
Social and emotional
learning and academic
achievement in Schools

Research evidence

The inclusion in 2018 of “Personal ,  Social  and Learning to Learn” as part  of the eight key
competences for l i fe long learning has under l ined social  and emotional  educat ion as a key pr ior i ty
area in educat ion .  However approaches across countr ies today are diverse and fragmented and
one of the arguments against SEL is  that i t  takes precious t ime away from academic learning in
an already overcrowded curr iculum. From this perspect ive ,  SEL may be seen as having l i t t le
currency in the face of pressures to increase measurable educat ional  outcomes and the demands
of the labour market .  I t  is  not surpr is ing that many teachers f ind i t  d iff icult  to promote SEL and
student wel lbeing,  e i ther due to t ime constraints or  the lack of support  from both the school
management and parents al ike ,  who are often pr imari ly  focused on academic results .  

Recent research,  however ,  shows that th is superf ic ia l  d ichotomy of mind vs heart ,  academic vs
social  and emotional  learning,  does not hold .  I t  shows that academic and social  and emotional
learning are inextr icably l inked and that SEL supports academic learning and enhances academic
achievement .  This is  also supported by research from neuroscience which shows that learning is  a
relat ional  and emotional  process and that c lassroom relat ionships and emotional  processes impact
on how chi ldren learn .
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How to actively promote academic learning through SEL?

Academic learning may be promoted through a SEL curriculum delivered through a skills-based
approach, which includes such key competences such as self-awareness of strengths and needs,
self-regulation, positive academic self-concept and self-efficacy, goal setting, good problem solving
skills, attention, making good choices and responsible decisions, and working collaboratively.
To acquire a shared understanding and a common language on the “Personal, Social and Learning
to Learn” competences EC developed in 2020 the LifeComp, a conceptual and non-prescriptive
framework that can be used as a basis for the development of curricula and learning activities
fostering personal, and social development. The framework describes nine competences that are
structured in 3 intertwined competence areas: personal, social and learning to learn.

The SEL curriculum may be effectively implemented by classroom teachers and other school staff,
thus ensuring that the requisite competences become integrated and embedded in the other content
areas of the curriculum and the daily life of the classroom.

Curricular SEL needs to be complemented by a classroom climate based on caring and collaborative
relationships and positive classroom management, with opportunities for learners to observe and
practice social and emotional skills in their daily classroom and school life. A sense of security,
relatedness and collaboration, and the consequent sense of belonging to the classroom, are related
to positive student academic and social outcomes. 

Teachers need adequate and continuing education both in delivering SEL in the curriculum and in
creating a positive and caring classroom climate with a particular emphasis on relationship building,
conflict management, positive behaviour management, and constructivist, experiential, culturally
responsive and collaborative pedagogies.
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