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THE CURRENT STATE OF SEL EDUCATION

Less than one in four teachers say SEL is implemented 
in their school on a programmatic, schoolwide basis.

— From a recent report by Civic with Hart Research Associates
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We are at a critical inflection point in society in which the focus on developing the whole child must be central to 
the overall education experience. We now know that focusing on academic outcomes alone does not work and that 
supporting the full spectrum of each child’s developmental needs is essential to helping them meet their full potential. 
Extensive research in human development, neuroscience, and education collectively help us understand that the 
process of learning is dependent on social, emotional, cognitive, linguistic, and academic domains, all of which are 
“deeply intertwined in the brain and in behavior.”1 Social-Emotional Learning (SEL) is an approach to K12 education 
that intentionally builds a culture, language, and skillsets that are central to whole child well-being. SEL education has 
expanded rapidly over the past decade due to the research showing its widespread positive impacts and favorable 
attitudes toward SEL initiatives among teachers and administrators. Research out of Columbia University concluded that 
SEL programming is a wise financial investment, demonstrating that for every dollar invested in SEL programming, $11 
are saved on interventions, remediation, dropout prevention, and recovery.2

Our school communities are in crisis.
The movement toward SEL education was well underway before the 
pandemic and the need for such an approach is now more urgent 
than ever as so many educators and students across the country are 
experiencing stressors and traumas at an unprecedented scale. The 
American Academy of Pediatrics, the American Academy of Child and 
Adolescent Psychiatry, and the Children’s Hospital Association issued a 
statement declaring a National State of Emergency in Children’s Mental 
Health: “Soaring rates of mental health challenges among children, 
adolescents, and their families…inextricably tied to the stress brought on 
by COVID-19 and the ongoing struggle for racial justice.” Incidences of 
depression, anxiety, trauma, loneliness, and suicidality were on the rise 
prior to 2020 and have since accelerated. More than 140,000 children in 
the United States have lost their primary and/or secondary caregivers, 
with students of color most heavily impacted.3 Sharon Hoover, co-
director of the University of Maryland-based National Center for School 
Mental Health stated: “Nearly every child in the country is suffering to 
some degree from the psychological effects of the pandemic…That’s why 
schools need to invest now in the mental health and well-being of our 
kids in a broad and comprehensive way…”4

“Nearly every child 
in the country is 

suffering to some 
degree from the 

psychological effects 
of the pandemic…

That’s why schools 
need to invest now 

in the mental health 
and well-being of our 

kids in a broad and 
comprehensive way…”

The Imperative for Social-Emotional Learning
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Teachers too are experiencing extreme levels of stress and trauma. The 
2021–22 school year has been marked by extreme staffing shortages 
which are being filled by over-taxed teachers giving up their lunch, 
planning periods, and days off.5 More than half of surveyed teachers 
indicated they were considering leaving the profession in March 
2021.6 Teachers who left the profession prior to retirement identified 
stress as the most common reason on a RAND survey.7

Social-Emotional Learning is an investment in  
community-wide well-being.
Social-Emotional Learning (SEL) is rooted in the work of the 
Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL),  a 
nonprofit organization that coined the term in 1994 and whose mission 
is to help make evidence-based SEL an integral part of Pre–K-12 
education. CASEL defines SEL, its purpose, processes, and role in 
advancing educational equity and excellence as follows:  

“SEL is an integral part of education and human development.  
SEL is the process through which all young people and adults 
acquire and apply the knowledge, skills, and attitudes to develop 
healthy identities, manage emotions and achieve personal and 
collective goals, feel and show empathy for others, establish and 
maintain supportive relationships, and make responsible and 
caring decisions. 

SEL advances educational equity and excellence through 
authentic school-family-community partnerships to establish 
learning environments and experiences that feature trusting and 
collaborative relationships, rigorous and meaningful curriculum 
and instruction, and ongoing evaluation. SEL can help address 
various forms of inequity and empower young people and adults 
to co-create thriving schools and contribute to safe, healthy, and 
just communities.” 8

Social-Emotional Learning is proven to make  
a substantive difference.
A vast body of research demonstrates far-reaching and long-lasting 
benefits of high-quality SEL instruction, including improvements to 
student engagement, achievement, and graduation rates. Research 
on pro-social, helping behaviors, shows positive long-term outcomes 
including reductions in the risks of loneliness, alcohol use, and 
depression.11 Finally, social-emotional skills are highly valued in the 
workplace, helping to create a workforce that applies the necessary 
soft skills to business acumen.12, 13

Research has shown that there are at 
least 12 specific social and emotional 
skills linked to success in school and 
are relevant for both students and 
educators. These skills are organized 
into 3 interconnected domains: 
cognitive, social, and emotional.9

• Cognitive | Skills and 
competencies that underlie the 
ability to focus and pay attention; 
set goals; plan and organize; and 
persevere and problem solve. 

• Social | Skills and competencies 
that enable children to read 
social cues and navigate social 
situations; communicate clearly; 
negotiate and resolve conflict 
with others; advocate themselves 
with adults and peers; and work 
cooperatively on teams. 

• Emotional | Skills and 
competencies that help children 
recognize and manage emotion; 
understand the emotions and 
perspectives of others; cope 
with frustration and stress; 
and demonstrate respect and 
empathy toward others.10
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• Short Term Student Benefits (within a school year) | Improved 
attitudes about self, others, tasks, and school; better classroom 
and school climate; substantial gains on standardized assessments; 
reduced risk factors for conduct problems and emotional distress.14, 15

• Medium Term Student Benefits (across an academic path) | 
Positive social behaviors and relationships, academic success and 
engagement, fewer social-emotional problems, better trauma 
management and emotional distress, fewer conduct issues, less  
drug use.16 Higher social and emotional competencies among 
students at the end of the initial intervention was the best predictor  
of long-term benefits, regardless of socioeconomic, race/ethnicity, 
and geographic location.17

• Long Term Student Benefits (into adulthood) | Persistence through 
school and career readiness; safer sexual behaviors, healthy 
relationships, improved mental health practices; reduced criminal 
behaviors, improved civic engagement and overall wellness.18

Social Competence

There are a plethora of studies showing a correlation between SEL 
effectiveness and positive health and wellness outcomes. Also, there 
is evidence that students’ persistence, confidence, and focus improve. 
Considering the evidence, a broader public health scale places SEL as a 
relevant factor for consideration by greater society. A 2021 systemic review 
of school-based interventions for adolescent mental health found good 
evidence that universal SEL interventions enhance social and emotional 
skills and reduce symptoms of depression and anxiety in the short term. 
In comparison, mindfulness interventions had inconsistent evidence 
and positive youth development interventions had limited evidence.19

The indicators for longer-term impacts are strong as well. One study of 
Kindergartners determined that pro-social skills could predict adolescent 
and adult outcomes including education, employment, criminal activity, 
substance use, and mental health. The study concluded that early 
intervention of social-emotional learning can lead to stronger personal and 
health outcomes.20 Effectiveness persists across interventions and over time. 
A national study that engaged 75 SEL interventions and studied students’ 
SEL persistence from three months to 3.5 years show that all the outcomes 
endure, especially around drug use.21

Educator Well-being

SEL also benefits teachers. Research indicates that teachers with high 
levels of social and emotional competencies are better able to protect 
themselves from burnout by developing and managing nurturing 
relationships with students; serving as behavioral role models; and  
regulating their own emotions.26

Academic Performance

Compared to controls, SEL 
participants demonstrated 
improved social and emotional 
skills, attitudes, behavior, and 
academic performance that 
reflected an 11-percentile-point 
gain in achievement.22

Overall School Success - 
Documented success across  
SEL objectives includes:  

27%
more students improve  

academic performance.23

24%
more have improved social 

behaviors and less distress.24

23%
have improved attitudes and 

fewer conduct problems.25
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The landscape of SEL in education policy  
is evolving.
While all 50 states and Washington D.C. have at least 
preschool-level SEL competencies or standards, the 
adoption of SEL, especially above sixth grade remains 
uneven. As the country continues to find its way through 
the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, many school districts 
are looking at ways to address the mental health toll as 
well as the academic losses from the 2020 school year. 
In fact, a recent report found that SEL is most often used 
as an initiative to address student mental health as well 
as emotional development and educational equity.34

However, the same report also warns of the likelihood of 
declining state spending on education, although this will 
likely be offset in the short term by federal relief funding. 

Federal Elementary and Secondary School 
Emergency Relief (ESSER) 

In March 2021, the US Department of Education (DOE) 
announced $123 billion as part of the American Rescue 
Plan (ARP) to re-open US schools that had shut down 
due to the COVID-19 pandemic.35 ESSR addresses the 

impact of school closure on teachers and students 
and communities. Along with other guidelines, the 
policy brief states that funds may be used specifically 
for, “Implementing strategies to meet the social, 
emotional, mental health, and academic needs of 
students hit hardest by the pandemic, including through 
evidence-based interventions and critical services like 
community schools.” This federal policy opens the door 
to district expenditures to support students through SEL 
curriculum, identified by many as crucial. 

Federal Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) 

Since its 2015 signature into law, the federal ESSA 
has created space for states to crosswalk the federal 
mandates with SEL learning. ESSA authorizes K–12 policy 
in support of high-quality education and is widely seen 
as the primary funding source for social, emotional, 
academic, and civic/career efforts. Currently, states 
are working to leverage federal funding opportunities 
to support SEL because ESSA allows states to use one 
nonacademic measure for accountability in addition to 
the required academic measures. 

Students | At least 2/3 of high school students 
and recent graduates agreed that attending a 
school focused on SEL would help improve their 
relationships with teachers and peers, their learning 
of academic material, and their preparation for 
college, careers, and citizenship.27

Principals | 97% of principals believe a larger focus on 
social and emotional learning will improve students’ 
academic achievement;30 87% of principals believe 
state standards should explicitly include SEL;31 and 
72% of principals identified SEL as a top priority.32

Teachers | The majority of teachers rated a wide 
range of SEL skills as important, and indicated  
that they believe SEL programs can improve both 
school climate and student outcomes;28  and 90% 
of teachers believe SEL improves student  
academic achievement.29

Employers | 80% of employers say social and 
emotional skills are the most important for success, 
and yet are also the hardest skills to find..33

Social-Emotional Learning is in high demand.
Students, educators, and employers agree that  
SEL education is important.
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Federal School Climate  
Transformation Grant (SCTG) 

Violence and safety continue to be front and center on a 
growing list of concerns in schools. Principals are aware 
that traditional methods of dealing with challenges 
don’t work and are actively seeking new methods and 
programs to help them get ahead of the numerous 
issues that contribute to school safety challenges. To 
tackle these problems, however, schools need resources 
that might not be readily available through conventional 
means and funding. The US DOE also created SCTG 
as a five-year federal award established to assist state 
agencies in developing, enhancing and expanding 
their statewide systems of support for, and technical 
assistance to, local educational agencies (LEAs) and 
schools. These grants, averaging hundreds of thousands 

of dollars, provide special resources including SEL 
curriculum to LEAs with a need and desire to implement 
proactive and positive programs for their schools. 

State-Level Education Policies

States are increasingly implementing SEL components 
into curricula options. As noted above, all states have, at 
a minimum, incorporated SEL into Preschool learning. 
Education leaders recognize the struggle to competently 
implement SEL across a school district, including 
professional development, curricula, school climate, 
alignment across classes, identifying student needs, 
etc.36 Twenty-seven states have adopted SEL standards 
beyond preschool.

States, districts, and individual schools around the 
country are looking for corporate partners to invest in 
their SEL initiatives and work side-by-side as partners in 
change. Creative cohesiveness around SEL is needed to 
implement, evaluate, and scale effective programs that 
add substantiative and sustainable value for educators 
and students. Discovery Education is driving change in 
K–12 schools through systemic supports for SEL learning. 
Our approach includes the following elements. 

SEL Center | Discovery Education supports the five 
competencies identified by CASEL’s framework through 
its dynamic platform, relevant content, robust content 
collections, and instructional strategies.  Within the 
platform, the SEL Center presents a curated collection 

of resources that support professional development, SEL 
integration into classrooms, and student-facing digital 
content for all grades.

Thought Leadership | Discovery Education elevates 
companies and subject matter experts leading the 
conversation on SEL in schools and beyond through 
Discovery Education SEL Master Class Series, SEL  
Town Halls & Symposiums.  

Direct Investment in Schools | Discovery Education 
provides a network of 50 schools in critical markets 
access to the platform, services, professional 
development, and community to start or grow their  
digital and/or virtual learning and SEL efforts. 

Pre-K–12 Pre-K–3 Pre-K–2 Pre-K–K 

Arkansas Nevada Tennessee Connecticut Maryland Florida 

Illinois New Jersey Washington Vermont Hawaii 

Indiana New York West Virginia Idaho Massachusetts 

Kansas North Dakota Wisconsin New Mexico 

Maine Ohio Oregon

Michigan Pennsylvania 

Minnesota Rhode Island 

Discovery Education is driving change by scaling SEL. 
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Research | Discovery Education measures the  
impact of the SEL Coalition with an intentional  
approach to understanding teacher capacity and  
student understanding with the production of annual 
reports, white papers, and partnerships with leading 
research firms. 

Ongoing Content Expansion | Discovery Education 
continues to evolve the SEL Coalition Roadmap, 
leveraging Year 1 insights and feedback from the 
Discovery Educator Network (DEN). Tentative content 
expansion topics include SEL Applications in the 
Workplace & The Real World; Radical Empathy;  
and Everyday Speech. 

Coalition for Social-Emotional Learning  | The Coalition 
for Social-Emotional Learning is a bold, new, and 
necessary initiative aligning the private sector to support 
educators, students, and families with a robust collection 
of K–12 social-emotional learning resources in one place. 
The SEL Coalition is bringing together funders, SEL 
providers, thought leaders and subject matter experts to 
cohesively and comprehensively deliver critical, vetted, 
and evidence-based SEL solutions to K– 12 classrooms 
and extended youth-serving stakeholders (after-school 
organizations, etc.). 

Teacher Focus Student Focus Family Focus 

CASEL Competencies Awareness of Self/Others CASEL Competencies

Core Instruction Integration Employability Skills Mindfulness

Cultural Competency Identity Strategies for the Home

Educator Self-Care Mindfulness

An investment in SEL is an investment in the future.
The Coalition for Social-Emotional Learning is bringing critical, culturally-relevant SEL resources into core 
instruction to support educators and students nationwide. Join us as we partner with school districts to foster 
social and emotional growth and prepare all students for their brightest futures.  

The Coalition for Social-Emotional Learning is grounded in three core tenants.  

• Culturally Responsive Practices |  Recognizing every student is unique and that developing their 
social-emotional skills requires an appreciation for a variety of experiences and perspectives.  

• Content Embedded Into Core Instruction |  Seamlessly integrating SEL principles and tools, such as 
self-awareness or self-control, within curriculum, underscoring the reality that these parts of our lived 
experiences cannot be compartmentalized.  

• Support for Educators |  Providing a framework and practical strategies to support educators as they 
help students build healthy foundations.

Partnership content has the following focal points: 
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About Discovery Education.
Discovery Education is the worldwide EdTech leader whose state-of-the-art digital platform supports 
learning wherever it takes place. Through its award-winning multimedia content, instructional supports, 
and innovative classroom tools, Discovery Education helps educators deliver equitable learning 
experiences engaging all students and supporting higher academic achievement on a global scale. 
Discovery Education serves approximately 4.5 million educators and 45 million students worldwide, 
and its resources are accessed in over 140 countries and territories. Inspired by the global media 
company Discovery, Inc., Discovery Education partners with districts, states, and trusted organizations 
to empower teachers with leading EdTech solutions that support the success of all learners.
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