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An examination of four meta-analyses of SEL programs found multiple positive outcomes in 
the short and long term for participating students. 

  

In recent years, it has become commonplace among American educators to argue that if schools 
aim to prepare young people for life in today’s complex and diverse world, then they must 
provide instruction in more than just academic content and skills (in English language arts, 
mathematics, science, social studies, and other subject areas). Social and emotional learning 
(SEL), too, is critical to students’ long-term success in and out of school, and it merits careful, 
sustained attention throughout K-12 education (Bridgeland et al., 2013; DePaoli et al., 2017; 
Weissberg et al., 2015). 



Already, thousands of schools within and outside the United States have implemented SEL 
programs (Humphrey, 2013; Weissberg & Cascarino, 2013), and many U.S. state departments of 
education have issued, or are in the process of issuing, standards for the development of specific 
SEL skills at each grade level (Dusenbury et al., 2015). So, too, have many federal, state, and 
local policy makers become willing to provide funding support for SEL programs. 

Although SEL has been conceptualized in various ways, it can broadly be understood as the 
processes through which children and adults acquire and effectively apply the knowledge, 
attitudes, and skills necessary to manage their emotions, set and achieve positive goals, feel and 
show empathy for others, establish and maintain positive relationships, and make responsible 
decisions (Weissberg & Cascarino, 2013). More specifically, Roger Weissberg and colleagues 
(2015) have identified a set of five core clusters of social and emotional competencies: self-
awareness, self-management, social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision 
making. 

These competencies are thought to facilitate students’ academic performance, positive social 
behaviors, and social relationships during the school years; reduce behavior problems and 
psychological distress, and help to prepare young people to succeed in college, work, family, and 
society (Elias, 2014; Jones & Kahn, 2017). As illustrated in Figure 1, scholars and advocates 
believe that SEL programming is likely to have both immediate and longer-term benefits for 
young people, both in school and later life. 

 

However, educators and policy makers may wonder whether researchers have documented the 
effectiveness of SEL programs in bringing about these positive outcomes. To answer this 
question, we’ve examined four large-scale meta-analyses on student outcomes related to 
participating in school-based SEL programs. (A meta-analysis is a statistical method of 
synthesizing many previous efforts to measure the effectiveness of a given program; it’s a way of 
pooling together all of the available research findings and boiling them down to a single, overall 



assessment.) The sum total of the existing evidence, we found, strongly suggests that SEL 
programs do, in fact, have significant benefits for participating students. 

Results from four meta-analyses 

The first meta-analysis (which has received considerable attention from educators, policy 
makers, and the popular media) synthesized the findings from studies of 213 school-based, 
universal SEL programs, including outcomes data for more than 270,000 students from 
kindergarten through high school (Durlak et al., 2011). Two major findings stood out: 

• Compared to control students, students participating in SEL programs showed 
significantly more positive outcomes with respect to enhanced SEL skills, attitudes, 
positive social behavior, and academic performance, and significantly lower levels of 
conduct problems and emotional distress. 

• The higher academic performance of SEL program participants translated into an 11 
percentile-point gain in achievement, suggesting that SEL programs tend to bolster, 
rather than detract from, students’ academic success. 

This review also indicated that SEL programs managed by teachers and other school staff 
consistently yielded positive results, and it highlighted the role of careful program 
implementation in ensuring positive student outcomes. It also identified several priorities for 
further research, including studies of longer-term effects of participating in SEL programs and 
research into the effectiveness of programs outside the United States. Finally, because the review 
was limited to research findings available through the end of 2007, the authors also called for 
follow-up analyses of newer data. 

Since the publication of that first study, three additional meta-analyses have been conducted 
(Sklad et al., 2012; Taylor et al., 2017; Wiglesworth et al., 2016). All three echoed the earlier 
one’s major findings: When researchers synthesized results from hundreds of existing studies in 
this area, they found that students who participated in SEL programs saw greater gains in SEL 
competencies and academic performance relative to students who did not participate. Further, not 
only did these three meta-analyses touch on newer research findings, but they also included more 
international comparisons and more information on both the immediate and longer-term benefits 
of SEL programs. In short, they provide a useful complement to and extension of the earlier 
work. The fact that independent research teams from the United States and Europe have 
replicated positive outcome findings from many experimental-control group evaluations 
involving several hundred thousand K-12 students offers strong support that well-implemented 
SEL programs are beneficial for children and adolescents. 

Detailed findings 

All four of the meta-analyses addressed the following domains: 

• SEL skills, such as identifying emotions, goal setting, self-management, problem solving, 
conflict resolution, refusal skills, and decision making. 



• Attitudes about self, school, and social topics including self-perceptions (e.g., self-
esteem, self-concept, self- 
efficacy), school bonding, drug use and violence, and helping others. 

• Positive social behaviors, such as getting along with others, helping others, showing 
concern for others, empathy, prosocial problem solving, peace building, and cooperation. 

• Conduct problems, including disruptive classroom behavior, fighting, hurting others, 
verbal aggression, bullying, discipline referrals, and delinquent acts. 

• Emotional distress, such as depression, anxiety, stress, and social withdrawal. 
• Academic performance, including reading and math achievement, standardized test 

scores, school grades, and academic competence from teacher ratings. 

At the same time, while all four meta-analyses touched on these six domains, and while they 
reached similar conclusions overall, they also differed in one respect: Two of them focused on 
the short-term effects of SEL programs, synthesizing data (from 255 different research reports) 
collected shortly after students concluded a program (Durlak et al., 2011; Wiglesworth et al., 
2016), and the other two focused on longer-term effects, using data (from 129 different reports) 
collected at various follow-up periods — Marcin Sklad and colleagues (2012) reviewed 75 
studies, covering 2008 and earlier, that assessed outcomes at least seven months after the initial 
SEL program had ended, and Rebecca Taylor and colleagues (2017) reviewed studies conducted 
through 2014, with follow-up periods that varied from 56 to 195 weeks. (Table 1 presents some 
of the main features of these two pairs of reviews.) 

 

Tables 2 and 3 summarize the findings focusing on short-term outcomes (referred to as “post,” 
for data collected immediately post-intervention) and longer-term outcomes (referred to as 
“follow-up,” for data collected later on). Where mean effect sizes are positive, this reflects the 
superior performance of students participating in SEL programs relative to similar students who 
did not (referred to as “controls”). 



As shown in Table 2, the two analyses focusing on the immediate effects of SEL programs 
(Durlak et al., 2011; Wiglesworth et al., 2016) found statistically significant benefits for 
participating students. When student outcomes were measured later on (Sklad et al., 2012; Taylor 
et al., 2017), the effects were not as strong overall, meaning that they tended to fade to some 
extent over time — this isn’t surprising, though; studies of all types of educational interventions 
tend to find that short-term effects are stronger than longer-term effects. Leading researchers and 
educators recommend that SEL programming will be most beneficial when it is implemented in 
planned, ongoing, systemic ways from preschool through high school (Berman et al., 2018; 
Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning, 2017; Jones & Kahn, 2017; 
Weissberg et al., 2015). 

 

 

Two of the follow-up findings are particularly notable, though. First, the follow-up effects are 
quite strong in one domain: academic achievement. The results in this area (mean effects of 0.26 
and 0.33), represent an 11 percentile-point gain in achievement, over the long term, for students 
who participated in SEL programs relative to those who did not. To put it another way, SEL 
programs appear to have as great a long-term impact on academic growth as has been found for 
programs designed specifically to support academic learning (Hill et al., 2008). Second, the 
study by Taylor and colleagues (2017) found that the best predictor of the strength of students’ 
long-term gains was the strength of their short-term SEL gains. That is, where students saw large 



immediate gains in their social and 
emotional skills, the learning tended to be 
relatively sticky, fading to a lesser degree 
over time. 

Altogether, the meta-analyses we studied 
contain outcome data from 356 research 
reports summarizing short- and long-term 
effects for hundreds of thousands of K-12 
students in a range of SEL programs within 
and outside the United States. With these 
findings, three different research groups — 
based not just in the United States (Durlak et 
al., 2011; Taylor et al., 2017) but also the 
United Kingdom (Wiglesworth et al., 2016) 
and The Netherlands (Sklad et al., 2012) — 
have independently reached the same 
general conclusion about universal school-
based SEL programs: They produce positive 
benefits for participating students on a range 
of behavioral, attitudinal, emotional, and 
academic outcomes that are evident both 
immediately after the intervention and 
during various follow-up periods, depending 
on the specific outcome in question. 

In a recent national survey, school 
administrators called for additional data on 
the link between SEL and student academic 
performance (DePaoli et al., 2017). We can 
report that all four of these meta-analyses 
showed significant, positive connections 
between participation in universal, school-
based SEL programs and student academic 
performance over the short and longer term. 
Given the consistent and enduring nature of 
this association, we believe that the 
expansion of SEL programming in low-
performing schools is warranted 
(AEI/Brookings Working Group on Poverty 
and Opportunity, 2015) and that teacher 
preparation programs should include serious 
attention to SEL (Schonert-Reichl et al., 
2017). 

 



Critics might point out that the findings included in the 2017 meta-analyses are dated already, 
since they include only studies that were concluded by 2014. However, a lag time of a few years 
is typical of meta-analysis, given the amount of time it takes to survey and collect the existing 
research studies, do the analyses, conduct the peer review process, and go through the usual 
publication timeline. It is worth noting, though, that individual studies appearing up through at 
least the fall of 2017 have continued to report positive effects for SEL (e.g., Duncan et al., 2017; 
Miller et al., 2017; Muratori et al., 2017). 

Overall, then, current data indicate that SEL programs are both feasible and effective in a variety 
of educational contexts in many countries around the world. SEL is neither a fad nor a flash in 
the pan but represents a useful way to improve students’ social and emotional skills, which are 
associated with several positive behavioral and academic outcomes. 

Directions for future research, practice, and policy 

The meta-analyses discussed here use statistical methods to study the effectiveness of diverse 
SEL programs, grouping together approaches that differ from one another in the specific skills 
they target, the nature of the instruction, the duration, and the kinds of students participating. 
Thus, it will be important for future research to pursue a couple of narrower questions: What type 
of program is most effective for promoting which particular SEL skills and attitudes in the short 
and long term for which students, and what are the specific components of each program that 
account for its impacts? 

Further, we also need research into the implementation, wide-scale dissemination, continual 
monitoring, improvement, and sustainability of SEL programs that have demonstrated their 
initial value. For example, how can we increase the capacity of schools to conduct SEL programs 
and assess what they have done? And how can we best align educational policies and funding so 
that more schools are able to offer SEL programs? In effect, we need to create better synergy 
among researchers, practitioners, and policy makers. Doing so will require that multiple 
stakeholders (policy makers, funders, educators, researchers, families, and community members) 
work together to ensure that as many students as possible benefit from well-conceptualized and 
well-implemented SEL programs. 
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