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Editor's note: This piece is co-authored by Roger Weissberg, Joseph A.
Durlak, Celene E. Domitrovich, and Thomas P. Gullotta, and adapted from
Handbook of Social and Emotional Learning: Research and Practice
(http://www.guilford.com/books/Handbook-of-Social-and-Emotional-
Learning/Durlak-Domitrovich-Weissberg-Gullotta/9781462520152) , now
available from Guilford Press.

Today's schools are increasingly multicultural and multilingual with
students from diverse social and economic backgrounds. Educators and
community agencies serve students with different motivation for engaging

in learning, behaving positively, and performing academically. Social and emotional learning (SEL)
provides a foundation for safe and positive learning, and enhances students' ability to succeed in
school, careers, and life.

5 Keys to Successful SEL
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Research shows that SEL not only improves achievement by an average of 11 percentile points, but it
also increases prosocial behaviors (such as kindness, sharing, and empathy), improves student attitudes
toward school, and reduces depression and stress among students (Durlak et al., 2011). Effective social
and emotional learning programming involves coordinated classroom, schoolwide, family, and
community practices that help students develop the following five key skills (http://www.edutopi‐
a.org/keys-social-emotional-learning-video) :

Self-Awareness
Self-awareness involves understanding one's own emotions, personal goals, and values. This includes
accurately assessing one's strengths and limitations, having positive mindsets, and possessing a well-
grounded sense of self-efficacy and optimism. High levels of self-awareness require the ability to
recognize how thoughts, feelings, and actions are interconnected.

Self-Management
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Self-management requires skills and attitudes that facilitate the ability to regulate one's own emotions
and behaviors. This includes the ability to delay gratification, manage stress, control impulses, and
persevere through challenges in order to achieve personal and educational goals.

Social Awareness
Social awareness involves the ability to understand, empathize, and feel compassion for those with
different backgrounds or cultures. It also involves understanding social norms for behavior and
recognizing family, school, and community resources and supports.

Relationship Skills
Relationship skills help students establish and maintain healthy and rewarding relationships, and to act
in accordance with social norms. These skills involve communicating clearly, listening actively,
cooperating, resisting inappropriate social pressure, negotiating conflict constructively, and seeking help
when it is needed.

Responsible Decision Making
Responsible decision making involves learning how to make constructive choices about personal
behavior and social interactions across diverse settings. It requires the ability to consider ethical
standards, safety concerns, accurate behavioral norms for risky behaviors, the health and well-being of
self and others, and to make realistic evaluation of various actions' consequences.

School is one of the primary places where students learn social and emotional skills. An effective SEL
program should incorporate four elements represented by the acronym SAFE (Durlak et al., 2010, 2011):

1. Sequenced: connected and coordinated sets of activities to foster skills development
2. Active: active forms of learning to help students master new skills
3. Focused: emphasis on developing personal and social skills
4. Explicit: targeting specific social and emotional skills

The Short- and Long-Term Benefits of SEL
Students are more successful in school and daily life when they:

Know and can manage themselves
Understand the perspectives of others and relate effectively with them
Make sound choices about personal and social decisions

These social and emotional skills are some of several short-term student outcomes that SEL pro​grams
promote (Durlak et al., 2011; Farrington et al., 2012; Sklad et al., 2012). Other benefits include:

More positive attitudes toward oneself, others, and tasks including enhanced self-efficacy,
confidence, persistence, empathy, connection and commitment to school, and a sense of purpose
More positive social behaviors and relationships with peers and adults
Reduced conduct problems and risk-taking behavior
Decreased emotional distress
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Improved test scores, grades, and attendance

In the long run, greater social and emotional competence can increase the likelihood of high school
graduation, readiness for postsecondary education, career success, positive family and work
relationships, better mental health, reduced criminal behavior, and engaged citizenship (e.g., Hawkins,
Kosterman, Catalano, Hill, & Abbott, 2008; Jones, Greenberg, & Crowley, 2015).

Building SEL Skills in the Classroom
Promoting social and emotional development for all students in classrooms involves teaching and
modeling social and emotional skills, providing opportunities for students to practice and hone those
skills, and giving students an opportunity to apply these skills in various situations.

One of the most prevalent SEL approaches involves training teachers to deliver explicit lessons that
teach social and emotional skills, then finding opportunities for students to reinforce their use throughout
the day. Another curricular approach embeds SEL instruction into content areas such as English
language arts, social studies, or math (Jones & Bouffard, 2012; Merrell & Gueldner, 2010; Yoder, 2013;
Zins et al., 2004). There are a number of research-based SEL programs that enhance students'
competence and behavior in developmentally appropriate ways from preschool through high school
(Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning, 2013, 2015).

Teachers can also naturally foster skills in students through their interpersonal and student-centered
instructional interactions throughout the school day. Adult-student interactions support SEL when they
result in positive student-teacher relationships, enable teachers to model social-emotional competencies
for students, and promote student engagement (Williford & Sanger Wolcott, 2015). Teacher practices
that provide students with emotional support and create opportunities for students' voice, autonomy,
and mastery experiences promote student engagement in the educational process.

How Schools Can Support SEL
At the school level, SEL strategies typically come in the form of policies, practices, or structures related
to climate and student support services (Meyers et al., in press). Safe and positive school climates and
cultures positively affect academic, behavioral, and mental health outcomes for students (Thapa, Cohen,
Guffey, & Higgins​-D'Alessandro, 2013). School leaders play a critical role in fostering schoolwide
activities and policies that promote positive school environments, such as establishing a team to
address the building climate; adult modeling of social and emotional competence; and developing clear
norms, values, and expectations for students and staff members.

Fair and equitable discipline policies and bullying prevention practices are more effective than purely
behavioral methods that rely on reward or punishment (Bear et al., 2015). School leaders can organize
activities that build positive relationships and a sense of community among students through structures
such as regularly scheduled morning meetings or advisories that provide students with opportunities to
connect with each other.
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An important component of schoolwide SEL involves integration into multi-tiered systems of support.
The services provided to students by professionals such as counselors, social workers, and
psychologists should align with universal efforts in the classroom and building. Often through small-
group work, student support professionals reinforce and supplement classroom-based instruction for
students who need early intervention or more intensive treatment.

Building Family and Community Partnerships
Family and community partnerships can strengthen the impact of school approaches to extending
learning into the home and neighborhood. Community members and organizations can support
classroom and school efforts, especially by providing students with additional opportunities to refine and
apply various SEL skills (Catalano et al., 2004).

After-school activities also provide opportunities for students to connect with supportive adults and
peers (Gullotta, 2015). They are a great venue to help youth develop and apply new skills and personal
talents. Research has shown that after-school programs focused on social and emotional development
can significantly enhance student self-perceptions, school connectedness, positive social behaviors,
school grades, and achievement test scores, while reducing problem behaviors (Durlak et al., 2010).

SEL can also be fostered in many settings other than school. SEL begins in early childhood, so family
and early childcare settings are important (Bierman & Motamedi, 2015). Higher education settings also
have the potential to promote SEL (Conley, 2015).

For more information about the latest advances in SEL research, practice and policy, visit the Collabora‐
tive for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning website (http://www.casel.org/) .
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An Educator's Guide to SEL

From the benefits of social and emotional learning to practical tips for implementing it in your school, this
series is your guide to SEL.
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