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PREFACE

The field of social and emotional learning (SEL) is rapidly expanding. In the past decade, SEL has
emerged as an umbrella term for a number of concepts including non-cognitive development, character
education, 21° century skills, and trauma-informed learning, among others.

Researchers, educators, and policy-makers alike are beset by dilemmas about what exactly is included in
this broad domain. Popular press highlights skills such as grit, empathy, growth mindset, social skills, and
more. While SEL programs typically target multiple skills, very few programs target all of these skills.
Furthermore, each program has its own way of building skills through specific teaching and learning
activities, and its own programmatic components that define how the program looks and feels, as well
as how skills are addressed and presented through explicit messages or implicit themes.

In our work as researchers and educators, our team frequently receives questions about the content,
implementation, and effectiveness of SEL programs and interventions. While good resources exist to
identify evidence-based programs (see CASEL’s guides, 2003, 2013, 2015), there are currently no
available resources to help stakeholders look inside these programs to see how they differ from one
another and what makes each program unique.

For example, some programs are focused on “character traits” such as honesty, while others focus on
skills like understanding emotions and solving problems, or a core theme like identity development.
Some programs use discussions as the primary learning activity, while others are movement-based or
game-oriented. Some programs have extensive family engagement or teacher professional development
components, while others have none. Some programs are designed to be highly flexible and adaptable
to context, while others are scripted and uniform.

These differences matter to schools, families, out-of-school-time organizations, researchers, and policy-
makers because they signal differences in what gets taught and how. This report was designed to
provide information about the specific features that define SEL programs and that may be important to
stakeholders who are selecting, recommending, evaluating, or reporting about different SEL programs,
or to those who are aligning efforts across multiple schools, programs, or regions.

This report consists of the following:

e Section 1: Background Information on SEL, including a framework to help stakeholders consider
the broader context and developmental issues that should be part of any SEL-building effort.

e Section 2: Recommendations for Adapting SEL for OST settings, including common challenges
and practical steps for selecting and aligning SEL and OST efforts.

e Section 3: Summary Tables for Looking Across Programs, presented through a set of summary
tables that illustrate which programs have the greatest or least emphasis on specific skills/skill
areas, instructional strategies, and program components.

e Section 4: Individual Profiles for 25 Programs, describing in more detail the skill focus,
instructional strategies, program components, as well as additional findings and cross-program









INTRODUCTION TO THE REPORT

Over the past two decades, there has emerged a consensus among those who study child
development, education, and health that social and emotional skills matter for many areas of
development, including learning, health, and general wellbeing. Furthermore, recent research has
demonstrated that high-quality, evidence-based social and emotional learning (SEL) programs
produce positive outcomes for students, including improved behavior, attitudes, and academic
performance (e.g., Durlak et al., 2011). At the same time, however, we know very little about what
is “inside” SEL-focused interventions and programs — the specific skills, strategies, and
programmatic features that likely drive those positive outcomes.

For the purpose of this report, social and emotional learning programs were defined as those that
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from, and those programs vary widely in skill focus, teaching strategies, implementation supports,
and general approach toward SEL. For example, some programs target emotion regulation and
prosocial behavior, while others target executive function, mindset, character traits, or other “non-
cognitive”? constructs. Some programs rely heavily on discussion as the primary teaching strategy,
while others incorporate methods such as read-alouds, games, role-play, music, and more.
Programs also vary substantially in their emphasis and material support for adult skill-building,
community engagement, and other components beyond direct child-focused activities or

curriculum.

Without access to detailed information about the specific content and approach of pre-packaged
SEL programs, few schools and OST organizations are able to use data to aid them in selecting and

2 This is the definition of an SEL program used in this report. This definition may not be reflected in all its aspects for some SEL programs, and
the implementation of some SEL programs may vary in ways that affect some aspects of this definition.

3 We occasionally use the term “non-cognitive” because it is frequently used by educators, policy makers, researchers, and journalists to refer
to a broad set of skills that matter to student learning yet are not typically part of content areas such as math and literacy. We believe the term
is problematic because it suggests these skills are separate from cognition when in fact many skills in this domain (including those described as
social-emotional) involve cognitive tasks such as focus, reflection, perspective taking, mental problem-solving, etc.






Detailed Description of Curricular Content

This report builds upon and complements other existing tools in the field (e.g., the CASEL Guide) to
provide a more in-depth content analysis of leading SEL and character education programs. Most
other resources focus primarily on identifying evidence-based SEL programs for use in schools and
summarizing their major components. In contrast, this report offers a detailed look at the specific
skills targeted, instructional methods used, and programmatic features offered by each program, and

is more explicitly designed to enable schools and OST organizations to look across programs and

easily identify those that best align with their focus, needs, and goals.

25

Leading SEL
Programs for
Elementary
Schoolers

School-Based and Out-
of-School Time Settings

ANALYSIS OF:

SEL Skills
Cognitive, Social,
Emotional, Character,
Mindset

Instructional

Methods

Strategies and activities
used to teach skills

Program Components
Key program features, such
as training, support, and
specific topic focus

TOOLS FOR INFORMED
DECISION-MAKING:

Program Snapshots
Brief individual program overviews
providing key program information and
details

In-Depth Program Profiles
A comprehensive look at each program’s
evidence base, skill focus, instructional
methods, and additional features

Tools for Looking Across Programs
Tables, graphs, and analyses to explore
relative skill focus, instructional methods,
and additional features across programs

Planning Tools
Worksheets to support a data-driven
decision-making and program selection,
including a guide for OST settings

The level of detail provided in this report is intended to support schools and OST organizations to

think explicitly about which approaches to SEL are most adaptable, feasible, and available for their

particular settings, as well as whether or not and how particular approaches meet their specific



mission and goals. Furthermore, it provides schools and OST programs that may not be able to access
or afford pre-packaged SEL programs with a basic overview of the types of skills, strategies, trainings,
and implementation supports typically offered in leading SEL programs, offering a foundation from
which to build their own independent approach to SEL.

Attention to Out-of-School Time Settings

This report is also distinct in the attention it gives to SEL programming in OST settings. There are
few examples of evidence-based SEL programs that have been specifically designed for OST
contexts, yet there are many reasons to believe that a more explicit partnership between these
fields might benefit children and youth, not the least of which is that many emerging best practices
in the field of afterschool and OST programming align with the central goals of SEL. For that reason,
we include program profiles for three SEL programs designed for OST settings, rate school-based
programs on their adaptability to OST settings, and provide a set of guiding principles and
considerations designed to assist OST programs in selecting or adapting SEL programs that best
meet their needs.

METHODOLOGY

This report is the product of a detailed content analysis of 25 leading SEL and character education
programs commissioned by the Wallace Foundation and conducted by a research team at the
Harvard Graduate School Education led by Dr. Stephanie Jones.
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Research Process

Our research process included the following:

(1) Fifteen programs were initially selected for inclusion based on relevance to the project,
diversity of focus and approach, and accessibility of program materials. Ten additional
programs were added at a later date for their broader focus on character education or OST
settings for a total of 25 programs. Program materials were made available to us either by
permission of the author or through purchase online.
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