
The Science Behind SEL:  
Top Findings from Recent Research    



Finding #1: “Children with strong social skills in 

kindergarten more likely to thrive as adults.”  
Jones, D., 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, 2283-2290.  



• Key Research Findings: 

• Children with high prosocial skills in kindergarten were more likely 
to:  
Graduate from high school 

 Complete a college degree 

Obtain a full time job 
 

 

• Children with low prosocial skills in kindergarten were more likely 
to: 
 Have spent time in juvenile detention 

 Been arrested by early adulthood 

 Have a higher rate of recent binge drinking and 82% higher rate of recent 
marijuana usage; and 

 Higher chance of being in or on a waiting list for public housing. 

  
 

 

 

 

 

The Study 



Finding #2: Social & Emotional Skills 
are malleable 



NEUROPLASTICITY 

(Goldsmith, Pollak, & Davidson, 2008; Kandel et al., 2000) 
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Immordino-Yang et al. 2018 



Finding #3: Research shows that SEL 
Programs have positive effects 



© CASEL 2009 

Meta-analysis: SEL Promotes Success in School 
Durlak, Weissberg, Dymnicki, Taylor, & Schellinger (2011) 
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CASEL Meta-analysis: 213 studies, 270,034 students  

(Durlak  et al., 2011) 



Longitudinal Findings from the Seattle Social Development Project  

at Age 21 (Hawkins et al., 2008) 

 More high school graduates 

 More attending college 

 More employed 

 Better emotional and mental health 

 Fewer with a criminal record 

 Less drug selling 

 Less co-morbid diagnosis of substance abuse and mental 

disorder                       Cost-benefit: $3.14/student for $1.00 invested 



Economic Value of SEL 

• The aggregate result of the 
analysis showed an average 
benefit-cost ratio of about 11 
to 1 among the six evidence-
based SEL interventions 
studied.  

 

• This means that, on 
average, for every $1 
invested in SEL 
programming, there is a 
return of $11. 

 



Kindergarten to 8th grade 

(5 to 14 yrs)  



THE CORE PRACTICE 3x a day 

“the heart of the program”  

PAUSE 

LISTEN 
BREATHE 





Executive Functions (Post-test) 

ES = .21 
ES =. 31 ES = .22 



Summary of Findings on MindUP 
 Self-control 

 Positive emotions 

 Empathy and perspective-taking  

 Social and emotional competence 

 Stress regulation 

 Kindness and caring for others 

Math grades 

Depressive symptoms 

  



Health Benefits of  SEL: Can random assignment 

to volunteering reduce cardiovascular risk in teens? 





Finding #4: SEL and Altruism: We have 
underestimated children’s capacities for 
being good 



 

“It’s not survival of the fittest; it’s survival 
of the kindest.” 
 
 

Dacher Keltner, 2009 

 







 
Finding #5: To reach the 
students, CARE FOR  
Educators 



The Prosocial Classroom:  

A Model of Teacher Social and Emotional Competence and 
Classroom and Child Outcomes 

 

Healthy 

Teacher/Student 

Relationships 
 

Healthy 

Classroom 

Climate 

Effective SEL 

implementation 

 

 

Teachers’ Social 

& Emotional 

Skills & Well 

Being 
 

 

Student 

Social, emotional & 

academic  

outcomes 

 

Effective classroom 

management skills 

 

School/Community Context Factors     

Jennings & Greenberg, 2009 





Teaching is one of the most stressful of all 
professions! 

46% of teachers report high daily 
stress during the school year. 
That’s tied with nurses for the 
highest rate among all 
occupational groups, and higher 
than doctors.  

 
 

Gallup (2014). State of American Schools. Retrieved from 
 http://www.gallup.com/ services/178709/state-america-schools-report.aspx. 



The Burnout Cascade 

Emotional Exhaustion 

De-personalization 

Lack of Accomplishment 
 
50% leave within first 5 years of teaching (NEA, 2006) 



• Cultivating 

• Awareness 

• Resilience in 

• Education 
 

 

http://www.CARE4Teachers.com 
 





Teacher preparation makes a difference 

When teachers receive training in the behavioral and 

emotional factors that impact teaching and learning 

in the classroom, they feel better equipped to 

propose and implement positive, active classroom 

management strategies that deter students’ 

aggressive behaviors and promote a positive 

classroom learning climate (Alvarez, 2007).  



SEL 2.0: Implementing SEL System-Wide 







THREE 
ESSENTIAL  
INGREDIENTS 
OF SYSTEMIC 
SEL 





Edutopia: https://www.edutopia.org/ 
In the study, when teachers 

started class by welcoming 

students at the door, 

academic engagement 

increased by 20 

percentage points and 

disruptive behavior 

decreased by 9 

percentage points—

potentially adding “an 

additional hour of 

engagement over the 

course of a five-hour 

instructional day,” 

according to the 

researchers. 



THE PROCESS OF CREATING SYSTEM-WIDE 
SEL 











•“Recognize that if 
educators are to 
effectively relate to 
students, they must 
be empathic, always 
attempting to 
perceive the world 
through the eyes of 
the student.” 





Strategy: Implement the A, B, C’s  
(Self-Determination Theory, Deci & Ryan, 2000)  

•Autonomy  (“self-rule,”self-directedness, 
regulating one’s own behavior and experience)  

 

•Belonging (emotional and personal bonds 
between individuals) 

 

•Competence (sense of accomplishment 
and effectance derived from the exercise of 
ones capacities under conditions of optimal 
challenge) 

 



Connectedness 
to Adults... 

…at school predicted 
well-being on the MDI   

Oberle, Schonert-Reichl et al., 2014 

…is more important to 
well-being than socio-
economic status  
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Thank you! 


