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Executive Summary

Social-emotional learning (SEL) involves how 

students think and feel about themselves, get 

along with others, and regulate their attention 

and behavior. SEL plays an important role in 

students’ school and life outcomes. Although 

SEL may be disrupted under conditions of 

scarcity or stress, social-emotional skills are 

protective for students who face risk due to 

socioeconomic disadvantage or school difficul-

ties. Opportunities abound to promote SEL in 

schools and classrooms. Education that has a 

combined academic and social-emotional focus 

offers the greatest value to students, schools, 

and society.

To support children’s SEL, educators and  

policy makers should:

•   Support a wide range of effective school  

and afterschool SEL programs for children.

•   Help scale effective SEL practices to reach 

more classroom and school settings and  

ensure that all children are served.

•   Strengthen research on SEL to fill gaps in 

what we know, including best practices for 

integrating effective SEL practices into  

educational settings.
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I   
n the past decade, standardized tests of 

academic achievement have been the main 

gauge of students’ progress and teachers’ 

and schools’ effectiveness. Yet, for the bulk of 

our nation’s history, academic and nonacademic 

outcomes were, together, the business of 

schooling; neither one, by itself, could adequately 

prepare young people for adulthood. Recently, 

the education pendulum has swung back toward 

the idea, if not the practice, that a combined 

academic and social-emotional focus offers the 

greatest value to students, schools, and society.1 

Social-emotional learning—which overlaps 

with what some call character education, 

non-cognitive or “soft” skills, and workforce 

development—has been described as the missing 

piece in modern American schooling.2

Considerable research shows that social-emo-

tional learning (SEL) matters for students’ 

short- and long-term school and life success.3 

Young people who develop the constellation of 

cognitive, intrapersonal, and interpersonal skills 

that constitute SEL graduate from high school 

and attend college at higher rates than their 

peers, accrue higher earnings, and enjoy bet-

ter health.4,5,6 Children living under conditions 

of scarcity or stress particularly benefit from 

opportunities to acquire SEL skills. Students 

from economically disadvantaged homes and 

communities show heightened improvements in 

behavioral and academic outcomes when pro-

vided opportunities to learn about, observe, and 

practice these skills.7 Children who face challeng-

es due to adverse family experiences or early 

school difficulties are buffered by exposure to 

high-quality practices that strengthen both aca-

demic and social-emotional learning.8,9 

Much is known about how SEL develops 

over childhood and early adolescence, and the 

school programs, practices, and contexts that 

accelerate that development. But our knowledge 

is incomplete. Education science, policy, and 

practice have a long way to go—both on their 

own and in partnered actions—if we aim to 

systematically impact academic and social-

emotional learning for all children in our schools.

AT A GLANCE 
Social-Emotional 
Learning

•   SEL skills are vitally important to 

children’s life chances within and 

beyond school.

•   SEL skill development is both 

predictable and varied across individual 

development and environmental 

contexts. 

•   A wide range of school and afterschool 

programs exist that improve SEL skills 

for children, particularly those facing 

challenges due to socioeconomic 

disadvantage or early school difficulties.

•   Resources and supports at school, 

district, state, and federal levels are 

critical to scale SEL practices to the 

diversity of children and schools in our 

nation. 

•   Research is needed on how to integrate 

best practices into a diverse range 

of school and afterschool settings to 

be sure all children receive the SEL 

opportunities they need to succeed.
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What is SEL and How Does it Develop?

The definition of social-emotional learning and 

related constructs is varied. For some scholars 

and organizations, SEL emphasizes building 

personal or moral values. Others stress the 

ability to regulate emotions, cognitions, and 

behaviors. Still others focus on the development 

of mental mindsets (e.g., perseverance, efficacy) 

or interpersonal skills (e.g., collaboration, 

communication). The common element across 

definitions is an emphasis on competence in three 

core domains as illustrated in Figure 110: 

•    cognitive—attention, planning, analysis, 

problem-solving

•      intrapersonal—conscientiousness, 

perseverance, motivation, self-regulation 

•    interpersonal—empathy, communication, 

conflict resolution, teamwork

Often, research isolates these skill domains 

and the specific skills within each domain. Yet 

in the real world of children in schools, they are 

interwoven. Increasingly, scholars consider these 

domains as part of an interrelated whole with dis-

tinct elements that dynamically interact and exert 

influence as students develop.11

The course of SEL development is predictable 

in the context of U.S. schooling. We can forecast 

the average age when specific cognitive, intra-

personal, and interpersonal skills will develop 

from pre-kindergarten through eighth grade. We 

can also predict what these skills might look like 

during these developmental stages.

FIGURE 1.  

Interacting Domains of SEL Development

Adapted from 21st Century Skills Model  

(NRC, 2012)
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Early Childhood and SEL 

For example, in early childhood, ages 3 to 5, key 

cognitive and emotion-regulation skills emerge 

that support social-emotional learning. These 

skills include (a) general cognitive capabilities 

collectively known as executive function, (b) the 

ability to take the perspective of another person 

(i.e., theory of mind), and (c) an increase in aware-

ness of and sensitivity to emotion. Executive 

function involves the ability to hold information 

in mind in working memory, to inhibit impulsive 

and unthinking responses to stimulation, and to 

flexibly shift the focus of attention.12 Executive 

function is central to SEL because it assists 

children in regulating emotions and engaging 

in positive social interactions with teachers 

and peers,13 as well as in navigating increasing-

ly complex academic information.14 Theory of 

mind allows for the development of empathy15, 

which facilitates interpersonal interactions, while 

emotion knowledge and regulation provide a 

foundation on which later social and academic 

competence is built.16

Middle Childhood, Early  
Adolescence, and SEL

As children enter middle childhood and elemen-

tary school, ages 6 to 10, SEL continues to build 

on key early competencies to support the emer-

gence of metacognitive awareness, or knowing 

about knowing.17 Metacognitive awareness allows 

children to reflect on social interactions, learning 

goals, and relationships, and to plan ahead and 

proactively address potential hurdles or problems. 

In early adolescence, ages 11 to 14, increases in 

metacognitive capacity help youth to manage 

motivation and develop a beneficial mindset that 

emphasizes self-efficacy and the value of ef-

fort.18,19 In addition, these metacognitive capacities 

encourage the development of positive inter-

personal interactions and the ability to respond 

appropriately to complex and/or risky social sit-

uations. From childhood to adolescence emerges 

an awareness of norms (i.e., the central beliefs and 

behaviors of a group), including norms for aggres-

sion, nonviolence, and academic engagement.20,21 

These social and academic norms at peer group, 

classroom, and school levels begin to contribute 

to how young people feel, think, and act—or their 

individual SEL development.22

Poverty and Violence Affect  
the Development of SEL

Yet, there is profound variability—individual, 

contextual, sociocultural—in the developmen-

tal course of SEL. Multiple layers of interacting 

forces, from the smallest micro level (genes, ges-

tational age) to the largest macro level (cultural 

norms, social policies) to spaces in between (fam-

ilies, schools, neighborhoods), play a role in when 

and how these skills unfold. Two primary sources 

of variability are socioeconomic disadvantage 

and exposure to violence. For many children, 

conditions of relative prosperity and safety 

provide parental, educational, and health care 

environments in which SEL capacities can flour-

ish. For other children, conditions of poverty and 

violence have a profound negative influence on 

the development of SEL from infancy through 

adulthood. At the individual and contextual levels, 

impoverished environments have been shown 

to be physiologically stressful for children and 

families.23,24 As a consequence, parent-child rela-

tionships can be disrupted and stress hormones, 

both in children and their primary caregivers, 

reach heights that lead to difficulty with the reg-

ulation of emotion and attention, and the thinking 

skills that underlie executive function.25 At the 

sociocultural level, policies, programs, and so-

cioeconomic forces that relegate poor families 

to crowded, uncertain, and unsafe housing, and 

neighborhoods with higher than average levels 

of violent crime and victimization, add a layer of 

stress and hardship that influences the develop-

ment of SEL skills.26 
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Evidence that SEL is Malleable  
for Children in Schools

This variability in SEL development suggests that 

SEL may be malleable. Longitudinal, field exper-

iments of SEL and related programs in schools 

confirm this notion.27,28 Durlak and colleagues 

analyzed 213 school-based SEL intervention trials 

conducted over 20 years with more than 270,000 

participants in kindergarten through 12th grade. 

On average, the interventions had small to moder-

ate positive effects on students’ social-emotional 

skills (e.g., emotional awareness, problem-solving, 

and self-regulation) and their mental health, be-

havioral health, and academic performance. These 

positive effects doubled in size when the class-

room or school intervention entailed a sequenced 

curriculum, active student involvement, focused 

SEL components, and explicit targeting of skills.29 

Gains are not limited to SEL in K-12 school-

ing. Rigorous field experiments of quality pre-K 

programs that target the whole child (health, 

behavior, and social and cognitive skills) show 

long-term effects on school attainment, earnings, 

and crime in adolescence and adulthood.30 Recent 

meta-analyses of afterschool settings suggest 

improvements in self-concept, school connected-

ness, social behaviors, and academic performance 

for students attending high-quality afterschool 

programs with explicit aims to promote social- 

emotional skills.31

Beyond experimental and quasi-experimen-

tal trials of programs in schools, studies with a 

range of methods and diverse student and school 

populations illuminate a set of daily practices 

that maximize opportunities for social-emotional 

learning in the educational settings where chil-

dren ages 3 to 13 spend time. Students benefit 

when they spend time in classrooms and schools 

with organized and safe spaces, engaging and 

challenging instruction, and sensitive and respon-

sive practices. (see Figure 2).32,33 Benefits include 

cognitive, intrapersonal, and interpersonal skill 

development, as measured by administrative re-

cords, classroom observations, and student and 

teacher reports, as well as academic achievement, 

FIGURE 2.  
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as measured by standardized tests. The advantages 

incurred are especially pronounced for students ex-

periencing risk due to socioeconomic disadvantage 

and/or academic or behavioral difficulties.34 In sum, 

good practice for SEL is good practice for academic 

learning, particularly for young people facing distal or 

proximal risk.

SEL Programs Benefit from Supportive 
Resources, Policies, and Norms 

These SEL programs and practices do not arise in 

a vacuum. More often, they develop in the context 

of supportive school and district policies, and local, 

state, and federal initiatives. Absent these supports, 

classrooms and schools may have isolated success 

in targeting and achieving outcomes beyond test 

scores; but isolation impedes the sustainability and 

expansion of these practices. With supportive resourc-

es, policies, and norms at organizational levels and 

beyond, implementation can extend beyond single 

units (classrooms, schools) to networks of schools and 

districts.35 In a seminal report, Fixsen and colleagues36 

synthesized implementation research across fields, 

noting the key role of structural characteristics (e.g., 

communication, training and coaching, resources) 

and organizational norms in the ability for schools 

and other settings to implement and sustain effective 

interventions and practices. Broader policy-level sup-

port is vital, too. All 50 states now have preschool (if 

not K-12) SEL learning standards; these are buttressed 

by recent national legislative and executive branch 

initiatives (e.g., Academic, Social, and Emotional 

Learning Act of 2013) to enhance SEL research, prac-

tice, and dissemination.37 These organizational and 

policy supports, alone, are not sufficient to install, sus-

tain, and scale SEL initiatives. But they are necessary.

What Is Needed Next

The science, policy, and practice of social-emotion-

al learning in pre-kindergarten to eighth grade has 

come a long way. Yet much more remains to be done. 

Scholars have not fully integrated the science of infant 

and toddler development, and birth-to-2 childcare 

settings, with the SEL literature. Critical questions that 

need to be answered: How do the precursors of SEL 

unfold in infants and toddlers? Where and how should 

we intervene to promote SEL development in our 

youngest citizens? This work will build a bridge to ear-

ly childhood education settings where SEL practices 

and programs have thrived for years. 

At the other end of the spectrum, experimental 

trials of SEL and related interventions have largely 

neglected the developmental period of mid-late ad-

olescence. The transition from high school to college 

and work is a key time for acquiring SEL or workforce 

skills, such as planning and organization, commu-

nication and collaboration, and perseverance and 

problem-solving.38 Given the importance of these skills 

at the threshold of adulthood, it befits us to study how 

best to strengthen school and out-of-school spaces to 

enhance workforce skill development in mid-late ado-

lescence and early adulthood.

Additionally, to identify the most powerful con-

cepts and most reliable, valid, and feasible measures 

of SEL for use in research and practice, scholars need 

to discuss and resolve differences in terminology and 

definitions.33 Without reasonable levels of agreement 

and clear and common language, we risk comparing 

divergent constructs and building education policy 

on imprecise and impractical knowledge. We can and 

must avoid that risk.

Lastly, while numerous reviews have identified the 

common elements of effective SEL programs and 

practices, few articulate how to facilitate implemen-

tation and dissemination of these elements across 

diverse school, district, and state contexts.39 Scaling 

of these common elements and practices to the range 

of schools that serve our nation’s children is the chal-

lenge now before us. It is a challenge that can only 

be addressed through strong and equal partnerships 

among policymakers, practitioners, and researchers 

both within and across communities.
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Conclusion 

A new generation of research is needed, and is 

beginning to emerge, on how to integrate effec-

tive SEL practices into the interactions that occur 

in educational settings every day. Such research 

is only possible in the context of deep and mutual 

collaboration across stakeholder groups. Robust 

research-policy-practice partnerships, in conjunc-

tion with rigorous methods and relevant solutions, 

promise to get us closer to the reality of academ-

ic and social-emotional learning opportunities for  

every child in our nation. 

Elise Cappella is an Associate Professor in the 

Department of Applied Psychology at NYU 

Steinhardt and Interim Director of the Institute of 

Human Development and Social Change.

Clancy Blair is a Professor in the Department  

of Applied Psychology at NYU Steinhardt and  

co-leads the Neuroscience and Education Lab  

at the Institute of Human Development and  

Social Change.

J. Lawrence Aber is the Willner Family Professor 

in the Department of Applied Psychology at NYU 

Steinhardt as well as a University Professor and 

co-directs Global TIES for Children, an interna-

tional research center at the Institute of Human 

Development and Social Change.



8  |  Education Solutions Initiative  |  NYU STEINHARDT SEPTEMBER 2016

Outcomes Beyond Test Scores—What Is Social-Emotional Learning?

1  Cappella, E., Aber, J. L., & Kim, H. K. (2016). 
Teaching beyond achievement tests: Perspectives 
from developmental and education science. In D. H. 
Gitomer & C. A. Bell (Eds.), Handbook of research on 
teaching (pp. 249–347). Washington, DC: American 
Educational Research Association.

2  Humphrey, N. (2013). Social and emotional learning: 
A critical appraisal. (p. 1.) Washington, DC: Sage.

3  Domitrovich, C. E., Staley, K. C., Durlak, J. A., & 
Weissberg, R. P. (in press). Social-emotional com-
petence: An essential factor for promoting positive 
adjustment and reducing risk in school children. 
Child Development. 

4  Heckman, J. J. & Kautz, T. (2012). Hard evidence on 
soft skills. Labor Economics, 19, 451–464. 

5  Moffitt, T. E. et al. (2011). A gradient of childhood 
self-control predicts health, wealth, and public 
safety. Proceedings of the National Academy of 
Sciences, 108(7), 2693–2698.

6   Jones, D. E., Greenberg, M., & Crowley, M. (2015). 
Early social-emotional functioning and public 
health: the relationship between kindergarten 
social competence and future wellness. American 
Journal of Public Health, 105(11), 2283-2290.

7   Aber, J. L., Brown, J. L., & Jones, S. M. (2003). 
Developmental trajectories toward violence in 
middle childhood: Course, demographic differ-
ences, and response to school-based intervention. 
Developmental Psychology, 39(2), 324–348.

8   Hamre, B. K & Pianta, R. C. (2005). Can instruc-
tional and emotional support in the first‐grade 
classroom make a difference for children at risk of 
school failure? Child Development, 76(5), 949–967.

9   Elias, M. J. & Haynes, N. M. (2008). Social compe-
tence, social support, and academic achievement 
in minority, low-income, urban elementary school 
children. School Psychology Quarterly, 23, 474-495.

10  National Research Council (2012). Education 
for life and work: Developing transferable knowl-
edge and skills in the 21st century. Committee on 
Defining Deeper Learning and 21st Century Skills, 
J. W. Pellegrino & M. L. Hilton (Eds.). Washington, 
DC: The National Academies Press.

11  Cappella et al. (2016). 

12  Diamond, A. (2013). Executive functions. Annual 
Review of Psychology, 64, 135–168. 

13  Riggs, N. R., Jahromi, L. B., Razza, R. P., Dillworth-
Bart, J. E., & Mueller, U. (2006). Executive 
function and the promotion of social-emotional 
competence. Journal of Applied Developmental 
Psychology, 27(4), 300–309.

14  Blair, C., & Raver, C. C. (2015). School readiness 
and self-regulation: A developmental psychobio-
logical approach. Annual Review of Psychology, 66, 
711-731. doi: 10.1146/annurev-psych-010814-015221

15  Hughes, C., Jaffee, S. R., Happé, F., Taylor, A., 
Caspi, A., & Moffitt, T. E. (2005). Origins of indi-
vidual differences in theory of mind: From nature 
to nurture? Child Development, 76(2), 356-370.

16  Izard, C. E. (2002). Translating emotion theo-
ry and research into preventive interventions. 
Psychological Bulletin, 128(5), 796–824.

17  Kuhn, D. (2000). Metacognitive development. 
Current Directions in Psychological Science, 9(5), 
178–181.

18  Dweck, C. (2006). Mindset: The new psychology of 
success. New York: Random House. 

19  Farrington, C. A. et al. (2012). Teaching adolescents 
to become learners: The role of noncognitive factors 
in shaping school performance—A critical literature 
review. Chicago: Consortium on Chicago School 
Research.

20  Aber, Brown, & Jones (2003).

21  McCormick, M. P. & Cappella, E. (2015). 
Conceptualizing academic norms in middle 
school: A social network perspective. Journal of 
Early Adolescence, 35, 441–466.

22  Cappella, E. & Hwang, S. H. J. (2015). Peer con-
texts in schools: Avenues toward behavioral health 
in early adolescence. Behavioral Medicine, 41(3), 
80-89. doi: 10.1080/08964289.2015.1034646 

23  Blair, C. & Raver, C.C. (2012). Child development 
in the context of adversity: Experiential canaliza-
tion of brain and behavior. American Psychologist, 
67, 309–318.

24  Evans, G. W. (2003). A multimethodological anal-
ysis of cumulative risk and allostatic load among 
rural children. Developmental Psychology, 39(5), 
924–933.

25  Blair, C. et al. (2011). Salivary cortisol mediates 
effects of poverty and parenting on executive 
functions in early childhood. Child Development, 
82, 1970–1984.

26  Sharkey, P. T., Tirado-Strayer, N., Papachristos, 
A. V., & Raver, C. C. (2012). The effect of local 
violence on children’s attention and impulse con-
trol. American Journal of Public Health, 102(12), 
2287–2293.

27  Korpershoek, H., Harms, T., de Boer, H., van 
Kuijk, M., & Doolaard, S. (2016). A meta-analysis 
of the effects of classroom management strategies 
and classroom management programs on students’ 
academic, behavioral, emotional, and motivation-
al outcomes. Review of Educational Research. 
0034654315626799.

28  Wilson, S. J., & Lipsey, M. W. (2007). School-based 
interventions for aggressive and disruptive behav-
ior: Update of a meta-analysis. American Journal 
of Preventive Medicine, 33 (2S), S130-S143. 
doi:10.1016/j.amepre.2007.04.011.

29  Durlak, J. A., Weissberg, R. P., Dymnicki, A. B., 
Taylor, R. D., & Schellinger, K. B. (2011). The im-
pact of enhancing students’ social and emotional 
learning: A meta‐analysis of school‐based uni-
versal interventions. Child Development, 82(1), 
405–432.

30  Heckman & Kautz (2012). 

31  Durlak, J. A., Weissberg, R. P., & Pachan, M. 
(2010). A meta‐analysis of after‐school programs 
that seek to promote personal and social skills 
in children and adolescents. American Journal of 
Community Psychology, 45(3-4), 294–309.

32  Cappella et al. (2016). 

33  Yoder, N. (2014). Teaching the whole child: 
Instructional practices that support social-emo-
tional learning in three teacher evaluation 
frameworks. Center on Great Teachers and 
Leaders. Washington, DC: American Institutes for 
Research.

34  Cappella, E., Frazier, S. L., Atkins, M. S., 
Schoenwald, S. K., & Glisson, C. (2008). 
Enhancing schools’ capacity to support children 
in poverty: An ecological model of school-based 
mental health services. Administration and Policy 
in Mental Health and Mental Health Services 
Research, 35(5), 395–409.

35  Kendziora, K., Osher, D., & Weissberg, R. (in 
press). Promoting children’s and adolescents’ 
social and emotional development: District adap-
tations of a theory of action. Journal of Clinical 
Child and Adolescent Psychology.

36  Fixsen, D., Naoom, S., Blase, K., Friedman, R., & 
Wallace, F. (2005). Implementation research: A 
synthesis of the literature (FMHI Publication No. 
231). Tampa: University of South Florida, Louis de 
la Parte Florida Mental Health Institute, National 
Implementation Research Network. 

37  Weissberg, R. P., Durlak, J. A., Domitrovich, C. 
E., & Gullotta, T. P. (2015). In J. A. Durlak, C. E. 
Domitrovich, R. P. Weissberg, & T. P. Gullotta 
(Eds.), Handbook of social and emotional learning: 
Research and practice (pp. 3–19). New York: The 
Guilford Press.

38  Farrington et al. (2012).

39  Duckworth, A. L. & Yeager, D. S. (2015). 
Measurement matters: Assessing personal qual-
ities other than cognitive ability for educational 
purposes. Educational Researcher, 44, 237–251.

40  Jones, S. M., & Bouffard, S. M. (2012). Social and 
emotional learning in schools: From programs to 
strategies. Social Policy Report, 26, 1–22.

Endnotes


