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Foreword
decades later, i can still feel the thrill of my favorite class in high school. 
our teacher, mr. barankin, would unleash one of life’s big questions, give an 
impish grin as he saw us begin to grapple, and tip his chair back against the 
chalkboard to listen. these deep questions became guides throughout my 
life, encouraging me to think more deeply about meaning, purpose, beauty, 
and my role in the world.

those conversations are one reason why, when i later became a teacher, 
i treasured classes where my students and i would engage in discussions 
about deep topics, sharing views about everything from the meaning 
of courage to which character on the sitcom-of-the-season we liked the 
most. at the time, i felt the significance of this kind of conversation, but 
i didn’t know why, or the essential social-emotional skills that we exer-
cised together.

Just as the questions in barry barankin’s class have resonated with me, i’ve 
been honored to hear similar feelings from my students. the kids i taught as 
adolescents are now “grown-ups”; many of them have become parents, and 
i still hear from some of them. they don’t remember the brilliant lectures i 
delivered, but they do remember when our class sat under a tree and talked 
about values, what they cared about, and what they hoped to do in the world.

Fast-forward: today, a growing body of research shows that those  
social-emotional skills are not only useful for personal development, 
they’re actually central to academic learning too.1 alarmingly, these skills 
are also declining globally.2 in addition to research, we can see the effects 
in headlines about increased social and political polarization in country 
after country around the globe: we are more volatile and less willing or able 
to listen to one another.

1 where we once saw social-emotional skills as useful for intrapersonal and  interpersonal 

growth, the neuroscience of learning reveals they’re actually foundational for academic 

learning as well. For more on this, see my interview with cognitive neuroscientist mary 

helen immordino yang (https://www.6seconds.org/2020/09/15/neuroscience-learning/).
2 in the world’s largest study of emotional intelligence, using a randomized sample from 

over 126 countries, skills such as emotional awareness, emotion management, and em-

pathy have declined significantly over the last decade. see https://6sec.org/soh for the 

 current data.

Foreword   ix
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the rise of social media is likely one reason for this decline. there’s evi-
dence to hypothesize that increased use of digital platforms is part of the 
erosion of civility. teens who use social media more are actually more  
lonely—less socially engaged.3 an “extractive attention economy” has  
developed, based on taking our attention: according to the Center for  
humane technology, big-tech algorithms are designed to create dissatis-
faction and provide volatility to increase the use of social media platforms 
while reducing individual well-being as well as civil behavior.4 whatever 
the cause, we’re facing a tidal wave of anxiety and loneliness, especially 
among young people.5

meanwhile, as scores on empathy and collaboration decline globally, more 
and more businesses are calling these the essential skills of the future. 
google’s Chief innovation evangelist Frederik g. Pferdt said, “empathy 
is the skill of the future.”6 the world economic Forum’s Future of Jobs 
 reports in 2018 and 2020 highlighted that in an era of rapid transforma-
tion, the future of work will require both cognitive/technical skills and 
 social-emotional skills.

For a decade, i’ve led a research project to track awareness about emotions 
as part of workplace performance. surveys from over 95 countries have 
shown, over and over, that the biggest challenges managers face are rela-
tional.7 while technical and business skills are important, what holds lead-
ers back is a deficit in the social-emotional domain. these are the kinds of 
skills we develop through meaningful conversation.

in short, we have a massive and growing need for social-emotional skills.

imagine a world where students are meaningfully engaged in practicing 
those skills. i run one of the world’s largest nonprofit organizations work-
ing in this space. it’s called six seconds, and our vision is a billion peo-
ple  practicing the skills of emotional intelligence. we measure and teach 

3 Jean twenge has done extensive research on this link, such as Jean m. twenge, w. keith 

Campbell, associations between screen time and lower psychological well-being among 

children and adolescents: evidence from a population-based study, Preventive Medicine 

 Reports, 12 (2018): 271–283, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pmedr.2018.10.003.
4 see the emotionai conference (www.6seconds.org/emotionai) and the Center for humane 

technology (humanetech.com).
5 For a snapshot of trends on emotional well-being in the world, see www.6seconds.org/

emotional-intelligence/topics/wellbeing/.
6 see accelerate.withgoogle.com/stories/product-inclusion-leadership-insights-from- 

google-chief-innovation-evangelist-frederik-g-pferdt.
7 see the workplace vitality research reports on 6sec.org/vitality.
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a  process for doing so—at work, at school, at home, and in communities. 
there are three steps to this process:

1. being more aware
2. making more careful and conscious choices
3.  stepping forward with both empathy and commitment to purpose.

there are many conversation topics in Morning Classroom Conversations 
that align to these steps. as educators and students engage in meaning-
ful conversations about emotions, behaviors, and options, we’ll have an 
 opportunity to increase awareness. by “talking it out,” we’ll have a chance 
to  expand options. through dialogue around aspirations and values, 
we might be able to connect to that larger sense of purpose that could 
 motivate us all to be better versions of ourselves.

while there are many programs that can teach social-emotional skills, i’d 
contend that the heart of this book isn’t about explicit curriculum. most 
curriculum is static; it’s mass-produced and simplistic. it’s usually instruc-
tor-driven and cognitive. even well-intentioned social-emotional learning 
curricula can be boring—and, too often, white-centered and reinforcing 
transactional behavior norms.8

this brings us to the beauty of Morning Classroom Conversations. there are 
three features of this framework i’d like to highlight:

1.  this is an approachable approach. educators who read this book 
will quickly see that these conversations draw on “the usual” ped-
agogical skills we use every day, such as inquiry, analysis, and 
 communication. 

2.  it’s student-centered. the questions in Morning Classroom Conversa-
tions are ones where students are the experts. rather than asking 
about what’s in a text or what the teacher thinks, this book is full of 
questions about students’ perceptions and experiences.

3.  these are big, meaningful questions. all too often, classroom con-
versations are about important-but-not-profound topics. dates. 
 Formulae. items that can be easily assessed on a multiple-choice 
test. while these may have utility, they’re limited. big questions, 
however, can engage levels of curiosity, discovery, and meaning 
that go far deeper.

8 the Communities for Just schools Fund published a powerful  article on this topic: “when 

sel is used as another Form of Policing”  (medium.com/@justschools/when-sel-is-used-

as-another-form-of-policing-fa53cf85dce4). Cierra kahler-Jones, one of the authors, added 

additional perspectives in this video: www.youtube.com/watch?v=n_d_ysh9dha.
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 1. An ApproAChAble ApproACh
you can do this! the frameworks in this book are not introducing some new 
or foreign language. the practices that the authors are advocating here will 
feel natural and practical for most educators. what’s remarkable and new 
is a simple way to take our typical educational practices to a deeper level.

the book offers ways to adapt the process to a variety of contexts. i suspect 
many educators will enjoy just randomly flipping to a page to get an inspir-
ing question to discuss today!

the point is that this isn’t a typical “packaged program.” it’s a framework  
that is adaptable and will support both your academic and social- 
emotional learning.

 2. Student-Centered
the obvious way to escape from culturally insensitive curricula that rein-
force systems of oppression (racism, sexism, classism, etc.) is to put your 
students and their lived experience at the center of learning. what we call 
upon as “factual evidence” is usually rooted in specific cultural under-
standings. in this book, you’ll find questions that open up equity-oriented 
dialogue where the students’ expertise is meaningful, such as

•  where do you feel like your voice is heard? are there places where 
you wish your voice was heard more?

•  why might people not listen to new ideas? what helps you to be 
more likely to listen to new or different ideas?

•  a new student just arrived at your school. what do you think it feels 
like to be living in a new place with all new people?

these are questions that kids can answer from their own cultural per-
spective, norms, and values, and in discussing these, adults and youth will 
 increase their mutual understanding.

xii  morning Classroom Conversations
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 3. big, MeAningful queStionS
as an author of an assessment of school climate,9 i’m concerned about how 
students and educators feel about school. we summarize this into an  index 
of engagement; we’d know students are engaged if they look forward to 
going to school. in a global study of over 2,000 adolescents, we found no 
students were meaningfully engaged.10

one solution is to make time to pose questions that students will want 
to discuss. the previous examples are questions that, as an educator, i’d 
love to discuss. i’m genuinely curious about what students would say. how 
about you?

i started with the story of my favorite high school teacher asking big ques-
tions. i can imagine a generation from now, people will look back at their 
Morning Classroom Conversations and reminisce about how these meaningful 
questions became guides in their lives. this book is chock-a-block-full of 
the kinds of questions that will lead you to those life-changing interactions.

—Joshua freedman, mCC, Ceo of the six seconds  
emotional intelligence network

9 education vital signs is a normed, validated measure of school climate, including dimen-

sions such as safety and inclusion (see 6sec.org/evs).
10 https://www.6seconds.org/2016/04/14/groundbreaking-education-research-area/.
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