
What do I need to do next? 
Is this coming out the way I planned? Is that okay?
Does my work relay what I intend? 
What do I need to change? 
Is this how I want this to look/sound/feel? 
How can I fix this? 
How much more should I do? 
How do I feel right now with my progress thus far?
What is influencing my choices? 
Why is this work important/unimportant to me?  
What are my talents in this? My limitations? 
How does this work help me to understand myself better? 
What can this work teach me about myself and my thinking?

Anyone who works within the arts knows that the creative process allows for much
growth in terms of becoming self-aware. Now, with SEAL, we can explicitly teach and
practice these skills through the arts.

Let’s look closely at the creative process. When you go through this process you are
constantly working on and refining your work. This requires a lot of reflection and self
awareness as you ask yourself questions such as: 

SEAL & Self-Awareness

SEAL, or Social-Emotional Artistic Learning is the practice of utilizing arts
integration strategies to teach social-emotional  learning competencies.
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Self-Awareness, according to CASEL.org is: The ability to accurately recognize one’s own
emotions, thoughts, and values and how they influence behavior. 

The ability to accurately assess one’s strengths and limitations, with a well-grounded sense
of confidence, optimism, and a “growth mindset" is key. These abilities also include: labeling
one’s feelings, relating feeling and thoughts to behavior, and being able to accurately self-
assess one’s strengths and challenges. 

*SEL Competencies cited from CASEL.org

What is Self-Awareness?

SEAL & Self-Awareness



The creation of visual art is one way to practice self-awareness through the creative 
 process. Producing something visual is a very personal experience, even if you are 
 creating something as an assignment. Every brush stroke, every cut into clay, every 
 paper placed in a collage is done with purpose and is done by you! Visual art is an 
 extension of the artist. 

At the 2018 SEAL Retreat, one teacher retreater reflected on how visual art can be so
personally powerful: 
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Visual Art & Self-Awareness

The creative process is a learning process, meaning, as we create, we are growing: we
make mistakes, change directions, reflect, adapt and respond. This speaks volumes to the 
 idea of keeping an optimistic view of yourself and your work and continuing with a
growth mindset.

“The cool thing about art is that it is a seemingly superficial presentation of a 
 thought (or idea or feeling). In the end however, one finds that in the time it takes 
 to create an image, social-emotional learning has permeated the process. We find 
 that we have made a piece of art that expresses a piece of us. Our choice of 
 texture, color, subject, size, et cetera may seem arbitrary at the onset and yet
our  decisions reveal something to us in the end. Our creations may quite possibly 
 expose a thought or feeling within ourselves that we didn't understand or even 
 recognize. Our creation may present an image that words could not express.”

~Katie A. Elementary Special Educator 

A student might utilize visual art to express his or her self-
awareness through the use of  imagery, color and texture. One
way I ask students to become more self-aware through  visual
art is by creating a colorful body image of themselves. 

Firstly, I ask them to lie down or sit quietly, eyes closed while
they focus on their breath and become  aware of their body
and breath. Slowly I instruct them to  put color and movement
to their breath and observe it as it moves in, out and through
their bodies. 

The students then  translate these images using a paper outline
of a body and  water colors. The images come out amazing! 
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Music & Self-Awareness

Have you ever listened to the radio or to a music streaming site and changed the song over
and over until you found just the right one? I have. In fact, sometimes I’ll even skip over
songs I like because I just don’t feel like listening to them at that time. This is  normal and it is
part of self-awareness. Oftentimes, we choose to listen to music that fits our mood at
that particular moment. This is called mood matching. 

I’ve mood matched ever since I was an adolescent girl singing love songs while thinking  about
the boy I adored. Now, I might drive home from work and listen to some chill Classic Rock
because I feel like lounging on my couch and taking a break after a long, hard day. Other
times, I may play upbeat music because I’m excited to start my weekend! 

Each one is unique and beautiful. The most powerful aspect of this  activity, though, is how
the artist is able to speak about and  give reasons for each color and movement of the
painting.  It is in this reflection of the image, that students are connecting self-awareness
to their art! I like to use this activity as an opener when I start  a new cohort of students
in a SEAL Club.

Have you ever had a student who has been asked to draw something and says, “I can’t
draw.” That is one way he or she is being self-aware (and showing a fixed mindset.) In this
case, it is our duty to help that student understand that drawing is a weakness and to use
that knowledge to grow. 

What skills could that student learn to become a more  confident drawer? Is there
someone he or she could ask to help them learn a drawing  strategy? What other ways
can that student create something while completing the assignment? In other words, explore
other visual artistic talents does that student have!

Finding the visual expression that fits you is a part of becoming self-aware. From there,
one can build confidence, positivity and be able to branch out and find more ways to
create.  This is growth mindset!

You can find a more detailed lesson plan for this and other SEAL activities at
teachSEAL.com.
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Mindful Moment

Playing other people’s music (on a device or instrument) or creating your own music is part
of self-awareness. My son will use the piano to match his mood. I can tell how he feels by his
choice of piece and how it’s being played. A familiar song may be an indication of needing a
break if it’s being played well, or frustration if it is rushed and hard. He will play and
practice new music when he is content and relaxed. 

It’s great to find and match music to what our body and mind needs. It gives us the
opportunity to reflect on our emotions and can enhance a good feeling. However, part of
self-awareness is recognizing when you need a mood shift. Music can help with that too! But
we’ll talk more about that when we get to Self-Management. 

Music and sound can also aide in giving us the ability to pause and reflect on our own
feelings. A quick activity to try with sound includes the use of a singing bowl. (Don’t  have a
singing bowl? Try a chime or other instrument that makes a lingering sound.)  You can try
this after a classroom transition.

For this mindfulness activity, ask the  students find their
seats and tell you how they feel describing their body.
(For  example, jumpy, relaxed, buzzy or tired  have been
told to me.) 

Then have them  sit comfortably and quietly. Invite them  
to close their eyes and notice their  breath. Tell them
you are going to play a single note on your singing bowl
and  want them to see how long they can listen to the
sound. You could do it  again and ask them to count how
many  second the sound lasts. Now, ask them  how they
feel and have them describe the feelings inside their
body, leading to  a short discussion on how the feelings
in  their body may have changed by listening to the sound
and focusing on themselves.
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Drama & Self-Awareness

Drama is an amazing tool to use for SEAL activities. This art form naturally allows you  to
reflect in depth into the inner thinkings of characters. For self-awareness, drama can help
students to identify and explore emotions within themselves. 

An activity to try with this is to give students a situation and, not only ask them how they
would feel, but have them act it out. 

For example, the situation could be: 

Your good friend and you are excited about going to see a
new movie in theaters,  but then you find out that friend

has invited someone else to go instead of you.

Create a Tableau

Have students freeze in a position that
describes how they feel, being sure to take
into consideration both body language and
facial expression. (This is called a Tableau.)
One by one or altogether, ask students to
speak and tell how they feel and what they
are thinking.

Once you are done, you can debrief and even discuss how to turn a negative emotion into a
positive one.  There could even be a skit students could put on to show just how to do that!

In addition to identifying their own emotions, this and other activities like it help students to
understand that their emotions may be different than others’ feelings, even if they are
experiencing the same situation. This taps into social-awareness: understanding that your emotions
may be different from your peers – and that’s ok.

For a copy of the SEAL tool, “Situation Cards” and other SEAL activities, visit  teachSEAL.com.
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Dance & Self-Awareness

Movement and dance could be the most genuine (and to some uncomfortable) art form of  
self-expression. You are literally using your body to express yourself! To some this is
natural and beautiful, to others it becomes their biggest fear. Again, acknowledging this
alone is the first step in becoming self-aware.  

Getting students to move through space and time is the first step to self-awareness. Put
on some music and move some of your furniture so that students can walk around freely.  
Then give them opportunities to move in a variety of energies: walking sideways,
backwards, sashaying, on one foot, through thick lava, etc. Then add in a variety of levels:
on tip toes, crawling, slithering, hopping, etc.  

When students are comfortable with moving through the room, ask them to do so to
different emotions. (You could even have them freeze and take an Emo-Selfie to use in a
SEAL activity at a later time!) In these emotions, have them reflect on how their bodies
feel and how it may have differed from when they are moving in a contrasting emotion.  

You can find a more detailed lesson plan for this and other SEAL activities at
teachSEAL.com. 

These kinds of reflections are important because they allow students to dig deeply into the  
concepts of self-awareness and identifying emotions. They can also be beneficial to their
dance work later if they want to expand their ideas into more comprehensive projects.
Knowing what joy feels like in their bodies can help them to create a more joyful dance and
radiate happiness to the audience. Understanding what anger feels like can help them to
verbalize it when needed and learn how to turn it around.  

Dance IS self-expression and self-awareness. Utilizing even just this simple SEAL activity
could make a difference to your students as they explore who they are. 
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Talents and Weaknesses, Fixed vs. Growth Mindset

Throughout all the art forms, students will explore and realize their talents and weaknesses.
This is all about self-awareness. Students who better understand these  things can
accentuate their positives and work with and around their weaknesses. They are able to
find more confidence moving forward, allowing them to advocate for themselves. 

This is, of course, the foundation of a Growth Mindset, which is so important in our
culture. By recognizing our talents and acknowledging our weaknesses, we can continue to
be challenged and grow. What more could we want for our youth?

"Among these points is the idea that integrating the arts and SEL is a feeling out 
 process that will vary significantly in form and function from one student to the 
 next. Among the variables is, of course, our own willingness to provide opportunities

that are well-suited to our students yet, perhaps, less familiar to ourselves.”

Self-Awareness for the Teacher

With all these great SEAL ideas, I bet you can’t wait to get started, or maybe you are  scared
to death! Self-awareness isn’t just about our students, it’s about us as well! We  need to be
willing to try new avenues and approaches to teach our students these  important skills. That,
after all is part of the Arts Integration Frame of Mind; that ability  to allow all art forms into
your classroom for the betterment of the students. 

Jeff A, another SEAL Retreater from 2018, said it well: 

Pictured here are teachers at a SEAL
Retreat practicing self-awareness as they

create personal mandalas.
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