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Why social and emotional 
learning?



Child Well-Being

Children’s Well-Being & Behavior

– One in Five

– 17%-30%

– A #1 Challenge, but no training/support

Responses in Practice

– Reactive: Zero-Tolerance, No Excuses, No Nonsense,
Hands-Off (little evidence)

– Preventive/Promotive: Social-Emotional Learning
(growing evidence)



A Developmental Phenomenon

• Social and emotional skills are universal and
developmental.
– They are essential to the tasks facing children in preschool and

school settings.

• Effective instruction reaches its limits when children
face substantial social and emotional problems.
– Addressing SEL can boost academic skills.

– Programs that intentionally target both are likely to maximize
positive outcomes.

• Children facing stress and adversity struggle in
particular.



What are the skills?
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In general…



Cognitive Emotion Social

Skills/Competencies 

E.g., managing & shifting
attention, controlling

impulses, planning & goal 
setting, critical thinking.

E.g., emotion knowledge
and expression, emotion
& behavioral regulation,

empathy

E.g., understanding social
cues, social perspective

taking, prosocial behavior, 
conflict resolution, social 

problem solving

Specifically…



Cognitive Emotion Social

Beliefs/ 
Knowledge 

of Self & 
Identity

Character/
Values

Personality

Skills/Competencies Belief Ecology (attitudes, habits of mind)

E.g., self-efficacy, growth
mindset, agency, self-

esteem, self-knowledge, 
purpose

E.g., ethical, performance,
intellectual, and civic

values

E.g., optimism, gratitude,
openness, enthusiasm/

zest

and…



What do we know about them?



They are intertwined.

Domains of human development—social, emotional, 
cognitive, academic—are connected in the brain and 
in behavior. 

All are central to learning.

What do we know about them?



Intertwined…

Personality

Values



They are malleable…

Skills and competencies emerge, grow, and change 
over time from infancy and throughout childhood 
and adolescence.

What do we know about them?



Working Memory

Pro-social & 
Cooperation

Conflict Resolution

Understanding 
Social Cues

Empathy & 
Perspective-Taking

Emotion & Behavior 
Management

Emotion Knowledge 
& Expression

Cognitive Flexibility

Response Inhibition

Cognitive Domain Emotion Domain Social Domain

EMERGE FIRST and GROW SIGNIFICANTLY – provide foundation for cognitive, emotion 
and social skills and behavior; continue to grow throughout childhood and adolescence.

EMERGE NEXT – these skills build upon earlier skills as children get better at using 
them in new ways; increasingly used to support academic and social goals.

BECOME MORE SOPHISTICATED

Basic Social 
Engagement

Attention Control

Planning, Organizing, 
Setting Goals

Jones & Bailey, 2012

1

2

3
They are developmental –
they emerge and change over time.



Naming Your Own 
Emotions

Communicating Your 
Emotions to Others

Self-Regulating “Big 
Emotions”

Persevering Through 
Challenging Cognitive 

Tasks

Working on Teams to 
Solve Complex Problems

Cognitive Domain

Emotion Domain

Social Domain

Emotion Domain

Emotion Domain



They are closely linked to context and
experience.

Skills and competencies develop in a complex system 
of contexts, interactions, and relationships and are 
particularly vulnerable to stress and adversity.

What do we know about them?



What works to promote them?



1. Long-term correlational studies

What works? Tell us about critical 
life outcomes.



Academic 
Skills

“Non-
Academic” 

Skills

In childhood… 20-30 years later…

Labor Market Success
Higher Education
Physical Health

Low Substance Use
Personal Finances

Low Criminal Offending

(David Deming, NBER, 2015)



1. Long-term correlational studies

2. Large multi-program studies & trials of specific 
interventions in preschool, school and 
afterschool contexts

What works? Tell us about critical 
life outcomes.

Tell us about 
behavioral, 

physiological, 
academic outcomes;
variation by groups;

classroom and 
school-level.



1. Does school-based SEL programming positively affect students? – YES
2. Are SEL programs conducted by existing school staff effective? – YES
3. Does the quality of implementation affect student outcomes? – YES

Durlak, Weissberg, Dymnicki, Taylor, & Schellinger (2011)

Meta-analysis: Core Questions and Answers



1. Long-term correlational studies

2. Large multi-program studies & trials of specific 
interventions in preschool, school and 
afterschool contexts

3. A broad array of disciplines are contributing 

4. Both quantitative and qualitative forms, from 
families, children and youth, schools and 
districts, communities

5. Meta-analyses; cost-benefit analyses

What works? Tell us about critical 
life outcomes.

Tell us about 
behavioral, 

physiological, 
academic outcomes;
variation by groups;

classroom and 
school-level.

Economists are 
getting involved…

Challenges faced in 
the field, 

perspectives of those 
who are the target of 

interventions.
Broad expectations 

and return on 
investment.



Two coordinated strategies:

1. Instruction in social and emotional skills in 
developmentally, contextually, and culturally 
appropriate ways (CASEL = SAFE).

modeled, taught, practiced, discussed

2. Establishing safe, caring learning environments 
with effective classroom management and 
teaching practices (means supporting adults too).

A context that fosters the skills is one that is   
experienced as safe and supportive

Looking across programs & approaches



What does that mean?

Opportunities to practice (Practice & Discuss)

• Routines and games

• Prepared role-play; paired learning

• Real-world experiences as they arise – key context for 
learning and applying skills

Exposure (Modeling)

• Adults and peers who model the language and 
behaviors, across environments

Explicit Instruction (Teaching)
• Children’s books & literature 
• Lessons, Skill-based activities

Think
Aloud



Frontiers in Practice
1. Kernels
2. Connections to Families



Frontier #1: Kernels

Kernels = the how of SEL

essential

“active ingredients” 

that drive change



Traditional approaches to SEL face barriers in 
practice (i.e., those that are comprehensive, scripted 
lessons, scope & sequence, etc.):

1. Implementation (stick to the program? What’s 
flexible and what isn’t?)

2. Replication (what’s necessary?)

3. Sustainability (what’s is its role in the organization?)

4. Integration (how to weave into the structures and 
practices of school and schooling?)

Why kernels?



1. What are the common denominators (KERNELS) of practice in 
these programs?

2. Do they work when tested on their own?
3. Would they provide additional options (or a starting point) for 

those who won’t/can’t adopt programs?
4. Are they a mechanism for integration and for translating the 

core ideas of SEL?  



E.g., Routines to support physiological/behavioral regulation….



1. Simple, not simplistic.
2. Maximize flexibility and feasibility

– easy to use 
– easy to adapt
– easy to integrate into daily routines or activities

3. Core elements that don’t change, wrapped in local 
context:
• information (build knowledge) + 
• practice (try, fail, reflect, try again) + 
• transfer (thinking about thinking, thinking about behavior, 

thinking about place)

Our theory  we might see bigger uptake, scalability, and 
sustainability and ultimately better outcomes for children 

Applying a growth mindset to SEL
= Simple kernel interventions



What are the key dimensions of a 
kernel?

Flexible, adaptable, portable, 
engaging, appealing –

connected to plan.

Based on evidence, derived 
transparently, input from the 

user, tested, revised…

“A Personalized 
Approach to SEL”



Frontier #2: Connecting to Families

Science of 
SEL; Stress & 

the Brain

Align Home 
and School: 

Better for Kids

Adult Skill-
Building & 

Social Support



Teachers and parents report the same challenges:

– Transitions

– Managing Behavior

– Managing Adult Stress

Effective strategies and practices from school can 
work at home.

A Connected Approach



SECURe Families: A 2Gen Approach

• Extending the evidence-based, child-focused 
program for Prek-5 (SECURe) to home

• Assumption is that social-emotional skills (and 
foundational regulatory) are key to both children 
and adults and are central to interactions

• Focuses on parenting as a common experience 
and motivating context for building adult skills 
that could transfer to other contexts



What? When? Where?

What? STRESS MANAGEMENT
• Interrupting cycles of stress <–> problem behavior

• Provide direct support for adults

When? SALIENT DEVELOPMENTAL MOMENTS

Where?

HOME & PARENTING
• Common challenges of parenting

• 2Gen approach aligned with school



Workshop Cycle

Family 
Workshops

Learn

Plan

TryNotice

Reflect

E.g., learn brain basics: EF 
development, stress response 
system; learn and practice a new 
SECURe Strategy

Make a plan or set a 
goal for using the 
strategy each day of 
the next month; write 
in Family Planner at 
the end of Workshop

Try out the SECURe
strategy or activity 
each day at home!

Notice and document 
how often you use 
strategy; make notes 
in Family Planner

At next workshop, 
start by looking over 
Family Planner and 
reflecting on the 
effectiveness of 
strategy; share with 
other family members



Family 
Workshops

Learn

Plan

TryNotice

Reflect

The structure and cycle of the monthly 
workshops builds: 

• Planning
• Goal-Setting
• Reflection

 Key EF skills for adults

The content of workshop materials  and 
SECURe strategies emphasize:

• Self-Control
• Stress Management & Emotion Skills
• Positive Communication

 Key self-reg skills for adult & child

Cycles of Skill Building and Content



TryPlanReflectNotice

SECURe Families activities are an opportunity 
build core EF skills that can then be transferred to 

other contexts.  

Practice

Meta Concepts



To Capitalize on Interest Sweeping
Policy and Practice Circles

1. Be clear about what we mean, what we 
are targeting, why it is developmentally 
& contextually relevant: Build 
Transparency (terms and programs)

2. Take on integration: Identify Kernels 
and Test Them

3. Use strategies and common challenges 
to build connections across settings 
(Teachers and Parents Together)



Thank you!
(jonesst@gse.harvard.edu)


