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Learning only happens in an environment where learners feel physically safe,
personally supported, and respected; students learn when they feel connected to each
other and their teachers and when they have the internal resources they need to ask
for help, manage their emotions, respect others, and participate fully in the school
community. Reports about the lukewarm results of targeted anti-bullying behavior
programs coupled with research about the effects of school climate on student learning
and achievement mean that teachers, administrators, and parents are looking for better
answers than just punishment when something goes wrong. Educators and researchers
agree that creating a systemic program of social-emotional learning results in higher
achievement and better outcomes for students, schools, families, and communities.

Creating Conditions for Learning
Name calling, tripping, intimidating text messages, harassing, hitting and pushing, Facebook threats,
malicious rumors…. Bullying in the 21st century is not simple. Nor should it be a rite of passage.
School bullying shuts down learning and growth. GPA and
test scores go down for students who are bullied—and even
Mental health is more than the
bystanders who witness bullying are more likely to miss
absence of psychopathology.
or skip school and report increased mental health issues.24
Physical health is more than the
Schools and policymakers try to do their part: by 2012,
absence of physical pathology.
49 states and the District of Columbia had enacted
And a healthy school is more
anti-bullying legislation, but only one in six principals
than the absence of bullying.3
surveyed said that these anti-bullying initiatives decreased
—Marvin W. Berkowitz, Ph.D., S.N.
their bullying incidents significantly.25 Standard
McDonnell Professor of Character Education,
bullying prevention policies at the district and state
University of Missouri–St. Louis
level often focus primarily on physical fighting and
intimidation in schools. About 50% of middle school
principals reported in a recent survey that physical bullying has become less of a problem in their schools
over the past three years; however, 72% of them also reported that electronic or cyber bullying increased
during that time, and studies show it happens most often outside of regular school hours and off school
grounds.21 According to Dorothy Espelage, Ph.D., professor of Child Development at the University
of Illinois Urbana-Champaign, hundreds of studies show bullying is a complex phenomenon, but “very
few [prevention programs] mirror the complexity associated with the etiology of bullying.”11
Feeling physically safe is one aspect of whether kids can learn in their school. Another is the larger school
climate itself: the relationships between everyone in a school, supportive teaching practices, and the
institutional environment itself.18 By 2012 only 25 states and Washington, DC, had school climate measures
in place, and more than two thirds of them had no funding that supported these measures.2 Researchers
estimate that 3 million students in the United States each month miss school because they do not feel safe,
supported, or welcome there; in 2009, about 5 percent of students ages 12 to 18 reported that they had
avoided school activities, skipped classes, or stayed home from school because they feared attack or
harm.22, 16 Disengagement from school sets up students for academic struggles as well. Most students
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who eventually drop out of high school began withdrawing and disconnecting from the educational system
long before.1 Dr. Jodene Morrell, of the Teachers College at Columbia University, argues that research
shows “those students most at risk for delinquency and violence are those who are alienated from the
school community.”15 School climates promote either prosocial behaviors or set the stage for aggression
and disengagement.
As Dr. Espelage explains, “[W]e can continue to go where we’re going, being very punitive and disciplinary,
or we could recognize that this [aggression and victimization] is all about a skills deficit.”12 Teachers’ and
principals’ experience supports the research that shows behavior-based and punitive anti-bullying programs
do not effectively prevent bullying or other violence in school.8 Nor do they address the emotional needs
of bullies, the welfare of non-bullied bystanders, or the climate of the school itself. Researchers now advocate
that schools move away from “bullying prevention” programs to embrace evidence-based social and
emotional education for the deepest impact on both school violence and student achievement.5

What Works: Social-Emotional Learning
Social-emotional learning is the process
through which children and adults
develop social and emotional
competencies they need to be
productive, successful, and
engaged persons.10 Within a
school, programs that support
social-emotional development
can be called “character education,”
“school climate initiatives,” or similar
names. Regardless of their titles,
social-emotional learning programs
take a dual focus: on one hand,
they promote the developmentally
appropriate social and emotional
skills of students and adults; on the
other hand, they seek to improve
the general school climate with a
variety of strategies involving students,
teachers, administrators, and parents.10

Social-Emotional Learning
Personal
social and
emotional
skills
•
•
•
•
•

&

Self-awareness
Self-management
Social awareness
Relationship skills
Responsible decision
making

School
climate and
learning
environment
• S upportive teaching
practices
• Thoughtful
leadership
• Shared sense
of purpose

A few examples of skills and strategies in two strands of social-emotional learning.

Social-Emotional Learning Improves Schools, Classrooms, Teachers, and Students
Administrators, superintendents, and teachers see changes in their schools when they prioritize systemic
social-emotional learning.5 Social-emotional learning programs embedded in the curriculum and in a school’s
culture and priorities result in improvements in students’ social and emotional skills, reductions in infractions
and violence, and increases in students’ achievement. Other research has also shown that with an emotionally
supportive classroom climate and a focus on social-emotional skills development, students’ academic
performance and achievement increases and they choose to engage in more complex cognitive activities.5

3

In addition, superintendents and teachers offer realworld examples of the differences social-emotional
learning can make in their schools:
• T he Fairmont, Illinois, school district’s
comprehensive social-emotional approach
and a focus on culturally responsive teaching,
reports superintendent Dr. Sonya Whitaker,
reduced disciplinary infractions by nearly
47% in just one year while at the same time
increasing state standardized test scores
by 7.4% in math and 6.8% in reading.26

We need to create education that works
in the context...in the social-emotional
skills people need to be impactful in
their work, in their civic life, and
in their social lives.15
—Ernest Morrell, Ph.D., professor of Arts and
Humanities and director of the Institute
for Urban and Minority Education at Teachers
College, Columbia University

• C
 leveland Metropolitan School District’s serious safety incidences declined 41% in four years;
the district also had a 12%–13% decrease in expulsions and a 1.5% increase in school
attendance, according to superintendent Eric Gordon.14
• S
 heldon Berman, superintendent of Eugene, Oregon, schools, describes that the district’s
comprehensive and systemic social-emotional learning initiative—where “the social curriculum
is as important as the academic curriculum”—increased attendance, reduced suspensions,
and increased the community’s confidence in public schools.4
• A
 s New York City superintendent in the Village of Harlem, Gale Reeves witnessed drastic
decreases in suspensions and behavior incidents coupled with a growth in student
self-esteem and an increase in student attendance.19
• In a recent study of schools in New England implementing a social-emotional learning
program, for every one unit increase in a classroom’s emotional climate, student grades
increased by 3.83 points, corresponding to approximately half a letter grade higher.20
A coordinated program involving the whole school, not just children identified as at risk,
creates the foundation for academic achievement and supportive schools.3, 14

Embed Social-Emotional Learning into the Curriculum
Dr. Ed Dunkelblau, director of the Institute for Emotionally Intelligent
Individual
Learning, knows that teachers are busy and that administrators might
Tier 3:
students with
Intensive
hear “Don’t put something else on my plate.” But as he points out,
high risk
intervention
social-emotional development “is that upon which all learning is
staged; it is the plate.”8 More than 70% of elementary, middle
At-risk
Tier 2: Targeted
student
school, and high school principals surveyed believed that they
intervention
populations
could obtain the best results for their school by embedding even
targeted bullying prevention activities into the academic
Entire
Tier 1: Wellness
curriculum.21 Dr. Marvin Berkowitz agrees; his research shows
school
promotion
that education should put social-emotional learning at the
foundation of learning. Education should follow the public
health pyramid model of prevention, he argues, and enact policies for wellness promotion instead
of simply reacting to problems as they occur: “[It] has to be a strategic, intentional, and systematic part
of your curriculum.”3
44

Dr. Allison Dymnicki, a researcher at the American Institutes for Research, also identifies curricular
cohesion as one of the results of embedded social-emotional learning into the curriculum; social-emotional
learning is a “unifying concept” that can coordinate and unify disparate initiatives to increase student
success. In analyzing school-based social-emotional learning programs that reached more than 270,000
students, Dr. Dymnicki and her colleagues found that participating students “demonstrated signiﬁcantly
improved social and emotional skills, attitudes, behavior, and academic performance that reﬂected an
11-percentile-point gain in achievement.”9
Social-emotional skills are crucial for 21st century learners: Dr. Ernest Morrell, vice president of the
National Council of Teachers of English, links the so-called “achievement gap” directly to school climate.
He points out that education must respond to its context and he argues students now need different skills,
especially when it comes to listening to others who “don’t look like they do” and have different points
of view.15 Dr. Berkowitz explains that a social-emotional learning focus is not about “values and virtues”
but about positive child development: using research-based practices that promote the development
of social, emotional, and moral competencies. He emphasizes that “no society can endure if it doesn’t
take seriously the responsibility to socialize each subsequent generation.” He points to the success
of Ridgewood Middle School (Arnold, Missouri) in decreasing discipline referrals from more than
2,500 to fewer than 400 between 2000 and 2011—and increasing test scores dramatically in both
communication arts and mathematics—by embedded social-emotional learning into its curriculum.3

Social-Emotional Learning Supports the Common Core
Embedding social-emotional learning does not mean
taking time and attention away from the core
[The Common Core] is a great
curriculum on which teachers and schools are
opportunity to show that without your
evaluated. On the contrary, researchers Ruth Cross
ability to self-regulate, to problem solve,
[and] to work in teams, you’re not going
and Dr. Pamela Randall from the Collaborative
to be able to develop the critical thinking
for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning
that is necessary to achieve at this new,
emphasize, social-emotional skills serve “as an
more rigorous curriculum.13
unspoken and frequently invisible foundation
for the common core.”7 As they point out, the
—Eric Gordon, superintendent,
Cleveland Metropolitan School District
Common Core State Standards (CCSS) implicitly
assume social-emotional competencies that students
may not have—but which are required for them
to gain the college and career readiness skills the CCSS call for:6
Throughout the Common Core standards one finds an implicit assumption that students
will have a broad range of social and emotional competencies (e.g., self-awareness
to label feelings and form persuasive arguments, self-management to delay gratification
and focus on tasks, social awareness and perspective taking to effectively frame arguments
or tailor communications to different audiences, relationship skills to interact effectively
with others in small groups and other contexts, decision making to solve problems).7
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In the CCSS, some of the skills used to describe literate college and career-ready students demonstrate
“independence,” are “engaged” and “open-minded” and “seek to understand other perspectives and
cultures” and “communicate effectively with people of varied backgrounds.”17
Dr. Ernest Morrell argues, “Helping to develop authentic voices in young people…is the future literacy
curriculum.”15 Literacy researchers from the Harvard Graduate School of Education agree that solid literacy
promotes social-emotional skills—such as empathy
for a character whose life is different than one’s own
Our job is to not only understanding
and learning about the causes and consequences of
bullying and stop it but to reach out
23
behavior. Danielle Del Gatto and Rachael Cooper,
to everyone in the school, adult and child
teacher-researchers in New York, found that using
alike, and help build the skills that allow
bullying as a topic for elementary language arts
them to create a culture and a climate
opened up class discussion, reaching even the most
where everyone is safe, is cared about,
resistant students. Complex discussions about stories
and everyone is ready to learn.8
that focused on characters dealing with bullying led
—Ed Dunkelblau, Ph.D., director of the Institute
to writing assignments that easily met the Common
for Emotionally Intelligent Learning
Core language and literacy standards.15 Mathematics
standards also rely upon social and emotional skills
such as decision making, following procedures,
self-management, and cooperation. Teachers in Illinois, researchers Cross and Randall point out, embedded
a social-emotional learning into the curriculum and have seen their math test scores rise.6
Educators and researchers agree. By emphasizing the development of the whole child within a supportive
school culture, social-emotional interventions lead to successful students and safe schools. They foster
lifelong, curious learners who achieve their fullest potential as students and community members.
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An Educational Summit

Safe Schools, Successful Students

The Summit was held January 14, 2013, and was hosted by Zaner-Bloser
and the Institute for Urban and Minority Education
at Teachers College, Columbia University.
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