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SUMMARY

Social Emotional Learning (SEL) in Schools:
Taking a Holistic Approach to Learning and Development

What Is Social-Emotional Learning (SEL)?
SEL involves processes through which children and adults acquire and effectively 
apply the knowledge, attitudes and skills necessary to understand and manage 
emotions, set and achieve positive goals, feel and show empathy for others, establish 
and maintain positive relationships, and make responsible decisions. 1

Socio-emotional learning is fully aligned with Sustainable Development Goal 4.7, which 
states that all learners should acquire knowledge and skills to promote sustainable 
development, including in the areas of lifestyle, human rights, gender equality, promotion of a 
culture of peace and nonviolence, global citizenship, and appreciation of cultural diversity.2  
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SEL involves processes that focus on self-awareness, assessing one’s strengths and 
limitations, self-management, social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible 
decision-making. SEL has been shown to have a positive effect on students’ academic 
achievement, social behavior, reduction in conduct and discipline problems, substance abuse, 
and emotional distress. Although there are many successful examples of SEL programs 
worldwide, there is great need to mainstream those learning practices in Arab schools. High 
levels of interpersonal and discipline issues in the region’s education systems call for specific 
actions to be undertaken by policy makers, principals, teachers, and parents. An inclusive 
curriculum, high quality and specific teacher training, ongoing evaluations, feedback systems 
and parental engagements have the potential to contribute greatly to the empowerment of 
youth as intellectual and global citizens.
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It is of paramount importance to include SEL in the curriculum, particularly in the early 
grades. Learning environments such as schools are a natural medium to support social and 
emotional skills development. Mainstreaming SEL in education systems will improve the 
chances of empowering youth as social and intellectual global citizens.

Several texts agree that SEL comprises five competency clusters: (1) self-awareness 
(assessing one’s strengths and limitations); (2) self-management (regulating one’s emotions 
and behaviors); (3) social awareness (taking the perspective of and empathizing with others 
without empathetic distress); (4) relationship skills (maintaining healthy relationships with 
diverse individuals/groups); and (5) responsible decision-making (engaging in constructive 
personal and social decisions).3 , 4  
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Benefits of SEL

The Need for SEL in Arab Education Systems

The benefits of SEL programs are well documented. An extensive body of literature shows 
that SEL has a positive effect on students’ academic achievement and social behavior and 
reduces conduct problems, substance abuse, and emotional distress.5  A meta-analysis of 213 
rigorous studies demonstrates that students who participated in SEL programs had an 11% 
gain on measures of academic achievement and improvement in discipline, prosocial 
behavior, and/or emotional distress.6  In Europe, a meta-analytical review of 75 studies on 
social, emotional, and/or behavioral (SEB) programs, revealed that overall beneficial effects 
on social skills, antisocial behavior, substance abuse, positive self-image, academic 
achievement, mental health, and prosocial behavior occurred with varying levels of 
efficacy.7 

Further, cost-benefit empirical findings of six SEL components in the United States show 
that for every dollar invested equally across SEL interventions, there was a return of $11.8   

With abundant evidence of its positive impact on students’ behavior, academic performance, 
and employment prospects9, SEL programs are a promising strategy for improving education 
systems and country development.

The emphasis on cognitive and academic preparedness and material well-being has led to an 
increase in poor interpersonal relationships and a tendency to ignore behaviors in, for 
example, social engagement and affiliation.10 There is evidence that interpersonal 
relationships and discipline problems in schools are more common in some Arab countries 
than in the TIMSS top five science-performing countries. Figures 1 and 2 demonstrate that 
moderate to severe discipline problems ranged from 8% (UAE) to 49% (Morocco), while 
weekly student bullying ranged from 21% (Kuwait and Morocco) to 34% (Bahrain) in 
TIMSS 2015. Conversely, the highest rate of severe discipline problems in the top five 
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highest-performing countries was 6% (Japan). The highest rate of weekly student bullying 
was 19% (Singapore).

Principals in Arab countries who reported moderate to severe discipline problems provided 
details about the types of indiscipline found in their schools.  Figure 3 demonstrates that 
overall, the most common disruptive behaviors were classroom disturbances, which 
compromise teaching, followed by physical fights among students, use of profanity and 
vandalism. An overall smaller percentage of principals reported theft and cheating as 
discipline problems.

Figure 1: Principals’ Report on School Discipline Problems and Students’ Responses on Frequency of 
Bullying among 4th graders in TIMSS Arab Countries (2015)
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Figure 2: Principals’ Report on School Discipline Problems and Students’ Responses on 
Frequency of Bullying among 4th graders in TIMSS Science Top-Performing Countries (2015)
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Discipline and behavioral problems in Arab education systems may stem from different 
reasons.  Deficient teacher academic preparation, inadequate professional development, and 
poor working conditions, affect teachers’ ability to teach and influence school climate and 
SEL11.  Further, schools in Arab countries usually oppose strong and strategic alliances 
between school and family.  In fact, many parents are discouraged to become involved in 
school affairs.12 

Parental involvement and teacher preparation may tap into values, attitudes, and beliefs of 
Arab countries to foster a more productive learning environment. Arab school leaders must 
play a role in moving their schools beyond academics to include social and emotional 
growth as an end and to encourage parents and teachers to become aware of and engaged in 
SEL.

Which approaches are effective in promoting social and emotional 
development?
Government commitment to SEL. At the local and national levels, policies must be created 
to ensure resources are available to support SEL. Policies must support the creation of 
structures and SEL-centered learning standards that can be monitored and evaluated to 
ensure outcomes and goals are achieved.13  In the UK, the Department for Education and 
Skills has committed significant resources to develop the program “Social and Emotional 
Aspects of Learning (SEAL)” for all school-age children. The program comprises SEAL 
resources (materials for primary and secondary levels), Family SEAL (parent and child 
workshops), and Community Cohesion Standards (practices to build good community 
relations and reduce barriers to participation). 

Figure 2: Principals’ Report on School Discipline Problems and Students’ Responses on 
Frequency of Bullying among 4th graders in TIMSS Science Top-Performing Countries (2015)
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School leadership support. School leaders must support creativity and inventiveness in 
teaching and promote a caring culture and school climate through school policies and 
appropriate staff training. The ideal climate in which students thrive socially and 
emotionally builds a sense of school community and strong teacher-student relationships. 
The school leader should develop policies, routines, rules, and procedures that provide 
opportunities to engage in respectful behaviors.14  In Oakland, California, the Oakland 
Unified School District (OUSD) promotes the Leadership Growth and Development System 
that guides the professional development on SEL and evaluation of all principals throughout 
the district.15

Instructional strategies. High-quality pre- and in-service teacher training that incorporates 
strategies for the application of knowledge instead of memorization should be implemented. 
Training might include specific models that support procedural knowledge, such as 
project-based learning, interactive modeling, and cooperative learning as strategies for 
mastering regular school subjects and developing positive relationships.16  Those strategies 
create a supportive learning atmosphere where students work on group projects, formulate 
plans and arguments, and develop their creativity and critical thinking. Innovative digital 
pedagogies (games, discussions, peer dialogue, buddy chats, digital journals) can be used to 
make interactions more dynamic. Transparency in evaluation and clear rubrics must be 
emphasized and communicated to students so they understand what is being evaluated. The 
Leader in Me Model (USA) is an example of self-directed learning where teachers create an 
environment of student-led learning.  Teachers share classroom control and empower 
student collaboration.17

Curriculum integration. Research has shown that SEL programs are more effective when 
they are integrated into the general curriculum and taught by classroom teachers rather than 
by external experts who are invited to lecture in schools.18  Appropriate lessons for every 
grade level need to be culturally sensitive and incorporate SEL into several school subjects 
(language, social studies, arts, etc.).  In the Australian Curriculum, for example, students 
develop the capability to regulate emotions, develop empathy for others, establish and build 
positive relationships, work effectively in teams, etc. Those general capabilities are 
addressed through the content of the learning areas (subjects).  An icon printed on specific 
lessons in the curriculum indicates where Personal and Social Capability is integrated into 
the learning area content.19

An additional example of curriculum integration can be found at the Center for Instructional 
Support Social and Emotional Learning in English Language Arts and Literacy from 
Massachusetts, USA.20   This resource aids those who seek to incorporate the instruction of 
social skills into their English lessons. It provides the resources to teach social skills as a 
part of reinforcing the instruction of state mandated language curriculum.

Social Emotional Learning (SEL) in Schools:
Taking a Holistic Approach to Learning and Development
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Family involvement. Social, academic, and emotional competencies can be developed both 
at home and at school. Three types of family-school partnership may be helpful in SEL: (1) 
involving families through two-way communication that allows for parents to be involved 
in their children’s education; (2) at-home family involvement to reinforce school-based 
learning; and (3) family involvement in classroom- and school-based activities.21  The 
National Center for Mental Health Promotion and Youth Violence Prevention describes 
several strategies for promoting SEL at home, based on the experience of districts that  have  
successfully  implemented  SEL in the United States.22

Ongoing SEL assessment. Low-stakes assessment tools, such as student surveys to measure 
school climate and students’ social and emotional skills should be developed. Measurement 
of SEL should also be high stakes, with appropriate design to assess implementation and 
evaluate specific programs and interventions to further develop SEL.  Results must be 
shared with teachers so they can tailor their teaching practices. It is important to analyze 
school data on absenteeism, suspension, and expulsion rates. In Canada, in many schools 
and districts across British Columbia, teachers at the primary level (k-3) are expected to 
make general comments on students´ behaviors related to social responsibility at each grade 
level. Teachers´ observations appear on the students´ report card.  

Policy Recommendations
Develop SEL competencies in all students. Start by clearly stating freestanding SEL 
learning goals and age-appropriate benchmarks for all students (pre-K–12). Fund and 
support evidence-based early SEL programs and practices.  

Promote an integrated curriculum. Endorse a curriculum that fosters critical social 
competencies necessary for life and academic success. Develop guidelines and policies to 
make SEL instruction and practice aligned with national education standards, culturally 
appropriate, and linguistically suitable. 

Promote SEL training for school leaders and teachers and offer district/local-level 
support. Policies might address technical assistance for program development or the 
facilitation of peer learning networks. Share local initiatives and technical assistance for 
instruction-related SEL strategies and ensure educators’ certification and licensure renewal 
is contingent on demonstration of SEL teaching competency. 

Assess SEL programs and practices by collecting and analyzing SEL data to improve 
teaching and learning. Organize a consortium of researchers and practitioners in the fields of 
pre-k–12 education, assessment, and social and emotional learning. Governments should 
develop schemes to report local, national, and regional school climate for continuous 
accountability and system improvement. 
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Foster family involvement. Create and implement policies that support and encourage 
families’ access to school and involvement in their children’s education. Create resource 
centers for families and opportunities for them to learn about social-emotional well-being. 
Prepare school leaders and teachers to welcome and collaborate with parents.

Social Emotional Learning (SEL) in Schools:
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