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Abstract

As the Korean Ministry of Education prepares to mandate Korean Social-Emotional Learning (K-SEL)
across all grade levels starting in 2026, English teachers in South Korea face the challenge of
meaningfully integrating SEL into subject-area instruction. This Technology in Practice forum reports on
a one-year pilot experience in which an Al-based Digital Textbook (AIDT) was used in a secondary
English classroom to facilitate SEL. By using avatar customization and a daily emotion check-in in
warm-up routines, the teacher created opportunities for language learners to express emotions in
English, engage in small talk with the teacher, and build classroom rapport while developing both
English communicative competence and social-emotional skills. Based on a one-year classroom
experience, the paper discusses the benefits, challenges, and practical recommendations for the sustained
integration of Al-driven educational technology and SEL in English classrooms.
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Introduction

The Korean Ministry of Education has emphasized Social-Emotional Learning (SEL) over the last decade
to address rising teenage suicide and self-harm rates. Starting in 2026, Korean Social-Emotional Learning
(K-SEL) will be implemented nationwide for all grade levels (Grades 1-12), with at least 15 instructional
hours per year. Modeled on the CASEL framework (CASEL, 2020), K-SEL covers five core
competencies: (a) self-awareness, (b) self-management, (c) social awareness, (d) relationship skills, and
(e) responsible decision-making (Korea Education & Research Information Service [KERIS], n.d.).
Subject-area teachers, especially language teachers whose classes require substantial interaction, are
strongly encouraged to embed SEL principles in their daily instruction.

The recent introduction of Al-based Digital Textbooks (AIDT) offers a promising technological
infrastructure for this kind of affective integration. Unlike printed textbooks, AIDT platforms provide
adaptive learning pathways and Al-driven feedback, along with interactive features that personalize
students’ learning experiences and track emotional signals such as anxiety, boredom, and disengagement
(Hong, 2025a, 2025b). For example, Hong (2025a) reported that an AIDT-based system for enhancing
personalized SEL could deliver real-time, individualized feedback responsive to each learner’s emotional
state, supporting both academic achievement and social-emotional development. Similarly, Walker and
Weidenbenner (2019) found that technology-mediated environments can support empathy and emotional
learning when teachers design intentionally for those outcomes rather than leaving them to the technology
itself.
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AIDT platform creates a virtual space for both peer-to-peer and student—Al interaction: students can
collaborate with classmates on shared tasks within the platform, while a conversational Al helper offers
individualized, low-stakes practice in which learners can rehearse expressions. In the present pilot,
however, the warm-up routine drew primarily on student—Al interaction (the emotion check-in) as a
springboard for subsequent teacher—student and peer talk, rather than on the platform’s built-in
collaborative tools. Among these affordances, this paper focuses on two features with strong SEL
applications in English classrooms: an avatar customization function and a daily emotion check-in tool.
Although these features were initially aimed at increasing student engagement and enabling teachers to
monitor students’ emotional states, they now offer English teachers a unique opportunity to integrate
language learning and SEL.

This Technology in Practice forum reports on integrating AIDT’s SEL-related features into the warm-up
routines of EFL classes over one academic year. It first describes the instructional context and explains
how the avatar and emotion check-in features were used in daily warm-ups. Next, it discusses practical
benefits and challenges during implementation and offers recommendations for language teachers
considering similar approaches.

Instructional Context

This paper presents a collaboration between Sooyeon, an English teacher working in a Korean middle
school and Lee Jin, a professor specializing in teacher education and technology in language learning.
Sooyeon has over 17 years of secondary English teaching experience and has received specialized
training in AIDT and technology integration in English education over the past three years, which
informed her approach to repurposing the AIDT platform’s features for SEL. She implemented the
classroom approach described in this paper. Lee Jin provided ongoing support in pedagogical design and
documentation throughout the one-year pilot.

Sooyeon teaches at a private middle school in Seoul, South Korea. The school serves approximately 310
students in Grades 7-9, with class sizes averaging 23. English classes meet 3 or 4 times per week, with
each session lasting 45 minutes. Students’ English proficiency levels vary widely, ranging from beginner
to intermediate. In 2025, the school was selected as one of the pilot schools for the Ministry of
Education’s AIDT initiative. The AIDT platform was introduced specifically for first-year middle school
students (Grade 7), typically 12 to 13 years old, in the English subject. As a participant in the pilot
program, Sooyeon received institutional access to the AIDT platform, training sessions organized by the
regional education office, and ongoing technical support from the platform developers. The routine
described in this paper was implemented across all of her Grade 7 English classes, whose students were
linguistically homogeneous in that nearly all shared Korean as their first language.

The AIDT platform (https://support.aitextbook.co.kr) offers several Al-driven features. These include
adaptive learning pathways tailored to proficiency levels, automated speaking practice with speech
recognition feedback, and interactive grammar and vocabulary exercises. Additional AIDT platform
features are described in further detail in the next section involving the Description of Teaching Practices.
However, two features not central to language instruction drew Sooyeon’s attention early in the pilot: an
avatar customization tool and a daily emotion check-in. The avatar tool lets each student create and
personalize a digital character, modifying appearance, clothing, and accessories at any time. The emotion
check-in prompts students to select an emoji showing their mood and then provide a short English
description (e.g., “I’'m full of energy” or “I feel frustrated”). This multimodal design—pairing emoji
selection with oral expression—encourages students to move beyond single-word utterances and
articulate emotions in English. The teacher dashboard aggregates and displays responses in real time,
giving the teacher an overview of the class’s emotional state and individual feelings.

As noted in the Introduction, the targets of adopting the AIDT platform in this pilot were twofold: (a)
students’ emotional well-being and (b) their emotion-related English vocabulary. Both were especially
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pressing in this context. Korean middle school students face well-documented academic stress and rising
rates of emotional difficulty, which the K-SEL mandate is designed to address, while EFL learners at this
level often lack the lexical and pragmatic resources to express how they feel in English beyond a few
basic words. Addressing these two needs together, rather than as separate agendas, allowed Sooyeon to
meet a new curricular obligation while advancing the core goal of the English class. The avatar and
emotion check-in features were adopted precisely because they offered a low-stakes, daily entry point for
both.

The AIDT pilot began as the Ministry of Education’s focus on K-SEL increased. The school was already
exploring ways to integrate SEL into subject-area classes. Sooyeon saw an opportunity to use AIDT’s
avatar and emotion check-in features to bridge English language instruction and SEL. Rather than treat
SEL as a separate curricular obligation, Sooyeon aimed to integrate it into daily English class routines.
This was done specifically through a structured warm-up activity where students expressed their emotions
in English and engaged in small talk with the teacher.

Lee Jin joined at the planning stage to support pedagogical design and document the implementation
process. Throughout the year, Sooyeon and Lee Jin held regular meetings during which Sooyeon shared
classroom experiences, student responses, and any challenges that arose. Building on these discussions,
Lee Jin provided ongoing feedback on pedagogical adjustments and helped organize and interpret the
data, including student artifacts like screenshots of emotion check-ins and written reflection responses.
Therefore, this collaboration combined Sooyeon’s teaching experience with Lee Jin’s analytical
perspective, allowing for systematic documentation of implementation while also maintaining a grounded
view of classroom realities.

Description of Teaching Practices

Setting up the AIDT-based learning environment

At the beginning of the academic year, all Grade 7 students at the school were provided with individual
tablet PCs capable of running the AIDT platform. Each student was assigned a personal login account,
which they used to access the AIDT English textbook at the start of every class. The login process itself
became a natural transition ritual where students entered the classroom, took out their tablets, logged in,
and were immediately greeted by their personalized AIDT dashboard.

The AIDT platform used in this pilot is not simply a digitized version of a traditional English textbook.
Rather, it is a data-driven, Al-powered learning environment that diagnoses each student’s English
proficiency, learning style, and areas of strength and weakness through Al-based assessments, then
generates an individualized learning pathway. The Al tutoring feature and drill zone offer customized
practice, with supplementary materials for students who need reinforcement and extended challenges for
those ready to move ahead. For speaking and listening, the platform includes an Al conversation feature
(Al Talk). This allows students to practice English pronunciation and expressions in dialogue with Al,
receiving real-time feedback. Teachers use a dashboard to monitor the class’s learning progress, accuracy
rates, and participation in real time (see Figure 1). The platform allows teachers to reorganize lesson
sequences, integrate external materials, and design instruction using assessment data. It also features
gamified activities, multimedia content, and accessibility options such as alternative text.

Within this broader ecosystem, two features became central to the SEL-integrated warm-up routine
described in this paper: (a) the avatar customization tool and (b) the daily emotion check-in. While these
features were built into the platform primarily to increase engagement and provide teachers with a brief
overview of student well-being, Sooyeon repurposed them as the foundation for a daily English-language
warm-up activity with explicit SEL goals.
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Figure 1
AIDT Teacher Dashboard for Real-time Learning Management
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Introducing the SEL-driven Routine in English Classrooms

During the first two weeks of the semester, Sooyeon dedicated time to orienting students not only to the
AIDT platform’s core academic features but also specifically to the avatar and emotion check-in
functions. She modeled the process by creating her own avatar, demonstrating the emotion check-in on
the classroom display screen and sharing her choices in English, such as: “Today I'm feeling a little tired
but excited, because I stayed up late preparing something fun for our class. How about you?”

She then walked students through the process of customizing their avatars (e.g., choosing hairstyles,
outfits, accessories, and backgrounds) and showed them how to complete the emotion check-in by
selecting an emoji and providing a brief description. Students were encouraged to respond in English by
customizing avatars and using emotion vocabulary (see Figure 2 and Figure 3). Within the platform, each
student’s avatar was linked to their real login identity rather than functioning as an anonymous persona.
The teacher could see, via the dashboard, which avatar and emotion check-in belonged to which student,
which was essential for the follow-up small talk and for identifying students who might need support.
Among peers, avatars and emotion responses were visible on the shared classroom display during the
warm-up, so students could see one another’s choices. This semi-public visibility was pedagogically
useful for building rapport and modeling emotional expression, but it also raised the privacy
considerations discussed later.

By the end of the second week, the routine was established. The first four to seven minutes of each
English class followed a consistent structure (see Table 1).

Building Emotion Vocabulary Over Time

The default emotion options available in the AIDT platform were limited to basic categories such as
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“excellent”, “good”, “so s0”, “not so good”, and “bad”’. While these served as an accessible starting point

b

for Grade 7 students, Sooyeon gradually expanded the range of emotion vocabulary available to students.
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Figure 2
Student Avatar Customization Interface in AIDT
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Figure 3

Student Emotional Check-in Interface in AIDT
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Table 1

AIDT-based SEL Warm-up Sequence

Time Activity Language focus

1-2 min Students log into AIDT, Emotion vocabulary and simple
complete the emotion check-in sentence production (e.g.,
emoji + brief oral description anxious, grateful, frustrated,

energized, happy)

1-2 min Teacher reviews the class Teacher modeling: “I can see
emotion dashboard on the main  that many of you are feeling
screen and makes a general stressed today. Is there a test in
comment another class?”

2-3 min Teacher conducts small talk with Conversational expressions:

2-3 individual students based on
their check-in responses

“What’s making you feel that
way?” / “I hope your day gets

better.” / “That’s great to hear.
Can you tell me more?”

She created supplementary word lists organized by nuance and intensity, which she displayed on the
classroom screen during the warm-up in the early weeks and later posted as a reference sheet on the class
bulletin board:

Instead of just “good”, let’s try: content, relieved, proud, thrilled, grateful
Instead of just “not so good”, let’s try: disappointed, overwhelmed, discouraged
Instead of just “bad”, let’s try: frustrated, annoyed, irritated, upset

Over the course of the semester, a noticeable shift occurred in students’ responses. Early entries tended to
be single words or minimal phrases (e.g., “happy” or “tired”’), but by mid-semester, many students were
producing fuller expressions (e.g., “I feel happy because [ am going to go to the BOYNEXTDOOR'’s
concert” or “I'm a little anxious about the presentation tomorrow’). Some students also began modifying
their avatars to reflect their mood, which became an additional conversation starter during the small-talk
portion of the warm-up.

Connecting to K-SEL Competencies

Although the warm-up was designed primarily as an English-language activity, each interaction naturally
touched on one or more of the K-SEL competencies, which were discussed earlier in the Introduction
section of this article:

Self-awareness

By identifying and labeling their own emotions in English each day, students practiced recognizing their
internal states. This is a foundational SEL skill that also reinforces vocabulary acquisition.

Self-management

Over the year, Sooyeon found it useful to keep a small repertoire of coping strategies that could be
offered in English in response to recurring emotions. Common pairings included: for anxiety before tests,
brief breathing and reframing (“Take a slow breath”, “You ve prepared for this”); for feeling
overwhelmed, breaking tasks down (“Let’s pick just one thing to start with”) or a short physical reset such
as a walk; for fatigue or low energy, lowering the immediate demand (“Let’s do a lighter activity and
build up”); and for sadness or feeling worried, validation and connection (“Thank you for sharing that.
I'm glad you told me”). These were offered as everyday conversational moves rather than formal
interventions, which kept them feasible within the few minutes of the warm-up and modeled emotion-
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regulation language that students could later reuse themselves.
Social Awareness

Because the teacher dashboard was displayed on the classroom screen, students could observe their class's
overall emotional landscape. Sooyeon used this as an opportunity to foster empathy (e.g., “I notice a lot of
us are tired today. Let’s take it easy this class™).

Relationship Skills

The daily small-talk exchange built teacher-student rapport and, over time, normalized emotional
expression as a regular part of the English classroom. Students who were initially reluctant to share
gradually became more comfortable, partly because they saw their classmates and teacher doing so
consistently.

A Typical Warm-up Exchange

It is worth clarifying the modes of interaction involved in the routine. The core exchanges were conducted
face-to-face. After students completed the Al-mediated emotion check-in individually, the teacher
initiated spoken small talk with two or three students in the physical classroom. Peer interaction during
the warm-up itself was largely indirect and screen-mediated, as students viewed one another’s check-in
responses and avatars on the shared display, which sometimes prompted spontaneous face-to-face
comments among classmates. More structured peer-to-peer collaboration occurred later in the lesson
rather than during the warm-up. In other words, the AIDT platform mediated the individual check-in,
while the social and emotional exchanges it triggered took place primarily through face-to-face talk.

The following is an illustrative exchange, reconstructed for this paper rather than transcribed from a
specific student, that represents the kind of warm-up interaction that became typical by mid-semester:

Teacher (viewing dashboard): “Interesting. I see a lot of red and blue today. Minji, I see you
chose ‘nervous’ in your emoji. Do you want to tell us why?”

Minji: “Um... we have a math test after this class.”

Teacher: “Oh, I see. No wonder you look a bit nervous. 1 felt the same way when [ was a student.
Did you prepare for it?”

Minji: “Yes, but I'm still worried.”

Teacher: “It’s okay to feel that way. Just take a deep breath and believe in yourself. You 've got
this!”

These exchanges, though brief, served multiple purposes simultaneously. Students practiced listening and
speaking in authentic, personally meaningful English, while sharing routinized moments of genuine
human connection.

Practical Benefits and Challenges

The benefits of integrating AIDT’s emotion check-in and avatar features into the warm-up routine were
visible across three areas: (a) language learning, (b) social-emotional development, and (c) classroom
management.

Language Learning

The most immediate benefit was that students engaged in daily, low-stakes English production grounded
in personally meaningful content. Unlike textbook dialogues, the emotion check-in required students to
express something real about themselves, which increased both motivation and authenticity. Over the
academic year, students’ oral responses based on the emotion check-in grew in length, complexity, and
lexical variety. The small-talk exchanges that followed the check-in also provided regular, naturalistic
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speaking and listening practice. For students who were typically reluctant to volunteer during main lesson
activities, the warm-up became a low-pressure entry point into English oral communication. They had
already used the target language before the lesson even began.

Social-emotional Development

The routine created a structured yet natural space for emotional expression within the English classroom.
Students did not perceive it as a standalone SEL lesson imposed on top of the English class. Rather, it felt
like a normal part of how the English class began. Over time, students became more comfortable
identifying and articulating their emotions, both in writing and in conversation. Several students remarked
informally that the check-in helped them pause and reflect on how they were actually feeling, rather than
simply rushing into the next class. Sooyeon also observed that the quality of peer interactions during
group work improved as the year progressed, though it is difficult to attribute this solely to the warm-up
routine. Perhaps most importantly, the routine consistently communicated that students’ emotional lives
mattered in this classroom, fostering a sense of psychological safety and comfort.

Classroom Management and Teacher Responsiveness

The teacher dashboard provided Sooyeon with actionable information at the start of every class. On days
when the dashboard revealed widespread stress or fatigue, such as before exam periods and after school
events, Sooyeon could adjust her lesson plan accordingly, opting for lighter activities or building in a
brief break. The check-in also served as an early detection system for individual students who might need
additional support. When a student reported negative emotions for several consecutive days, Sooyeon
could follow up privately after class or, if appropriate, refer the student to the school counselor. This
function aligned directly with the K-SEL emphasis on proactive student well-being support and gave
Sooyeon a practical tool for fulfilling that role without requiring separate screening procedures.

Despite these benefits, several challenges emerged during the pilot year that are worth noting for teachers
considering similar approaches, including: time constraints, student sincerity and engagement, limited
emotion vocabulary in the platform, and privacy concerns.

Time Constraints

Five to seven minutes per class may appear modest, but in a 45-minute period, it represents over 10% of
total instructional time. On days with dense curricular demands, particularly during exam preparation
weeks or when covering grammar-heavy units, Sooyeon sometimes felt tension between maintaining the
warm-up routine and covering required content. In practice, she occasionally shortened the warm-up to
two or three minutes on such days rather than skipping it entirely, a compromise that preserved the
routine’s continuity while easing time pressure. Nevertheless, the cumulative time investment over a full
semester is not negligible, and teachers adopting this approach should plan for it when designing their
course schedule.

Student Sincerity and Engagement

Not all students engaged authentically with the check-in, particularly in the initial phase. It seemed that
some students selected the same emoji every day without genuine reflection, while others provided
minimal or humorous responses that did not reflect their actual feelings (e.g., “I'm feeling like a
chopstick”). A small number of students viewed the check-in as a chore rather than a meaningful activity.
Sooyeon gradually addressed this through consistent modeling, sharing her own emotions each day and
occasionally acknowledging creative or thoughtful check-in responses during the small-talk portion,
which signaled that she was reading what students wrote. By mid-semester, most students were engaging
more sincerely, though a few continued to treat it as routine.

Limited Emotion Vocabulary in the Platform

The AIDT platform’s built-in emotion options were restricted to a small set of basic categories. More
importantly, certain emotions that Korean students commonly experience and that have culturally specific
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nuances, such as 533} (a feeling of frustration from being stuck or unable to express oneself) or
©}-2-3} T} (a sense of injustice or unfair treatment), did not have intuitive English equivalents in the
platform’s interface. Students who wanted to express these feelings sometimes struggled to find the right
English words, which occasionally led to frustration or oversimplification. Sooyeon addressed this by
creating supplementary vocabulary resources and by discussing culturally specific emotions explicitly in
class (e.g., “If you feel 55 3]-2, you could say ‘I feel stuck’ or I feel frustrated because I can’t explain
what I mean’ in English”). 1deally, future versions of the AIDT platform would offer a broader, more
culturally responsive set of emotion options.

Privacy Concerns

Displaying the class emotion dashboard on the main screen meant that all students could see each other’s
check-in responses, including the speech bubble text. While most students were comfortable with this and
some even enjoyed reading their classmates’ responses, a few students expressed discomfort about having
their emotional state visible to the entire class. This was particularly true for students experiencing
difficult emotions who did not want to draw attention to themselves. Sooyeon addressed this by informing
students that they could keep their responses general (e.g., “I’m okay”) if they preferred not to share
specifics publicly, and by following up privately with students whose check-ins suggested they might be
struggling. However, the platform itself did not offer a built-in option to make individual check-ins
visible only to the teacher, which is a feature that would be valuable in future updates.

Lessons Learned

This one-year pilot offered valuable insights for language practitioners who would like to integrate SEL
into technology-supported classrooms.

Start Small and Stay Consistent

The warm-up routine described in this paper required no special training, no additional materials beyond
what the AIDT platform already offered, and no significant restructuring of the existing curriculum. As
previous studies have shown, its power lay in its sequenced consistency (Durlak et al., 2011). Even on
days when the routine was shortened to 2 or 3 minutes, maintaining it signaled to students that their
emotional well-being was valued in the English classroom. Teachers new to SEL integration need not
design elaborate, standalone lessons; a brief, repeated routine embedded in the existing class structure can
be a meaningful starting point.

The Teacher’s Own Participation Matters

Students were far more likely to engage authentically when Sooyeon shared her own emotions during the
check-in, not performatively, but with genuine honesty. On days when she said, “I’'m feeling a bit
overwhelmed today because I have a lot of grading to do”, students responded with more thoughtful and
honest check-ins of their own. Modeling vulnerability in the target language served a dual purpose. It
demonstrated that emotional expression in English is a skill worth developing, and it showed students that
having difficult feelings is normal and acceptable. At the same time, by sharing genuine emotions, the
teacher becomes a socially and emotionally competent role model, which is a critical factor in creating a
prosocial classroom environment (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Schonert-Reichl, 2017).

Leverage what the Platform Already Offers

One key insight from this pilot was that the most impactful SEL integration did not require purchasing
additional software or designing new digital tools. The avatar and emotion check-in features were already
built into the AIDT platform, which were simply repurposed with intentional pedagogical goals. Teachers
working with AIDT or similar platforms should explore existing features with fresh eyes, asking not only
“What is this feature designed to do?”” but also “What else could this feature accomplish in my
classroom?” This mindset of creative repurposing can reveal opportunities that platform designers
themselves may not have anticipated.
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Bridge the Gap between English Class and SEL

While the warm-up routine naturally aligned with K-SEL competencies, Sooyeon found that making these
connections explicit helped students recognize the value of the activity beyond language learning. This
explicit framing also proved useful when justifying the time investment to colleagues and administrators
who questioned whether a warm-up focused on emotions was a productive use of English class time.

Prepare for the Limits of Technology

The AIDT platform’s emotion check-in was a helpful tool, but it was not without limitations, including
restricted vocabulary options, privacy constraints, and occasional technical failures. Teachers should view
such tools as supportive scaffolds rather than complete solutions. Having a low-tech backup plan (e.g.,
simply asking students “How are you feeling today?”” and conducting the small talk orally) ensures that
the routine can continue even when the technology does not cooperate.

Collaborate Across Roles

Finally, the partnership between Sooyeon (classroom teacher) and Lee Jin (university professor) was
valuable not because it changed what happened in the classroom, but because it changed how the
experience was understood. The collaborative dialogue between the practitioner and the researcher
facilitated a deeper level of reflection-on-action, which allowed for a more nuanced understanding of the
classroom dynamics (Farrell, 2015; Schon, 1983). For teachers who do not have a university collaborator,
similar benefits could be achieved through reflective journaling, peer observation partnerships with
colleagues, or participation in professional learning communities.

In closing, integrating AIDT’s avatar and emotion check-in features into a secondary English warm-up
routine showed that SEL and language teaching do not have to compete for instructional time. Over the
course of one academic year, this simple daily habit helped students expand their emotional vocabulary in
English, strengthened classroom rapport, gave the teacher a real-time window into student well-being, and
helped the school move toward the K-SEL mandate. The experience also made clear that technology
integration and SEL, though typically treated as separate policy priorities in Korea, can genuinely support
each other when a teacher approaches them with a clear pedagogical purpose (Sethi & Jain, 2024; Walker
& Weidenbenner, 2019). As digital technologies continue to develop and SEL becomes a standard,
English teachers are well-positioned to serve as bridges between these two priorities. The warm-up
routine described in this paper is one modest example of how this can be done. It requires no additional
budget, no specialized training, and no departure from existing curricular goals. What it does require is a
willingness to dedicate a few minutes of each class to asking students a simple question of “How are you
feeling today?”, and to listen, in English, to what they have to say.
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