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What We Know
What is SEL, and why is high-quality implementation 
important?



What is SEL?

Dec. 2013

• Called many different things

• Broadly, SEL involves:
“children’s ability to learn about and manage 
their own emotions and interactions in ways 
that benefit themselves and others, and that 
help children and youth succeed in schooling, 
the workplace, relationships, and citizenship" 

(Jones & Doolittle, 2017, p. 4)

• SEL is important for a host of learning and 
life outcomes, including learning, health, 
and general wellbeing (Moffitt et al., 2011; 
Greenberg et al., 2017)
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What Research Says
• We know that high-quality, evidence-based SEL programs produce 

positive outcomes for students (Durlak et al., 2011; Jones et al., 2017)

• A growing body of research suggests that implementation quality 
impacts results:

- High-quality implementation has been positively associated with better 
student outcomes (Domitrovich & Greenberg, 2000; Durlak & DuPre, 2008; Durlak et al., 2011)

- Inconsistent, ineffective, or disorganized approaches to SEL may lead to less 
powerful results (Banerjee, 2010; Dane & Schneider, 1998), or even negatively impact 
staff morale and student engagement (Elias, 2009)



What We Do
Effective practices and common challenges
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• Clear, explicit instruction
• Adults model and live skills
• Real life practice
• Reflection to facilitate 

understanding and transfer

Key Features that Support High-Quality Implementation

• Positive culture and climate
• Integration into school 

structures and classroom 
practices

• Adult SEL competencies
• Teacher/staff training
• Supports (coaching, planning 

time, etc.)

• Partnerships with family & 
community

• Culturally relevant/   
responsive practices

• Clear about which skills are 
being taught

• Understand what it looks like 
when are or are not 
successfully using skills

• Define expectations for 
students, students, and 
classroom/school environment

• Align goals with approach
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Academic integration
Planning kits/trainings
Flexible structure

Connections to life outside school (e.g., service, careers, etc.)

Family engagement (e.g., workshops, parent-child activities, SEL tips

School-wide activities and routines

Training in adult SEL skills
Management/teaching practices
PD/coaching (for teachers and staff)

Suggestions/adaptations for specific populations
Tools to collect feedback

Establish an SEL team or committee

Tools for assessing outcomes

Tools for assessing implementation
Tools for assessing culture and climate
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number of programs in content analysis (Jones et al, 2017)

Common Implementation Challenges

Integrating SEL with existing 
structure/priorities

Applying and transferring 
skills outside of lessons

Ensuring sufficient training 
and support

Facilitating program 
ownership and buy-in

Using data to inform
decision-making

CHALLENGE COMMON PROGRAM FEATURES THAT ADDRESS CHALLENGE



Kernels of Practice for SEL

FLEXIBILITY

Evidence-
Based 

Kernels of 
Practice

RESOURCES
(time, cost, staff, etc.)

Stand-alone SEL strategies
targeted; flexible; easy to use, adapt, and 
integrate

Address issues of cost, time, 
relevance, and buy-in

2018-19 Pilot
43 strategies, 50 teachers, 3 schools



Learn More
Additional information and resources



For More Detailed Information

https://www.wallacefoundation.org/knowledge-
center/pages/navigating-social-and-emotional-learning-from-
the-inside-out.aspx

https://www.wallacefoundation.org/knowledge-
center/pages/preparing-for-effective-sel-
implementation.aspx

Navigating SEL Report Implementation Brief

https://www.wallacefoundation.org/knowledge-center/pages/navigating-social-and-emotional-learning-from-the-inside-out.aspx
https://www.wallacefoundation.org/knowledge-center/pages/preparing-for-effective-sel-implementation.aspx


Explore SEL Website (Coming 2019)
A product of the EASEL Lab’s Taxonomy Project, Explore SEL is a 
website designed to empower you to navigate the complex (and 
often conflicting) terminology used in the field of SEL. Learn more 
about which skills are important, what they are called, and how 
they are related to select an approach that works best for you.
Learn more: https://easel.gse.harvard.edu/taxonomy-project
Receive an alert when the site is open: http://bit.ly/exploresel

* SEL in Out-of-School Time Settings
Commissioned by the Wallace Foundation, this brief by the EASEL 
Lab (December 2017) provides guidelines and considerations for 
adapting leading SEL programs to out-of-school settings.

https://www.wallacefoundation.org/knowledge-center/pages/social-and-
emotional-learning-in-out-of-school-time-settings.aspx

*

Additional Resources
SEL Implementation & Professional Learning
An hour-long Learning Forward webinar by Stephanie Jones 
(November 2018) that explores in more detail what is meant by 
SEL, how it is implemented in classrooms and what is needed in 
terms of professional learning for all educators to ensure that there 
is equitable access to these skills.

https://learningforward.org/wp-
content/uploads/2018/11/Jones_LearningForward_Nov26_v2.pdf?_zs=P0JFh1&_zl=
sBML5

Future of Children Vol. 27: SEL
This special issue of the journal The Future of Children (May 2017) 
examines the development of social and emotional learning 
(SEL) in school and afterschool settings. It also covers major policy 
issues like teacher preparation, school discipline, and school-based 
assessment for intervention and accountability purposes.

https://www.wallacefoundation.org/knowledge-center/pages/the-future-of-
children-social-and-emotional-learning.aspx

* *

https://easel.gse.harvard.edu/taxonomy-project
http://bit.ly/exploresel
https://www.wallacefoundation.org/knowledge-center/pages/social-and-emotional-learning-in-out-of-school-time-settings.aspx
https://learningforward.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/Jones_LearningForward_Nov26_v2.pdf?_zs=P0JFh1&_zl=sBML5
https://www.wallacefoundation.org/knowledge-center/pages/the-future-of-children-social-and-emotional-learning.aspx


Thank you!

About the EASEL Lab @ HGSE
The Ecological Approaches to Social Emotional Learning (EASEL) Laboratory, led by Stephanie 
M. Jones of the Harvard Graduate School of Education, explores the effects of high-quality 
social-emotional interventions on the development and achievement of children, youth, 
teachers, parents, and communities. Our work takes place in applied settings (e.g., schools and 
communities), and we employ a combination of rigorous quantitative and qualitative methods 
to investigate how particular configurations of and transactions between individuals, their 
social groups, the settings in which they interact, and broader social contexts influence human 
development.

Learn more about our projects at: easel.gse.harvard.edu

Contact us at: easel@gse.harvard.edu

https://easel.gse.harvard.edu/
mailto:easel@gse.Harvard.edu

