SEL Interventions in Early Childhood

SEL Interventions in Early Childhood
Megan M. McClelland, Shauna L. Tominey, Sara A. Schmitt,
and Robert Duncan
Summary
Young children who enter school without sufficient social and emotional learning (SEL)
skills may have a hard time learning. Yet early childhood educators say they don’t get enough
training to effectively help children develop such skills.
In this article, Megan McClelland, Shauna Tominey, Sara Schmitt, and Robert Duncan
examine the theory and science behind early childhood SEL interventions. Reviewing
evaluation results, they find that several interventions are promising, though we need to know
more about how and why their results vary for different groups of children.
Three strategies appear to make interventions more successful, the authors write. First,
many effective SEL interventions include training or professional development for early
childhood teachers; some also emphasize building teachers’ own SEL skills. Second, effective
interventions embed direct instruction and practice of targeted skills into daily activities,
giving children repeated opportunities to practice SEL skills in different contexts; it’s best if
these activities grow more complex over time. Third, effective interventions engage children’s
families, so that kids have a chance to work on their SEL skills both at school and at home.
Family components may include teaching adults how to help children build SEL skills or
teaching adults themselves how to practice and model such skills.
Are early childhood SEL interventions cost-effective? The short answer is that it’s too soon
to be sure. We won’t know how the costs and benefits stack up without further research that
follows participants into later childhood and adulthood. In this context, we particularly need
to understand how the long-term benefits of shorter, less intensive, and less costly programs
compare to the benefits of more intensive and costlier ones.
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T

o be ready to enter school,
young children need social
and emotional learning (SEL)
skills such as getting along
with others, paying attention,
following directions, and managing emotions.
Yet teachers report that many children
enter school without these skills, which
can make it challenging for them to learn.1
And early childhood educators often feel
that they don’t receive enough training to
effectively help children develop SEL skills.2
In response, policymakers and practitioners
have focused on SEL, and interventions that
promote SEL skills for young children have
proliferated. SEL interventions take many
approaches, and their very diversity makes it
challenging to determine which components
and approaches are most effective. To ensure
that all children have the skills to thrive, we
need to pinpoint what works under what
conditions and with what populations.
In this article, we examine the science behind
SEL interventions. We start by clarifying key
terms related to SEL skills and reviewing the
approaches used in current early childhood
SEL interventions. We discuss the theories
that guide these interventions, as well as
results from intervention studies, including a
look at how results vary for different groups
of children. Next we examine intervention
characteristics that relate to SEL growth and
review the potential financial and societal
benefit of SEL interventions. We conclude
by discussing the limitations of current SEL
interventions and making recommendations
for research and policy.

Social and Emotional Learning:
Key Terms
Social and emotional learning (SEL) refers
to a broad range of social, emotional, and
34
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behavioral skills for children. We highlight
three main components of SEL skills:
emotional processes, social/interpersonal
skills, and cognitive regulation.3
The first component, emotional processes,
encompasses the skills children need to
manage their emotions effectively and
recognize the emotions of others. Emotional
processes include skills such as emotion
knowledge (the ability to recognize and label
emotions accurately), emotion regulation
(managing emotions and controlling how and
when we express them), perspective taking,
and empathy.4 The second component,
social/interpersonal skills, includes behaviors
that help children and adults interact
positively and effectively with others.5 For
example, social/interpersonal skills include
recognizing and understanding social cues,
effectively interpreting others’ behaviors,
and having positive interactions with others.6
The third SEL skills component, cognitive
regulation, focuses on cognitive flexibility,
working memory, and inhibitory control (also
referred to as executive function). Cognitive
regulation skills are mental processes that
help children focus and switch from one
task to another, listen to and remember
instructions, and inhibit impulses.
These SEL components are interrelated.7
For example, during a music and movement
activity in the classroom, a child may use
cognitive regulation to pay attention to and
follow the teacher’s instructions, and social/
interpersonal skills to cooperate with a friend
in a partner dance. In addition, she may need
to use emotional processes to manage her
frustration if another classmate bumps into
her.
Children’s SEL skills grow significantly
during early childhood. Research shows
that when children participate in SEL
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interventions, not only can their behavior
improve, but we may also see changes
in their brain structure and function.8 In
addition, multiple studies have found that
participating in preschool SEL interventions
is significantly related to growth in academic
achievement and SEL skills, in both the
short and long term.9 But some studies find
stronger effects than others; some studies
find effects for some children but not for
others; and some studies find no effects
at all. Many things could explain these
different results: the specific SEL skills
targeted by an intervention, the approach
used to teach SEL skills, the characteristics
of the teachers delivering the intervention,
or the characteristics of the children who
participate. Untangling what works in
SEL interventions can help us understand
how best to support the development of
these skills for young children. Children
are complex (just ask any parent!), and
many things influence their development.
These influences can be either biological
(for example, children’s temperament
and personality), or environmental (for
example, family, school, and social and
cultural contexts).10 The connections
between biological and environmental
influences set the stage for understanding
SEL skills development and early childhood
interventions that promote these skills.

Promoting SEL Skills in Early
Childhood
To best capture the context in which
most children receive care before formal
schooling, in this section we examine SEL
interventions designed for center-based
early education settings such as preschool
classrooms.11 We focus on studies that use
a randomized controlled design, meaning
that children or groups of children are
randomly assigned to either participate in

an intervention (treatment group) or not
(control group). After the intervention,
children in the treatment and control groups
are compared on key outcomes. Randomized
controlled studies are considered the gold
standard for evaluating interventions because
they let us estimate whether an intervention
actually causes the effects we see.12 We
organize the interventions we review by their
theoretical frameworks.

When children participate in
SEL interventions, not only
can their behavior improve,
but we may also see changes
in their brain structure and
function.
SEL Models
SEL interventions, like many preschool
and school-based interventions, are based
on evidence from research and follow a
particular theoretical perspective. Different
approaches emphasize different practices
and skills. For example, some interventions
help educators directly teach children
SEL skills through classroom curricula,
based on principles such as social learning
theory and pretend play models of learning.
Other interventions, such as those based
on coercion theory, focus on professional
development to support classroom
management strategies that strengthen
children’s SEL throughout the day. In the
following section, we organize our discussion
of SEL interventions by their theoretical
frameworks and summarize results from
each intervention. Because each intervention
uses different measures to assess change, we
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talk about their impacts in terms of small,
medium, and large effect sizes. In general,
small effect sizes are those that we can
observe and measure statistically through
a research study, but that we might not
see with the naked eye (for example, small
but consistent improvements in children’s
scores on SEL assessments). Large effect
sizes are those that are not only measurable
through research, but are also large enough
that parents and teachers can likely see
them. When possible, we explain what these
changes mean in relation to children’s skills
or outcomes.
Social learning theory models. Some
SEL interventions are grounded in social
learning theories; that is, they focus on
how children interpret social cues and
respond to social challenges. One example
of this approach is called Promoting
Alternative Thinking Strategies (PATHS),
a classroom-based curriculum consisting of
approximately 30 lessons delivered over the
course of an academic year. The PATHS
curriculum aims to improve preschool
children’s social-emotional competence
and cognitive regulation, and to reduce
problem behaviors. Evaluation studies,
primarily with low-income preschool
children, indicate that PATHS has been
effective at improving preschoolers’
social-emotional competence.13 When
used as part of the Head Start ResearchBased, Developmentally Informed
(REDI) program, an enhanced Head
Start curriculum that focuses on language
and literacy and on social-emotional
competence, PATHS has shown positive
effects ranging from small to large on
children’s social-emotional competence,
cognitive regulation, and literacy. These
effects have persisted into elementary
school.14
36
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The Kids in Transition (KITS) SEL
intervention focuses on how children
process social information. It targets specific
populations: children in the foster care system
and those with developmental disabilities
and/or behavioral problems. Designed as
a short-term booster program to support
school readiness as children transition out
of preschool, KITS is delivered over the
two summer months before kindergarten.
It consists of classroom-based play sessions
twice per week in which children are explicitly
taught SEL skills. In three studies, KITS
has produced small improvements in social
competence and cognitive regulation, as
well as small reductions in aggressive and
oppositional behaviors.15
Another SEL program, I Can Problem
Solve (ICPS), gives educators classroom
lessons designed to help children recognize
emotions in themselves and others, and
practice perspective taking and the ability
to think actively of prosocial solutions to
problems. Educators receive support not
only to implement the curriculum, but
also to embed key principles from the
curriculum into teacher-child interactions
and children’s interactions with one another
in the classroom.16 By directly measuring
children’s ability to brainstorm solutions, two
randomized controlled trials and one quasiexperimental trial of ICPS found medium-size
increases in preschool children’s abilities to
solve interpersonal problems.17 And teachers
report that children who participate in ICPS
exhibit fewer problem behaviors in the
classroom than children who don’t. In sum,
interventions rooted in social learning theories
that emphasize the development of social skills
have had positive impacts on social problem
solving and cognitive regulation, and have
reduced problem behaviors and aggression.

SEL Interventions in Early Childhood

Pretend-play models. Some SEL
interventions, such as the Tools of the Mind
curriculum, emphasize practicing social
roles during play. Some studies have found
that Tools of the Mind can significantly
improve children’s cognitive regulation and
reduce teacher ratings of children’s problem
behaviors.18 A recent evaluation of the
program with kindergarten children found
medium-to-large positive effects on SEL
and academic skills; moreover, the effects
for literacy and vocabulary grew stronger
over time.19 But in a separate study with
prekindergarten children, Tools of the Mind
didn’t improve SEL skills and may even have
had some negative effects.20 Although we
have some evidence that Tools of the Mind
is associated with improved SEL skills, these
mixed results show that it’s unclear for whom
and under what conditions it works best.
Coercion theory models. Some interventions
emphasize developing teachers’ own abilities,
including their classroom management
skills. These interventions stem from
coercion theory, which describes a cycle of
escalating negative interactions between
children with behavior problems and their
parents, teachers and peers, leading to
more negative behavior. Interventions using
this framework focus on how teachers can
help children de-escalate intense emotions
and learn from watching teachers and
peers model appropriate behavior. One
such intervention is the Chicago School
Readiness Project (CSRP), and its largerscale successor, Foundations of Learning.
CSRP and Foundations of Learning equip
preschool teachers (primarily teachers of
children from low-income households)
with the skills to effectively manage their
classrooms and build positive relationships
with their students, thereby promoting
SEL skills. In both programs, teachers

attend a series of workshops on classroom
management strategies, such as developing
classroom rules and routines, and effective
methods for promoting children’s socialemotional skills, such as problem solving
and anger management. Teachers also meet
weekly with clinical consultants to discuss
individual children and the classroom as a
whole. Beyond weekly meetings, consultants
offer one stress management workshop and
individualized stress management techniques
to teachers over the course of the academic
year.
CSRP has been rigorously evaluated
with long-term follow-ups. Results from
two studies of CSRP and Foundations of
Learning generally show small-to-medium
positive impacts on SEL skills. But findings
have been mixed with respect to which SEL
skills show improvements. For example, both
studies show small-to-medium effects on
reducing children’s behavior problems, but
only one evaluation of CSRP showed positive
effects on children’s cognitive regulation and
academic outcomes.21 Despite these mixed
findings, using professional development to
help teachers model SEL skills and manage
children’s behavior could be an important
way to improve children’s SEL skills.
The Incredible Years series also targets
teachers’ abilities to help children deescalate and learn from watching teachers
model appropriate behavior.22 Incredible
Years was designed to prevent and reduce
conduct problems in young children by
boosting emotion regulation and social
competence. It includes teacher and parent
training programs coupled with childtraining resources and materials. Multiple
randomized controlled trials, including longterm follow-ups, have assessed its impacts
on preschool classrooms and individual
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children. One study—with a sample of
children from low-income backgrounds—
found that children in a Head Start program
that used Incredible Years demonstrated
fewer conduct problems than children in a
Head Start program that didn’t.23 The study
also found that children in an Incredible
Years program who were rated at high risk
for conduct problems when the study began
were more likely to fall within the normal
range for these behaviors one year later
than children in a control group also rated
at high risk for conduct problems at the
study’s onset. A second study found that
children in Incredible Years demonstrated
greater gains in emotion regulation and
social competence, and greater decreases in
conduct problems compared to children at
control schools.24 Overall, interventions based
on coercion theory that emphasize modeling
and classroom management strategies
have improved multiple SEL domains
(with small-to-medium effects), including
social-emotional competence and cognitive
regulation, and decreased problem behaviors.
Cognitive regulation models. Some
interventions are designed to improve a
single SEL skill or specific subset of skills,
such as cognitive regulation, which refers
to a specific subset of executive function
skills, including cognitive flexibility, working
memory, and inhibitory control. An example
is the Red Light, Purple Light circle-time
intervention, which includes cognitively
complex music and movement games for
use in preschool classrooms. Two studies
found that children in the intervention
group showed medium-size improvements
in cognitive regulation (at least one standard
deviation), larger improvements in early math
(about a one year age equivalent gain in math
over six months), and smaller improvements
in literacy (about half a standard deviation).25
38
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Other interventions have focused on
processes that help children reflect on how
they’re thinking, that is, metacognition,
and mindfulness meditation or yoga
practices. For example, reflection training
is designed to help children reflect on their
thoughts while they complete a task to
improve their performance. In one study,
children who failed the initial training for
a common cognitive-regulation task were
given corrective feedback and were taught
to reflect on the different rules. In three
experiments, children who received such
reflection training performed the task
significantly better. Moreover, one of the
experiments assessed brain reactivity, and
improved performance was also accompanied
by neural changes. These results indicate that
cognitive regulation is malleable at both the
behavioral and neural level.26
Other cognitive regulation interventions
embed mindfulness training (for example,
calming activities) or yoga in preschool
curricula.27 In one randomized controlled
study, the mindfulness-based Kindness
Curriculum showed small-to-medium
impacts on children’s cognitive regulation.28
In another study, children in intervention
classrooms were exposed to about 40
hours of mindful yoga over the school year.
Children who participated showed significant
improvements on cognitive regulation
compared to children in a control group. As is
often the case (see the section on differential
intervention effects, below), results were
strongest for children who initially performed
more poorly than their peers on executive
function tasks.
Despite their different theoretical
approaches, we can identify three common
themes among the interventions we’ve
discussed. The first is the presence of
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targeted support for both teachers and
children; that is, most of the programs
include professional development for
educators as well as a classroom curriculum.
Second, interventions are especially effective
when they focus on skills that are strongly
associated with the targeted outcomes. Third,
age-appropriate play-based learning methods
help children succeed in these programs.
But despite these common themes, SEL
interventions have had mixed results. In
the next section, we discuss what may make
interventions effective, for whom, and in
what context.

Understanding for whom
and under what conditions
interventions work best can
guide research, practice, and
policy.
Differential Intervention Effects
Some interventions are more effective
than others, some work best with certain
groups or in certain conditions, and some
interventions may not be effective at all.
It’s also possible that some interventions
only appear to be ineffective because
we’re not measuring the right things or not
measuring them in the right way. Given
the many factors that influence children’s
development and that their experiences in
early childhood settings vary, a one-sizefits-all approach to intervention may not
help all children. Understanding for whom
and under what conditions interventions
work best can guide research, practice, and
policy. Moreover, understanding differential
intervention effects may help us reconcile

the conflicting results we see.29 What child,
teacher, and classroom characteristics
might make interventions more or less
effective? And how do characteristics of the
interventions themselves, such as the quality
of implementation and the level of exposure,
interact with those factors?
Researchers have proposed two conflicting
hypotheses for differential intervention
effects. The first is the compensatory
hypothesis, which suggests that children from
low-income families and those who start
preschool with lower skills will benefit more
from interventions because they’re at greater
risk and have more room for improvement.
In contrast, the accumulated advantages
hypothesis, also called the Matthew effect,
predicts that children from higher-income
families who start preschool with stronger
skills will benefit more from intervention
because they’re better able to take advantage
of learning opportunities and more capable
of building on these initial skills. Research
on SEL interventions generally supports
the compensatory hypothesis. For example,
many studies have shown that SEL programs
have the strongest effects for children who
start with lower baseline levels of SEL
skills and/or achievement.30 Additionally,
poor and minority children usually benefit
the most from SEL interventions (they are
also more likely to start with lower levels
of these skills). In a study of Tools of the
Mind that found overall positive results on
cognitive regulation, for example, children
from high-poverty schools showed the
largest gains. Effects for stress physiology
as measured by cortisol followed a similar
pattern. In the Red Light, Purple Light
intervention, low-income English language
learners showed the largest improvements in
VOL. 27 / NO. 1 / S PR ING 2017
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cognitive regulation, and they were the only
group that showed intervention-related gains
in early math skills. Specifically, children in
the intervention gained as much in math in
six months as those without the intervention
gained in one year. These results suggest
that focusing SEL interventions on children
most at risk for lower baseline skills could
be an effective way to boost these skills for
children who are struggling with them the
most and thus, could narrow school readiness
gaps. However, we need more work on
diverse groups of children. In addition,
children benefit more when their SEL skills
are reinforced at home, which is less likely to
happen in families with fewer resources.

Dosage
The level of exposure to an intervention—
also known as dosage—can produce
differential effects.31 For example, a study
of the Un Buen Comienzo (UBC) preschool
intervention in Santiago, Chile, found
that overall, classroom quality improved
but children’s language and literacy skills
did not.32 However, children’s rate of
absenteeism, which directly influenced their
exposure to the intervention, was related to
whether their language and literacy skills
improved.33 That is, the intervention had
positive impacts on children’s language and
literacy skills only for those with the lowest
rates of absenteeism. Although UBC focused
on professional development for teachers,
it showed that the degree of exposure to an
intervention is related to its effectiveness.
But how much exposure is needed for an
intervention to be effective? The answer
probably depends on the intervention and
the needs of the children receiving it. For
example, in the first evaluation of Red Light,
Purple Light, children who attended at least
40
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11 of 15 sessions showed the strongest gains
(particularly those who had the lowest initial
cognitive regulation scores).34 But for many
interventions, we still don’t know how much
exposure is enough. Thus, tracking and
testing intervention exposure may be critical
to adequately assessing effectiveness.

Fidelity of Implementation
The quality of an intervention’s
implementation also influences its
effectiveness. One large review found that
when studies reported no problems with
implementing an SEL intervention, they
showed improvements on all six assessed
SEL and academic achievement outcomes.35
In contrast, studies where implementation
faced problems showed significant effects
on just two of the six SEL and academic
achievement outcomes. Similarly, in a study
of PATHS, greater implementation fidelity
was related to improvements in several SEL
outcomes, including problem solving and
social competence, and reductions in overt
aggression.36
Studies of Tools of the Mind have also
investigated implementation fidelity; the
findings in these studies have been mixed.
In fact, one study reported that greater
fidelity was associated with smaller gains
in prekindergarten achievement scores
and smaller gains in cognitive regulation
at the end of first grade.37 However, these
findings were consistent with the study’s
overall conclusion that Tools of the Mind was
ineffective at boosting achievement scores
and cognitive regulation. Other studies have
shown that Tools of the Mind has beneficial
effects, but the inconsistencies across
studies highlight the need to measure how
well teachers follow through with program
activities in the classroom. We should also
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consider whether the various components of
fidelity (adherence, quality, exposure, and
responsiveness) affect children’s outcomes
in different ways. To do this effectively, we
need to develop measures that accurately
assess these components.

To effectively implement an
SEL intervention, teachers
must be able to model strong
SEL skills.
Strategies Related to SEL
Intervention Success
Evaluations of SEL interventions have
highlighted several strategies that affect
their success. First, many effective SEL
interventions include training or professional
development for early childhood teachers;
some also emphasize building teachers’ own
SEL skills, in addition to children’s. For
example, PATHS and Tools of the Mind give
teachers multiday training sessions to prepare
them to deliver the curricula; they also offer
regular mentoring to ensure successful
implementation.38 Some interventions
include stress management services for
teachers.39 Others (for example, RULER)
seek to develop teachers’ own SEL skills,
specifically their emotional intelligence.
Indeed, to effectively implement an SEL
intervention, teachers must be able to model
strong SEL skills.40
A second strategy that makes SEL
interventions effective is embedding direct
instruction and practice of targeted skills
into daily activities. Children benefit the
most from SEL instruction when they have
repeated opportunities to practice SEL skills

in different contexts.41 Moreover, it’s best
if SEL activities grow more complex over
time and engage children, like the music and
movement games do in Red Light, Purple
Light.42 For example, in the first week of
the intervention children learned the freeze
game, in which they dance when music is
playing and stop dancing when the music
stops. More complex rules were added
later—for example, dancing slowly to slow
music and quickly to fast music, and then
doing the opposite—to ensure that children’s
cognitive regulation skills were being
challenged. Because it’s also important that
adults carry out the activities with fidelity,
SEL interventions should be feasible to
implement in different contexts.
A third strategy related to intervention
success is family engagement, which helps
ensure that children develop SEL skills both
at school and at home. Some successful
programs (for example, Incredible Years
and RULER) incorporate a parenting
component. Family engagement activities in
such interventions may include integrating
SEL curriculum content into family
newsletters, home visits, or through sharing
curriculum activities with parents during
family workshops or activities with children
at school. Family components can include
instruction on how to support children’s SEL
skills development and how to practice and
model these skills for adults at home.

Costs and Benefits
We know little about the cost-effectiveness
of recently developed SEL programs,
although research shows that some are costly
to administer.43 But cost-benefit analyses of
well-known early childhood interventions
provide evidence that may apply to SEL
interventions. High-quality early childhood
VOL. 27 / NO. 1 / S PR ING 2017
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programs are often considered cost-effective
investments for society, in part because of the
financial benefits associated with SEL-related
outcomes.44 We highlight two evaluations
of early childhood programs that followed
participants into adulthood—the Chicago
Child-Parent Center (CCPC) and High/
Scope Perry Preschool. Cost-benefit analyses
of each program found favorable results for
cost effectiveness, though the mechanisms
driving their effects on participants’
life outcomes are somewhat unclear. 45
Psychologists and economists argue that
the lasting benefits may come partly from
enhanced SEL skills, which continue
to produce positive impacts on various
outcomes throughout participants’ lives.46
The CCPC early childhood program
targeted low-income, predominantly AfricanAmerican children and their parents (we
focus here only on the program effects
associated with child participants). A costbenefit analysis indicates that CCPC returned
an estimated $7.14 to society for every dollar
invested.47 Along with parenting support,
CCPC broadly targeted academic skills like
literacy in early childhood, but its many
beneficial societal returns seem to come from
differences in SEL-related outcomes. For
example, children in the program needed
fewer school remedial services, and they
had fewer arrests and higher rates of school
completion through adolescence and young
adulthood.48
Like CCPC, High/Scope Perry Preschool
targeted low-income, African-American
children from disadvantaged backgrounds. It
included center-based care, home visits, and
group meetings with parents.49 According
to cost-benefit analyses, Perry Preschool
returned an estimated $12.90 to society
for every dollar invested.50 Children in the
42
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Perry program incurred considerably fewer
societal costs as adults, including lower rates
of criminal activity and arrests, in addition
to higher wages. It isn’t clear to what degree
these positive long-term impacts can be
attributed to enhanced SEL skills. What we
do know is that the program’s positive effects
on IQ faded by the time children were eight
years old, but the beneficial effects on SELrelated outcomes (for example, lower rates of
criminal activity) persisted into adulthood.51
CCPC and Perry Preschool started early
in children’s lives, and although the
programs didn’t explicitly target SEL skill
development, they targeted many skills that
would fall under today’s SEL definitions and
produced long-term beneficial effects on
SEL-related outcomes. Furthermore, both
programs provided childcare- and parentingsupport services, which fits with emerging
evidence that two-generation approaches
(that is, approaches that simultaneously focus
on parents and children) can help break the
cycle of poverty through improved parent
and child outcomes (for example, higher
employment and income for parents and
cognitive and social skills for children).52
The programs were also conducted among
relatively high-risk populations, which may
have made them more effective than they
would have been in the general population.
Now we need similar long-term studies and
cost-benefit analyses of recently developed
SEL programs. Following participants in
SEL programs from early childhood through
adulthood could help us understand how
more intensive programs compare to less
intensive ones. For instance, do we see
changes in adolescent criminal activity or
high school graduation based on participation
in the Tools of the Mind or CSRP programs?
Can shorter and less expensive interventions
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(for example, KITS and Red Light, Purple
Light) have long-term benefits similar to
those of more expensive ones? One Tools of
the Mind evaluation found that some of the
intervention’s positive effects grew stronger
in the second year, suggesting that more
intensive training for children may pay off
in the long run. However, findings like this
need to be balanced against the higher cost
of Tools of the Mind compared to shorter,
less expensive, and more targeted programs.

Conclusions
Our review has focused on the current
understanding of SEL interventions in early
childhood and the questions that remain.
We examined findings from a number of
interventions that target SEL skills using
different theoretical foundations. Although
each of these approaches helps shed light on
how we can improve the various components
of SEL skills, they make SEL programs
difficult to compare. Not only do programs
use different approaches, they also target
different skills and often use different
measures to assess skills. Thus, even when
we find common factors across programs, we
may not be able to pinpoint which of them
matter most. Although finding intervention
effects is encouraging, the small-to-moderate
effects—and sometimes the lack of effects—
that we see in some SEL interventions
suggest that we still have a lot of work to do
before we can effectively promote SEL skills
for all children, especially in diverse early
childhood education settings.

We also need to understand whether
intervention gains in SEL skills transfer to
other skills, such as academic achievement.
Many studies have shown that children
with higher SEL skills tend to have higher
academic skills. We know less about
how boosts in children’s SEL skills from
interventions affect academic achievement,
although work in this area is expanding.53
Finally, we need to explore the longterm effects and cost-effectiveness of
more recently developed early childhood
SEL interventions on a variety of child,
adolescent, and adult outcomes like criminal
activity, grade retention, and high school
completion.

Policy Implications
The research we’ve reviewed here shows
that SEL interventions can have meaningful
effects on children’s development.
Understanding for whom and in what
contexts interventions work best can help
guide how we adapt existing interventions
or develop new programs and curricula that
meet the needs of children from diverse
backgrounds. In turn, such knowledge could
help guide policymakers’ funding decisions
and target programs to those who need
them most. Although looking at overall
intervention effects should continue to be
a priority, examining differential effects
will help move the conversation away from
overly simplistic arguments about whether
an intervention works and help us meet the
needs of different groups of children.
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