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HIGHLIGHTS

e There are hundreds of studies of the effects of social-emotional learning (SEL) programs, but only
a small fraction of them provide causal evidence on the impacts of school-based “universal” (non-
targeted) programs on student achievement.

e The most reliable studies of universal school-based SEL programs—those employing randomized
controlled trials and large samples of students—showed positive effects of SEL on student
achievement, on average, but there is substantial variation in the estimated impacts across
studies.

e On average, SEL programs implemented in elementary schools tended to be more effective than
those employed in secondary schools. However, impacts do not appear to vary consistently with
the intensity of program delivery or with the economic status of the students a school serves.

e There are a variety of popular SEL programs, but the evidence base on the effects of any
particular program on student outcomes is thin. The most frequently studied programs tend to
garner mixed results.

INTRODUCTION

The term “social-emotional learning” (SEL) was coined in 1994.1 While specific definitions vary, it generally refers
to the process of developing interpersonal skills, self-awareness, and the self-control that are important to
success in school and beyond. The Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL) has
established five specific core competencies in social-emotional learning: self-awareness, self-management, social
awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision-making.? CASEL’s logic model (CASEL, 2008) suggests that
SEL can promote positive academic outcomes through both direct and indirect pathways. By promoting the core
competencies, they reason that SEL will allow individual students to take greater advantage of classroom
learning, students will be less likely to disrupt peers, and there will be a more positive school learning
environment. It is also argued that SEL will produce greater attachment to school and reduce engagement in risky
behaviors, which indirectly enhance student academic success.® While the integration of social-emotional
learning within schools’ curricula has been growing for many years, concerns over social isolation and the mental
well-being of students during the COVID-19 pandemic have heightened interest in social-emotional learning
(Yoder et al., 2020).

SEL programs come in a variety of formats with varying curricula (Jones et al., 2017a). However, they can be

|n

placed into two broad categories based on the target audience. “Universal” programs refer to preventive
interventions that target a whole population, whereas “targeted” programs are aimed at people who are
identified based on their individual risk. In the school context, an SEL curriculum delivered to an entire classroom

of students would be classified as a universal program, whereas one directed to students who have been

1 See casel.org/history

2 See casel.org/what-is-sel

3 Panayiotou (2019) tests these mechanisms by estimating a structural equation model and finds that students with greater
social-emotional competence at baseline experienced fewer mental health difficulties, which in turn led to better academic
outcomes; however, exposure to an SEL program did not impact these relationships. Consistent with the logic model, greater
social-emotional competence was also associated with greater connection to school, but this enhanced school connectedness did
not predict later academic achievement.

MAPLE | GEORGIA POLICY LABS


https://casel.org/history/
https://casel.org/what-is-sel/

School-Based SEL Programs and K-12 Academic Achievement: A Review of the Literature

suspended or are at risk of dropping out would be a targeted program. In this review, we focus on universal SEL
programs in schools.

There is a large literature on the effects of SEL, including more than 600 studies that measure a variety of
outcomes, including mental health problems, drug use, aggression, and other problem behaviors (Corcoran et al.,
2018). While all these outcomes are important for healthy youth development, there is a much smaller literature
that measures the direct impact of school-based SEL programs on academic outcomes. For example, in a widely
cited meta-analysis of studies published through 2007 (Durlak et al., 2011), only 16 percent of the 213 reviewed
studies of school-based programs reported academic achievement outcomes. In Sklad et al. (2012), a meta-
analytic review of 75 published studies of universal SEL programs in schools, only 10 studies measured program
impact on students’ academic achievement. Similarly, in a more recent review (Taylor et al., 2017), which
included 82 SEL studies published through 2014, only eight of the studies reported academic outcomes of any
kind. In this review, we include the most recent available research and concentrate on the subset of studies that
provide evidence on the direct effect of school-based universal SEL programs on student achievement.

THE GENERAL EFFECTIVENESS OF UNIVERSAL SOCIAL-
EMOTIONAL LEARNING PROGRAMS IN SCHOOLS

There are a number of meta-analyses of SEL programs that seek to summarize multiple studies and
determine an average or range of estimated program effects. Durlak et al. (2011) reported a small effect
of the impact of SEL interventions on academic achievement. Similarly, Taylor et al. (2017) found SEL
interventions increased academic performance (measured by grades or test scores) by 0.33 standard
deviations (SD). Benefits were similar regardless of students’ race, socioeconomic background, or school
location. In contrast, Sklad et al. (2012) reported that SEL programs increased academic achievement by
approximately 0.46 SD in the short-term (up to six months) and 0.26 SD at follow-ups. These effects are
larger than any other outcome they measure, including antisocial behavior, mental disorders, and positive
self-image. Across these three meta-analyses, approximately half of the included studies employed
randomized designs, commonly considered the “gold standard” in program evaluation. However, many of
the studies in these meta-analyses suffer from small sample size or methodological concerns (e.g.,
subjective outcome measures, lack of baseline controls) and the fact that many were conducted a long
time ago.

A more recent review of the literature on universal school-based SEL programs (Corcoran et al., 2018)
addressed many of the shortcomings of prior meta-analyses. It focused on studies between 1970 and
2016 that quantitatively measured impacts on student performance, and it only includes studies that
meet a set of requirements for study quality, including a clear comparison group, either random
assignment to treatment or use of a matching technique to ensure that the treatment and control groups
are comparable, baseline equivalency testing, and a sample consisting of two or more teachers with a
minimum of 15 students each in the treatment and control groups. Of the 611 SEL evaluations conducted
over this period, only 40 met the inclusionary criteria. Among these 40, the authors found overall positive
and statistically significant effects for reading (0.25 SD), math (0.26 SD), and science (0.19 SD).
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These average effects do not tell the whole story, however, because there was significant variation across
studies in their measured impacts of SEL. First, studies employing randomized designs yielded impact
estimates that were about two-thirds the size of those from matched-comparison studies, suggesting that
results from non-experimental studies may be upwardly biased. Second, more recent studies, which
would likely be more relevant to judging the efficacy of current programs, yielded smaller impact
estimates; effect sizes from studies after 2010 were half the size of those from the 1990s and 2000s in
reading and about two-thirds of the size of estimates from the earlier period in math. Third, programs at
the elementary school level produced results that were about 50 percent greater than those conducted
at the secondary school level. Fourth, the intensity of program delivery did not seem to matter; programs
offered for fewer than 15 minutes per day or fewer than 75 minutes per week were no less effective than
programs with longer daily or weekly duration. Fifth, even among the 19 “higher quality” studies that
employed randomized controlled trials (RCTs) and included at least 250 students, effect sizes ranged from
—0.14 SD to 0.73 SD for reading and from —0.22 SD to 0.81 SD for math. Finally, while effect sizes varied
considerably across studies, there was no difference in program impacts between studies where more
than half of the student population received free or reduced-price lunch (FRL)—a crude measure of
poverty—and those where less than half of the students received FRL. This suggests that variation in
program effects may be due to differences in program type or implementation, rather than in the student
population being served.

EFFICACY OF SPECIFIC SOCIAL-EMOTIONAL LEARNING
PROGRAMS

One possible explanation for the variation in estimated SEL program effects is that some SEL programs
may be more effective than others. Knowing if some programs are consistently more effective would
provide valuable information to district leaders when they consider which SEL program to adopt.

Social and Character Development Research Consortium (SACD) (2010) reports results from the
evaluation of seven school-based universal SEL programs for a cohort of students as they moved from
third grade in fall 2004 through fifth grade ending in spring 2007. The studied programs were Academic
and Behavioral Competencies Program, Competence Support Program, Love in a Big World, Positive
Action, PATHS, 4Rs, and Second Step. Each program was evaluated through a school-level RCT with five to
seven schools implementing the SEL program and an equal number continuing with “business as usual.”
Along with many social, emotional, and behavioral outcomes, two academic outcomes were measured: a
student-reported assessment of engagement with learning and a measure of academic competence and
motivation based on reports from teachers. In each year, a total of 20 outcomes were measured.
Combining the seven programs, impacts were statistically significant in only two out of the 60
outcome/year combinations over the three study years, less than would be expected by chance. Similarly,
for the individual SACD programs, 16 significant impacts were found over the three years (nine beneficial
and seven detrimental) out of 420 possible program/outcome/year combinations, also less than would be
expected by chance. None of the significant impacts were for academic outcomes.

In two related papers, Jones et al. (2017a, 2017b) review the evidence on 24 popular SEL programs. Of
these 24 programs, only six had been studied to determine impacts on academic outcomes: 4Rs, Caring
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School Community, Competent Kids — Caring Communities, Positive Action, RULER, and SECURe. For each
of these six programs, at least some positive impacts on academic outcomes were reported. However, in
the case of the 4Rs program, the positive effects only applied to students with the highest behavioral risk
at baseline, while for Positive Action some studies found positive effects and others did not. Further, the
quality of the research evidence varies across SEL programs. For two of the programs, Competent Kids —
Caring Communities and SECURe, the available evidence comes from a single published quasi-
experimental study (Linares et al. [2005] and Jones, Bailey & Jacob [2014], respectively); no RCTs were
conducted for these programs.

More recent evidence exists for another popular SEL program: Promoting Alternative Thinking Strategies
or PATHS. Hennessey and Humphrey (2019) present results from an RCT involving fifth and sixth graders
in the United Kingdom. They found no significant positive effect of PATHS on children’s academic
attainment. The researchers conclude that PATHS cannot be recommended as an effective intervention
for improving the academic attainment of primary school children. In contrast, Sorrenti et al. (2020)
employed an RCT to evaluate the long-term academic impact of PATHS for eight-year-old students in
Switzerland. The authors found that the PATHS program had robust long-term benefits for students.
Participating students had a 23 percent (7 percentage points) higher high school graduation rate
compared to the control group. Moreover, university enroliment increased by 21 percent. Interestingly,
they also found that treated students obtain higher grades, though they do not score higher on
standardized tests.*

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

Social-emotional learning has become increasingly popular and is being considered by many school
systems as a tool for dealing with social and emotional challenges brought about by the closure of
schools, move to remote learning, and other challenges experienced during the COVID-19 pandemic.
While there is considerable evidence that participation in SEL programs has enhanced the social and
emotional skills of students, the evidence on the ability of SEL programs to enhance academic outcomes
of students is not as clear. There are relatively few high-quality studies of the effects of school-based SEL
programs on student academic outcomes, and the studies that do exist often yield conflicting evidence.

The inconsistent evidence on the ability of school-based SEL programs to promote academic success is
likely due in part to the wide variety of SEL programs that have been adopted by schools and differences
in the fidelity of their implementation. Schools considering the adoption of an SEL curriculum would be
wise to consider their programmatic goals and how particular SEL programs align with those goals. In
addition, given the conflicting evidence on SEL programs in general, it would be prudent to focus on
evidence regarding the efficacy of specific SEL programs under consideration, rather than base decisions
on meta-analyses that combine effects from disparate programs that have been employed in varying
contexts.

4 These positive long-run effects are consistent with the findings of Bradshaw et al. (2009), who studied a classroom intervention
that combined the Good Behavior Game SEL program with an enhanced academic curriculum. The combined intervention was
associated with higher scores on standardized achievement tests and greater likelihood of high school graduation and college
attendance.
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examined the temporal relations between social-emotional competence (T1), school connectedness (T2),
mental health difficulties (T2), and academic attainment (T3). It was hypothesized that social-emotional
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