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OPINION

STUDENT WELL-BEING OPINION

Does Social-Emotional Learning Help Students Who Could Benefit the Most? We Don’t
Know

There's a glaring hole in the research on SEL

By Christina Cipriano, Sheldon H. Horowitz & Gabbie Rappolt-Schlichtmann — December 06, 2021 ® 5 min read

— Vanessa Solis/Education Week and GlobalStock/E+
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Christina Cipriano is an assistant professor at the Child Study Center at the Yale School of Medicine and the director of research at the Yale
Center for Emotional Intelligence. Sheldon H. Horowitz is a senior adviser for LD Research & Innovation at the National Center for Learning
Disabilities. Gabbie Rappolt-Schlichtmann is the executive director and the chief scientist at EdTogether and an adjunct lecturer at the Harvard
Graduate School of Education. The research described in this essay was funded by a grant from The OAK Foundation. (Separately, the OAK
Foundation provides support for Education Week coverage of students with diverse learning needs. Education Week retains sole editorial
control over that coverage.)

Imagine if researchers leading a clinical trial of a new vaccine did not publish a breakdown of findings by demographic
group. Without these data, it would be difficult to know, for example, how children reacted to it versus adults. Or how
women fared compared with men. Or if pregnant women responded differently.

Without this information, it would be impossible to know if the vaccine is right for everyone.

Educational research should be held to a similarly high standard. To truly know if and how particular interventions are
effective, we must understand how they work among subgroups of students.
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Let s talk about what we knosw about secial and emotional leaming from the research,

SEL i= ursderstood a5 an intbermelabed st of cognative, affective, and behaviora] skalls arsd strate gies that underscore
Ferw wee learn, form, amd maintain supportnee relationships; make empathetic amd eguatable decskons; and thrive both
phyvsacally and peychologically.

Students ki are more anxicas, kess conmected, and mome hkehy to bave experienced traama—a threat to their
safety, apency. dignity, and belenging—than they were twao years ago. And these experiences have been most
prodourd for stadents marginalized by rece, sthnicity, and shility. These students are meare likely than their peers to
T b their learming intermupted, be undenseved, experence the loss of loved one s, and bave their housebalkd
meome negatively impacted during the pandemic,

Fartumatily, a vgmificant poction of the 3190 ballion allocated by Cangress o the Elementary and Secondary Schoal
Ernergency Relsef fumd must be specifically vsed to "respond to students” academic, social, and emotional needs and
address the dispropontionate impact of COVID=19 onanderrepresented student subgroups.” Accordingly, three
qaaniers of stabes list SEL or meental health as & top priceity in their plans for ESSER fanding, according 1o & recent
meview From our colleagues a8 the Rational Center for Leaming Dasatilities,

We know that highe-quality, sysvemic SEL can help students idemify emotzons from sociad cues, set goals, consider
multiple pengpectives; and problom solve, We alse know that SEL can reduce ballying and school suspensions and
mmproye academic performance and school dimate

Buf what research hasn't yet establashed is how—or sven whether—universal school-based SEL programs serve
students with disabilities and stadents of cobor, whe are smeng the most impacted by che COVID-1% pandemic [,
Unfurtunately, the evidersce for SEL s imgact om racially- ard abdlite-marginalieed youth is murky at best and
manexistent ol worsd because we haven't looked deeply enoagh, And that s a big problem

To e homest, educaton research = riddled with descrptions of school-based intersentions that, coxe studied, are
mevgaled to inequitably serve students wath disabilibes andfor those of color, Tedquantily the extent of this problem,
teams al the Yale Center for Emogional Intelligence and the education nonprofit EdTogether reviewed D the current
eviderce descrhing whethier SEL irtervenbons ane inclusive and mepresentative, Cuor recent findings were nathing
short of devastating.
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75 percert of them make no mention whatsoever of stadents with disabdities, and fewer than 1 in 10 include
smudents with disabilities in their enalysis. Neardy 75 percent of studies do pot report stadent mce inctheir resules, and
amly 1 afewery 10 reports oo the efect af SEL on students by racial or ethie identity,

With limized evidence, how canowe know who is being well-served by SEL:

Further, althousgh most sudies don't actively excdude students with disabilities 14 percend), most studies don't include
them, either fonly 7.4 percent). Stadents with dizabdities naay be underrepresented in SEL research in part becanse
mesearchers are unaware that student: with disabiligies are present in therr classrooms, such as the 1in 5 sdudenizin
the Unated States with bearning disahbilities—learning disahilities that are often imdsible,

Speakirg of vishility, s alss found evidenor of woarmsame labeling practoes for students, For example, some sudies
meported on subgroups of sudents where teachens asagned stadents to ambrella racial camgorivs—mdading white or
monwhite or “minoriy” and “nonminoriy.” 1 well established that knowing someone’s race and ethniciry is & proay
for desper understanding of their culture and experiences of privilege, marginalzatson, discrimination, and
opporbanity, Bace and ethnicity demand this deeper level of myuiry within SEL, bt we ane vet to even somtch the
marface in the current research,

Thee SEL research we sudiod did nod desonbe or account for the experiences ol the studerts and educ ators who are
muost Bkely > be marginalized in schoole. Historically, racial- and ability-minoritized students have not benefited
equally frem educational interventions conpared with theirwhite, sbhled peers. In some cases, interventions have
acnully made edwcation Ll accessible ard actaally mare pumitive for our most valnerahle youth.

We call on researchers and advocates for evidence-based SEL to commit o implementing research
practices that are inelusive of all student identities.

We call on rescarchers and advocates or evidence-based SEL to commit to implementing meszarch practices that an:
midasive of all studert identites, We mast idemtify, confront, and overcome chstades to breaking down
demographics in SEL work, which can result in oversimnplificatson or exchasion of key groups fram findings. We must
cillect and disaggregace dars bazed oo disshility seatus, race, sthmicity, and whether the student is impacted by

ponerty.

Dby then can we ke gin o examine who benefits for oty from SEL. This svidence would provide the necessary
fourdation from which to design and esecute critical studies of SEL effects, through action-research and persan-
oemnbemed designs,

Further, palicymakens: and practitionees should promote the implemsentation af SEL appraachaes that meeagnize and
ermpower studenteal differing and infersectional iderities, Following a et of core prmeiphes for moasive SEL from
the Matsmal Center for Learming Dasabilities is o great staming peint to guide decisionmaking thas meets the needs of
all students. Froan meaningfally including studenss with disakalies and cheir famiies in the implementation process
tomaking sury that techrology tools needed o leam are fully accessible, school leaders amd edacators can potinplace
policies and practices that support all students,

IE we weamt something 1o be different, we mast do things diferently:
Az states and disaricts are making decisions about investing COVID-19 reliel doflass, sappaort Gor Fully inchsive and

mpresentative SEL practices shoald be highon the list, Our students—and the eduacation field as 2 whole—are
cOounlicg oo us,
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