks to raise is-
sues that may answer such questions as: What do animals need to live good lives? Does any-
one own the forests, oceans and the atmosphere? How should we treat living things? Finally,
in developing Character and Virtues, learners will seek to answer such questions as: When
should we give reasons? What are secrets and when and why is it OK to share them? What
is prudence? Why is patience important in the modern world?

[The Pastoral Care Team] carries out a needs analysis of
the school in social and emotional education every year
through which policies, staff education and interventions
are then planned and implemented



experiencing high levels of stress or exhibit-
ing behavioural difficulties. This role includes
discussions, case conferences, assessment,
intervention referrals to agencies, collabo-
ration with parents, and extra support pro-
vided by the PSHE teachers. The approach is
child-centred and focused on encouraging
the child to take responsibility for his or her
behaviour and its consequences. The PCT
underlines the key role of the classroom
teacher in resolving behaviour issues through
a staged, positive behaviour management ap-
proach, making use of behaviour incidents as
opportunities for learning social and emo-
tional skills and positive behaviour. It also
works around supporting the child as well as
the child’s family. The team meets once a
week to discuss issues arising from these two
aspects of its remit. It carries out a needs
analysis of the school in social and emotional
education every year through which policies,
staff education and interventions are then
planned and implemented.

Our school is busy and always bursting
with activity…the teachers are demand-
ing but fun and I mostly enjoy partici-
pating in break time fairs, the Langfest,
the Junior Chef course and several other
organised activities. This year I joined the

drama trip and spent a week in London.
What an amazing experience. Roll on
next year.
(12 year old student)

Year 8 became a family in just a few
months. It was inspiring to learn about
our plan for the future and preparing us
for Senior School.
(13 year old student).

Creativity and Value-integrated Sports.
Drama, art, music and film making activities
feature regularly in the school’s timetable,
and are a key medium for the promotion of
social and emotional education, particularly in
self awareness, self expression and self reg-
ulation. Over the summer months, the school
also organises courses in drama, singing, bal-
let, jazz, hip-hop, dancing, circus skills,
singing and recording,, puppetry, make-up
skills, prop-making, ‘improvising Shake-
speare’, and short film production. At the
end of the programme, students are given the
option to participate in a mini production or
a concert. Other initiatives include drama
productions for the public, art exhibitions,
and drama trips abroad. The school also pays
particular attention to the students’ physical
development with sporting activities of all
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The School of Performing Arts
(adapted from http://chs.edu.mt/)

Originally a summer school for theatre arts, the school has been offering comprehensive the-
atre training to children and young people for about 15 years. It provides students with a safe
and exciting environment where they are able to grow, create and gain self confidence while
honing their artistic skills. The courses aim to develop vocal and physical expression, stim-
ulate imagination, nurture ensemble work and strengthen concentration skills. Above all, we
aim to boost young people’s self esteem while having a fantastic time doing so! Classes are
delineated according to age (4 to 18 years) and ability (Beginner Level to Company). Lessons
range from acting and improvisation to music appreciation, ballet to hip hop, singing to drums.
All course content is appropriate to age and ability, and aims to expose our young artists to
various genres and styles of theatre arts. Open classes are held annually in order to give par-
ents the opportunity to watch their children at work, while newsletters and assessments pro-
vide regular information about school activities and student progress.



types organized during breaks and during
afternoon programmes and the summer
school. The Value-integrated Sports pro-
gramme seeks to inculcate values such as
participation, teamwork, and respect towards
opponents, colleagues and officials, through
sports. The programme seeks to promote a
culture amongst students that sport is not
just about performance but about finding a
balance between performance and team-
work.

Our drama classes are out of this world,
you have inspired me and given me con-
fidence to enjoy drama. I cherish the
monologues I’ve written and learned and
will keep them at the tip of my tongue,
one never knows when one needs to re-
cite a piece off the cuff!
(12 year old student).

Parental Coaching. The school has recently
introduced a parental coaching programme
where a parenting coach provides training,
education, and psycho-educational support
to referred parents, in cases of transitions, life

events and family stress and difficulties. Self
awareness as parents, understanding chil-
dren, making decisions and responding ef-
fectively to challenging situations, are some of
the issues addressed during coaching. Parents
are coached to reach agreed targets, through
discussing the options available, making in-
formed choices and developing and imple-
menting a plan of action. 

Everyone on staff has been wonderful to
both William (not real name) and myself,
and the teachers have been really fan-
tastic as well, they truly appreciated him
for who he was.  They didn’t try to stifle
his creativity or his sense of humour. I
also really appreciate the consideration
for his issues with ADD, and will miss the
benefits and philosophy of the school 
(a parent of a 12 year old student).

Case Study 3: Primary schools as
resilience-building communities
A semi-ethnographic, grounded theory proj-
ect was undertaken by this author in three pri-
mary schools in Malta, seeking to unravel the
mechanisms underlying the promotion of so-
cial and emotional education in the classroom.
Extended participant observations were car-
ried out in various classrooms in three schools
which were operating as optimal learning en-
vironments and healthy social and emotional
contexts for students, while semi-structured
interviews were also held with classroom
teachers, students and the school administra-
tive staff. The study sought to capture the

processes taking place in these classrooms
and how these contributed to the promotion of
positive social, emotional and academic be-
haviours amongst all the students in the class-
room, including vulnerable ones.

Profile of the three schools8. 
St Anthony’s is a medium-sized primary
school in an affluent town in the centre of the
island, serving a relatively mixed community
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The school has recently introduced a parental coaching
programme where a parenting coach provides training,
education, and psycho-educational support to referred
parents …



although more pupils come from the higher
socio-economic groups. It has a student pop-
ulation of 500, with about 25 classes rang-
ing from the kindergarten to Year 6 (age
11, final primary year), and a staff comple-
ment of 40 including administration, clerical
staff, class teachers, kindergarten assistants,
and learning support assistants. One charac-
teristic of the school is the spacious, wel-
coming and student friendly environment,
with murals of fairy tales and pupils’ work
exhibited in all parts of the school. Apart
from a large, well equipped hall for whole
school activities, the school boasts a library
and a resource centre for teachers and
pupils. The school has developed a reputation
as a centre of excellence in student achieve-
ment, high staff commitment, and parental
involvement.

St Mark’s is a small primary school in the in-
ner harbour area, a region with relative high
levels of socio-economic disadvantage. It has
a school population of about 200 students,
with 15 classes, - with an average of 16 stu-
dents per class,- and a total staff comple-
ment of around 30. The school has a large

playground and a state-of-the-art comple-
mentary teaching room where students with
learning difficulties receive literacy support,
while students’ work is exhibited in the main
entrance hall and the school’s corridors. The
school has engaged in a number of initiatives
to improve student learning, attendance and
behaviour, such as reducing class size, in-
creasing specialist support for literacy diffi-
culties, providing adequate support to stu-
dents experiencing psychosocial difficulties,

investing in staff education, and recruiting
parents’ active involvement and support.

St Joan’s is a relatively large primary school
in the north of the island, with a student pop-
ulation of over 600, with most students com-
ing from low socio-economic groups and
from different cultural backgrounds. There
are more than 30 classes with an average
class size of 20 and a staff complement of 50.
The school is spacious, with a large play-
ground, a library, a resource centre and a
large auditorium where school activities are
held regularly. It has taken a number of ini-
tiatives to improve pupils’ learning and be-
haviour, such as promoting inclusion and
celebration of diversity in view of the con-
siderable number of students with different
nationalities, recruiting the support of spe-
cialist teachers, professionals and parents in
students’ learning and behaviour, and partic-
ipating in national and international projects. 

Schools as resilience enhancing contexts. A
universal framework was developed from the
study on how the classroom context may be
organised in a way which promotes social

and emotional learning and resilience
amongst all students in the classroom. The
framework construes classrooms as caring
and inclusive learning communities, charac-
terised by caring and supportive relationships,
an ethic of support and solidarity, active and
meaningful student engagement, collabora-
tion amongst classroom members, inclusion
of all students in the learning and social
processes, positive beliefs and high expecta-
tions on the part of the teachers, and student
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In resilience enhancing classrooms, classroom members
are connected to each other, forming part of a ‘common
house of belonging’



autonomy and participation in decision mak-
ing. These processes are explained in more
detail in the following section, illustrated with
students’ and teachers’ own narratives. 

Caring and connecting relationships. In re-
silience enhancing classrooms, classroom
members are connected to each other, form-
ing part of a ‘common house of belonging’.
Students feel safe, valued and trusted. They
are supported in their learning and are en-
couraged to support each other. Teachers
take on a dual role as effective and nurturing
educators, supporting students’ learning and
academic success, while seeking to address
their socio-affective needs. They appreciate
the need to know the students well and to
adapt their methods according to their needs.
They reach out to their students, showing
interest and respect, listening to their stories
and concerns, expressing warmth and en-
couragement, providing nurture and support,
and underlining their potential and strengths.
They invest heavily in building relationships
and in creating teaching and learning expe-
riences within a culture of care. 

We like her (classroom teacher) because
she is always joking with us…explains
everything so that we can understand…
When I make a mistake she does not
shout at me… Even if we are many pupils,
the teacher still takes care of us.
(James, a 9 year old student at St Mark’s
Primary School).

My target is to win them over, then we
can work together for the whole year.
But I emphasise that they are very im-
portant for me, that I care for them as
individuals, they are not just numbers in
a group; what happens to them in their
life is also important for me. (Ms.
Maria, Year 4 teacher at St. Mark’s Pri-
mary School).

I am very open with them…and I try to be
friends with them and help them behave
better… Last year I had three difficult
boys…but…the classroom climate helped
them, I talked with one of them and I told
him, I want us to become good friends be-
cause we have to work together.
(Ms. Maria, Year 4 teacher at St. Mark’s
Primary School).

An ethic of support and solidarity. Care, sup-
port, solidarity, collaboration, respect and
celebration of diversity are the key values
underlining student behaviour in the class-
room. Students care for and support each
other, and they work and play together col-
laboratively. They solve conflicts amicably
and constructively. Instead of competing with
each other, they help each other with their
work. Supporting one another is a celebrated
classroom value, competition is discouraged,
and bullying and put downs are not tolerated.
Peer mentoring, peer tutoring and buddy sys-
tems are key practices in the daily life of the
classroom community.

We share between us…we help each
other to finish work…we play together
and do projects together…we help each
other to finish early so that we can learn
more… We work in all sorts of ways, but
we like it most when we work as a team. 
(A group of 9 year old students at St
Joan’s Primary School).

I do stories on helping one another, for-
giving others, making friends, respecting
one another, accepting each other, solv-
ing conflicts peacefully. I choose ap-
pealing books with pictures suited to the
pupils’ level, but occasionally I down-
load the stories from the internet, invent
the stories myself or make use of stories
the pupils themselves might have written
as part of their class or home work. I use
many animal stories as children love
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animals and relate very easily with them. 
(Ms. Bernie, Year 2 teacher at St Joan’s
Primary School). 

Although I prepare work beforehand, I
do a lot of spontaneous teaching and ac-
tivities according to the situation.
(Ms. Gertrude, Year 4 teacher at St. An-
thony’s Primary School)

Active and genuine student engagement. Stu-
dents are provided with opportunities for real
engagement in the classroom activities. They
participate actively and enthusiastically in ex-
periential and meaningful activities that make
use of student-centred and activity-based in-
structional strategies connected to the stu-
dents’ own life experiences. Learning is an
enjoyable, inherently motivating, authentic
process. The focus is on learning rather than
just performance, away from the excessive
emphasis on academic pressure and exami-
nations. The celebration of the students’ and
group’s achievements and efforts is a com-
mon practice. There is space for both Head
and Heart in the classroom, a dual focus on
academic and social and emotional learning.

‘Everybody participates, everybody en-
joys it, no one is bored in our class.’ 
(Mario, 7 year old student at St Joan’s
Primary).

Although I prepare work beforehand, I
do a lot of spontaneous teaching and ac-
tivities according to the situation. I pre-
fer to go with the flow of the children,
using spontaneous and creative improv-
isation…and I take ideas from children
themselves because sometimes children
teach you themselves.
(Ms. Gertrude, Year 4 teacher at St. An-
thony’s Primary School). 

Inclusion and success for all. All students are
included in the academic and social activities

taking place in the classroom. Classroom
membership is open to all irrespective of any
difference in ability, background, interest or
any other student characteristic. All students
feel an important part of the community, and
they have the opportunity to participate in the
activities and to be successful in their learn-
ing. Support is made available to students
with learning, social, behavioural and emo-
tional difficulties through individual atten-
tion, peer support and additional support.
Teachers encourage the practice of respect-
ing and helping each other and frequently act
as role models for such behaviours them-
selves. They have high but reasonable ex-
pectations for all their students and genuinely
believe that all students under their care have
the potential to be successful. 

We did an exhibition together…and we
went to show it to the Head and she
was pleased with us, and we congratu-
lated each other, and I was also happy
that the others did something nice as we
(Andrew, 9 year old pupil at St Joan’s
Primary School). 

Everybody is good in this class not only
me… Everybody has something spe-
cial…pupils who finish work quickly, oth-
ers who have many friends.
(Paul, a 9 year old student in St An-
thony’s Primary School). 

We respect each pupil as an individual
with his or her own needs, whoever he
or she is… I think this is one of the im-
portant characteristics of this school…
For me it is very important that we work
all together, everybody, no distinction
between good and weak, in fact those
who are ready then help those who are
still working.
(Ms. Maria, Year 4 teacher at St Mark’s
Primary School).
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Collaborative learning and working. The stu-
dents are supported to work collaboratively
and construct learning experiences together.
They do not compete with each other and do
not need to measure their learning and
achievement against those of their peers. All
students contribute to the group tasks, each
according to his or her own ability, and are re-
warded for positive interdependent work and
effort. The use of small group work and pair
work, the recognition and celebration of the
group’s efforts and achievements, the discour-
agement of competition, the emphasis on learn-
ing for all, the teamwork between the class
teacher and other adults in the classroom, such
as Learning Support Assistants, and the collab-
oration between the class teacher and the par-
ents, are all processes which help to promote
collective and interdependent communities. 

I like to work in groups because it is like
you are building something, one knows
something, another something else…and
also because in a group you share and
help others and you feel happy helping
and doing group work.
(Albert, a 9 year old student at St An-
thony’s Primary School). 

I don’t like pupils competing with each
other for grades. I discourage them
from doing it and emphasise that we
learn together. For instance, during
group work I give a group rather than
an individual score.
(Ms. Pauline, Year 4 teacher at St An-
thony’s Primary School).

We are very united as a staff. I really
liked to work with my colleagues this
year… Even when I am at home prepar-
ing, I phone them and tell them, look we
are going to do this next week, let us
meet…working together as a team shar-
ing and exchanging material…we keep
close contact with each other all the
time…we adjust the lessons together to
make sure we work in unison… We fit
like a jigsaw puzzle in our work…it
worked out really well for both of us
and for the pupils.
(Ms. Gertrude, Year 4 teacher at St An-
thony’s School).

Choice, voice and high expectations. The stu-
dents are provided with opportunities where
they can be influential and autonomous in
their learning. They are consulted on class-
room activities and behaviours, given choices
in their work, and valued as learners and in-
dividuals through recognition, positive be-
liefs and high expectations. Opportunities and
encouragement for the students to set their
own learning goals and direction, to evaluate
their own learning, to make choices on how
to behave and contribute to classroom rules,
to find their own solutions to difficulties and
conflicts, and to take roles of responsibility
and leadership, address the students’ basic
need for autonomy. The recognition of stu-
dents’ efforts and achievements, the promo-
tion of their academic and non-academic
strengths, and the opportunity to be success-
ful, help to affirm students’ belief in them-
selves as able learners.
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We are very united as a staff. I really liked to work with
my colleagues this year… We fit like a jigsaw puzzle in 
our work…it worked out really well for both of us and 
for the pupils. (Ms. Gertrude, Year 4 teacher at 
St Anthony’s School)



I like it when we make a mistake and we
have to do it again, instead of the
teacher giving me the answer, and sim-
ilarly when we go to help others with
their work, we also don’t give them the
answer…and in extra work we just do it
ourselves, the teacher tells us: ‘You don’t
need to come to me.’
(Jeremy, a 9 year old student at St Joan’s
Primary School).

One of the things the teacher tells us all
the time is to try things out, not to give
up. She says, ‘If there is a difficult sum,
we have to win, not the sum, we must not
be afraid, we have to use our
brains’…and when it is examination time,
she tells us not to be afraid… I had many
difficulties in Years 1 and 3 but with this
Miss I have made a great improvement. 
(Amanda, a 9 year old student at St.
Joan’s Primary School).

I involve the pupils in everything that
happens in the classroom… We used to
say that children are to be seen but not
heard…but I listen to the pupils, it is im-
portant to listen to them, and let them
express themselves. I do Circle Time in
my class and pupils are given time to
have their say, to express themselves, it
works very well, the pupils love it. When
somebody misbehaves, I make it a point
to listen to what he or she has to say,
and if I am wrong, I admit it…
(Ms. Erika, Year 3 teacher at St Joan’s
Primary School).

A multilevel, school-based framework 
for social and emotional education
Since independence fifty years ago, the Mal-
tese educational system has undergone con-
siderable growth and development as the
country sought to adopt a system suited to its
needs as a developing small island state. Var-
ious ongoing national, college and school level

reforms have taken place regularly during
these years, seeking to provide high quality
education for all children and young people.
The new National Curriculum Framework
(Minister of Education, Employment and
Family, 2012) provides a roadmap for an
inclusive, humanistic, democratic and equi-
table system of education, underlining the
provision of an appropriate entitlement of
learning to enable all Maltese children and
young people to reach their full potential as
autonomous citizens. There is still a long way
to go however, before the vision enshrined in
the curriculum framework and other docu-
ments is actually translated into effective
practice in schools and classrooms. Inclusive
education has gone a long way to provide
more access and opportunity to children with
disability and learning difficulties, with Malta
having one of the highest rates for main-
streaming in the EU. As mentioned earlier,
however, ensuring the full participation of
all students within a comprehensive school
system, including vulnerable and disadvan-
taged children, remains one of the current
challenges. As Maltese society becomes in-
creasingly more diverse and multicultural,
schools needs to invest more in the develop-
ment of more effective practices promoting
inclusion, equity and social justice. Early
school leaving still poses a significant chal-
lenge, remaining the highest in the EU, while
absenteeism and literacy problems in partic-
ular communities and localities are a cause
for concern. The relatively poor results of
Maltese students in reading, mathematics and
science when compared to international stan-
dards have raised considerable concerns
about the performance of Maltese students
despite the high investment in education at a
national level. In the Programme for Inter-
national Student Assessment (PISA) amongst
secondary school students in 74 countries,
Malta was placed in the 45th position in read-
ing, 40th position in Mathematics, and 41st

position in Science, all three below the EU
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and OECD averages (Ministry for Education
and Employment, 2013a). The International
Mathematics and Science Study (TIMMS)
ranked Malta 40th out of 50 countries in sci-
ence and 28th in mathematics (Ministry for
Education and Employment, 2013c), while in
the Progress in International Reading Literacy
Study (PIRLS), Malta was placed in 35th po-
sition out of 45 countries in literacy and

reading skills (Ministry for Education and
Employment (2013b). These results under-
lined the deficits of the Maltese education
system in developing higher order cognitive
skills such as creative and critical thinking,
problem solving skills and enquiry based
learning, due to its focus on lower order cog-
nitive skills such as memory work and sim-
ple transmission of knowledge (Carabott,
2013).

There is also the danger that efforts to raise
the academic standards of Maltese students to
bring them more in line with European and
international standards may lead, even if in-
advertently, to a return to a culture of com-
petition, examinations, and selection, with
schools driven by the ‘science of deliverology’
to deliver results and reach set targets and
performance indicators (Pring, 2012). In-
ternational standards such as PISA, TIMSS
and PIRLS could turn out to be become an-
other League of Tables, underlining the seg-
regation of rich and poor into separate
schools resulting from competition (Ibid.,
2012), with children and young people being

bored and stressed by a performance-driven,
competitive system. Within such a model of
education, a broader, social and emotional
education, has little currency, and may even
be seen as a waste of time and resources.
School staff and parents, for instance, may
have doubts about the relevance of social and
emotional education to academic learning,
and may see it as taking precious time away

from the latter which may lead to lower
achievement (Benninga et al., 2006). The
evidence shows, however, that a focus on
social and emotional processes in education
does not weaken or detract from achieve-
ment. On the contrary, social and emotional
education is at the heart of teaching and
learning, providing a foundation upon which
effective learning and success can be built
and social and emotional learning developed.
It promotes academic achievement, engage-
ment, positive behaviour and healthy rela-
tionships (Dix et al., 2012; Durlak et al.,
2011; Payton et al., 2008) and acts as an an-
tidote against both internalised and exter-
nalised problems (Battistisch et al., 2004;
Blank et al., 2009; Waddell et al., 2007). It
enables students to regulate their emotions,
cope better with classroom demands and
frustrations, solve problems more effectively
and relate better and work more collabora-
tively with others (Durlak et al, 2011; Green-
berg and Rhoades 2008).

There is also the ongoing debate on the ‘rise
of therapeutic education’, with concerns
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about the potential labelling and stigmatising
of vulnerable children through the introduc-
tion of social and emotional learning pro-
grammes, particularly programmes target-
ing specific groups of children, such as
Nurture Classes (cf. Ecclestone & Hayes,
2009; Watson, Emery & Bayliss, 2012). In
addition it is argued that education is not
about mental health and wellbeing, and that
teachers are educators and not surrogate psy-
chologists or mental health workers (Craig,
2009). This is a particularly salient point in
contexts where teachers face increasing pres-
sure to ensure ever higher levels of academic
performance. Social and emotional educa-
tion, however, does not equate with mental
health difficulties or with turning schools into
therapeutic centres. The traditional deficit
discourse may have hijacked the idea of what
social and emotional education is about,
namely promoting wellbeing and maximizing
growth and potential for all children, includ-
ing those facing risks in their development. It
is about preparing children and young peo-
ple for the tests of life in the twenty first
century, leading to the formation of academ-
ically, socially and emotionally literate young
people who have the skills and emotional re-
silience necessary to navigate the uncertain
but fast moving present and future (Cefai &
Cavioni, 2014, Cooper and Cefai, 2009).
Children and young people will need to be
creative in problem solving and effective in
decision making in their academic and social

tasks, to build and maintain healthy, sup-
portive and collaborative relationships, to
mobilize their personal resources in times of
difficulty, and sustain their psychological and
social wellbeing. Within this perspective, the
goals of education become both cognitive and
affective, and teachers are effective and car-
ing educators in both academic and social
and emotional learning. As Martin Seligman
and colleagues put it (2009), for centuries
schools have been about accomplishment,
“the boulevard into the world of adult
work…imagine if schools could, without com-
promising either, teach the skills of wellbeing
and the skills of achievement”. 

In the line of the present needs and strengths
of the Maltese educational system as well as
the evidence emerging from the international
literature, this chapter concludes with a
framework for a whole school approach to
social and emotional education. The frame-
work proposes a positive health and wellbe-
ing perspective of child learning and devel-
opment, depathologising mental health, and
positioning school staff as effective and car-
ing educators in both academic and social
and emotional education. It underlines the
need for a whole school, multilevel and school
based approach to social and emotional edu-
cation, focusing on health promotion, pre-
vention and targeted interventions involving
the whole school community in collabora-
tion with the parents, the local community
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and the external support services (Cefai &
Cavioni, 2014). Such an approach consists of
the following components: 

• Explicit and regular teaching of evidence
based and culturally responsive social and
emotional education as a core competence,
with a set curriculum, available resources
and trained staff to support consistency
and adequacy of delivery. The structured
teaching of social and emotional learning
takes place throughout the school years,
involving a similar process to that of other
academic skills, with increasing complex-
ity of behaviour, and social contexts re-
quiring particular skills at each develop-
mental level.

• Infusion of the social and emotional com-
petencies into the other academic subjects
in the curriculum in a structured way, thus
reinforcing the competencies across the
curriculum.

• A positive classroom climate where stu-
dents feel safe and cared for, and where
they have the opportunity to practice the
social and emotional skills being learned;
classroom relationships are the key to a
positive classroom climate.

• A whole-school approach where the
school community, together with parents
and the local community, promotes social
and emotional education in all aspects of
the school, and where the skills addressed
in the classroom are promoted and rein-
forced at the whole-school level in a struc-
tured and complementary way.

• Parental involvement and collaboration in
promoting and reinforcing the learnt social
and emotional skills at home.

• Targeted interventions: a staged, school-
based approach with the onus on the
school, in partnership with professionals,
parents, services and the community, to
provide the necessary support for students
experiencing social, emotional and behav-
ioural difficulties (SEBD). This requires in-

tegrated, interagency working, with pro-
fessionals and services working collabora-
tively together and with parents, school
staff and the students themselves, where
possible at the school, to support the social
and emotional needs of children and young
people. Provisions for students experienc-
ing SEBD provide a continuum of services
and settings matched according to the
needs of the child.

• Social and emotional education becomes
more central in initial teacher education,
with the whole faculty engaged with stu-
dents at curricular and cross curricular
levels, both in providing social and emo-
tional education for universal and targeted
interventions, as well as supporting the
mental health and wellbeing of the student
teachers themselves. This will be sustained
in continuing professional learning in so-
cial and emotional education provided reg-
ularly by schools for their staff.

• The social and emotional wellbeing of the
staff and parents themselves also needs to
be addressed within a whole school ap-
proach. For adults to be able to teach, role
model and reinforce social and emotional
education, they first need to be socially
and emotionally literate and healthy them-
selves. This requires support structures
which provide information and education
for staff and parents in developing and
maintaining their own social and emo-
tional learning, wellbeing and health.

• Any social and emotional education initia-
tive undertaken by schools requires a
needs assessment to match the interven-
tion to the needs of the school. This in-
cludes identifying existing good practice at
the school and incorporating it into the
initiative. The school also makes provi-
sion for organisational supports and poli-
cies to safeguard the success and sustain-
ability of the initiative, including
supportive management, active participa-
tion by the whole school community in
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planning and implementation, provision
of adequate resources, and alignment with
regional and school policies. 

• Finally any initiative needs to be monitored,
evaluated and improved regularly at indi-
vidual, classroom and whole-school levels. 

Conclusion
Becoming a citizen of the twenty first century
requires a ‘change in consciousness’, away
from performance, competition and sheer
individualism to human growth, development,
learning, collaboration, justice and peace (Ce-
fai and Cavioni, 2014; Clouder, 2008; Nod-
dings, 2012). Martin Seligman (2009) calls
this a ‘new prosperity’, one that combines
health with wealth, with our resources geared
to generate more wellbeing. Now we have the
evidence and the tools to promote this ‘new
prosperity’ amongst our children’s and young
people; not do to so, would be shortchanging
our children by providing them with an in-
adequate education for the challenges and
realities of the present century (Clouder,
2008).

Endnotes

1 State schools in Malta are grouped into ten regional
colleges, with each college responsible for all primary
schools and the middle and secondary schools in the
region.

2 Post secondary schools usually cater for 16-18 year
olds and provide vocational education or prepare
young people for tertiary education.

3 The golden rules for circle time are: We listen to peo-
ple, we don’t interrupt; We are gentle, we don’t hurt
others; We are kind and helpful, we don’t hurt any-
body’s feelings; We work hard, we don’t waste time;
We look after property, we don’t waste or damage
things; We are honest, we don’t cover up the truth
(Mosley, 2009).

4 Nurture class is a special class for young primary
school children experiencing social, emotional and
behavioural difficulties, situated in the primary school
itself, with children attending the nurture class on a
part-time basis for emotional literacy sessions.

5 Peripatetic teachers who provide specialist support for
young children in kindergarten and first years of
primary school with individual educational needs.

6 Primary school specialist teachers who provide addi-
tional support for early primary pupils experiencing
literacy difficulties.

7 The prefect of discipline is responsible for student be-
haviour and discipline in secondary schools, includ-
ing correction of behaviour, application of discipli-
nary procedures in case of repeated misbehavior, and
policy development, amongst others.

8 The names of the schools have been changed. Details
on the profile of the school were correct at the time
of data collection; for more details on the project,
please see Cefai (2008).
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