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Students today face a multitude of factors 
affecting their personal and academic well-
being. Poverty and homelessness, food 
insecurity, substance and alcohol abuse, 
social pressure and anxiety and depression 
all impact a student’s ability to learn, not to 
mention the acute struggles that have arisen 
from the COVID-19 pandemic exacerbating the 
pressures students feel on a daily basis. Widely 
viewed as an integral part of the American 
education system, social-emotional learning 
(SEL) helps young people navigate the challenges 
and stressors of life in and outside the classroom.  
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As defined by the Collaborative for Academic, 
Social and Emotional Learning (CASEL) 
(2022a), “SEL is the process through which 
all young people and adults apply the 
knowledge, skills and attitudes to develop 
healthy identities, manage emotions and 
achieve personal and collective goals, feel 
and show empathy for others, establish and 
maintain supportive relationships and make 
responsible and caring decisions” (para. 
1). The SEL methodology is focused on the 
development of self and relies on partnerships 
between schools, families and communities.  
 
SEL is not a designated class or program of study 
in most schools, it is woven into curriculum and 
teaching practices. Often called the “CASEL Wheel” 
or the “CASEL 5,” the components of SEL are divided 
into five segments.  

1. SELF-AWARENESS

2. SELF-MANAGEMENT

3. SOCIAL AWARENESS

4. RELATIONSHIP SKILLS

5. RESPONSIBLE DECISION  

 MAKING

SELF-AWARENESS
Students can communicate personal interests, 

identify personal strengths and weaknesses, and 
understand their own emotions and responses. 

SELF-MANAGEMENT
Students can manage stress, set goals and 

stay organized. Additionally, students are  
self-motivated and self-disciplined by 

working through obstacles and staying 
focused on their objectives.  

SOCIAL AWARENESS
Students are able to adapt to a variety of 

social situations. They exhibit the ability 
to empathize with others, identify and 

react to social cues, express gratitude to 
others, and care for and about others.  

RELATIONSHIP SKILLS
Students are able to maintain close 

relationships and demonstrate 
conflict resolution skills.  

RESPONSIBLE  
DECISION MAKING

Students make safe,  
ethical and appropriate  

choices that demonstrate  
care for others and self. 

WHAT IS SEL?
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SEL traces its ancient roots to Plato, who advocated for a  
holistic education balancing math, science, art, physical education, 
character and moral judgment with the goal of creating citizens 
of good character (George Lucas Educational Foundation, 
2011). Centuries later in the 1960s, James Comer, a Yale 
researcher, began to study the relationship between 
students’ home life and academic performance. Known 
as the Comer Process, Comer engaged students in the 
classroom experience by fostering relationships between 
students, parents and educators. Piloting his methods in 
two schools, Comer observed students’ grades and academic 
performance increased while behavior and disciplinary issues 
decreased (Aperture Education, 2022). 

In the next decades, public education saw a growth of emotional awareness in public education. Largely 
based in New Haven, researchers and educators established schools and frameworks based on Comer’s 
early methods (George Lucas Educational Foundation, 2011). In 1994, CASEL was founded with the goal of 
identifying the “missing piece” in education. Known today as the definitive leader in SEL, CASEL drove 
the awareness and acceptance of SEL in schools. In 1997, the field was officially defined when nine CASEL 
collaborators published Promoting Social Emotional Learning: Guidelines for Educators (CASEL, 2022b).  

SEL traces its ancient 
roots to Plato

THE HISTORY OF SEL

James Comer begins 
studying the home 
life and academic 
relationship

CASEL is founded SEL is officially defined in 
“Promoting Social  
Emotional Learning: 
Guidelines for Educators”

5th Century BCE 1960s 1994 1997
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PERSONAL GROWTH

ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT 

LIFELONG SUCCESS

A 2011 meta-analysis by Durlak et al. (2011) found students who received 
SEL instruction had fewer behavioral problems, better managed their 
stress, anxiety and depression and reported more positive attitudes. 
Through a systematic review, the Early Intervention Foundation (Clarke 
et al., 2021) found SEL interventions reduced young people’s symptoms 
of anxiety and depression better than other approaches.  

Research has conclusively proven the benefits of SEL from a variety of 
perspectives, including personally, academically and professionally. 

The benefits of SEL are not merely intangible. According to research 
from Durlak and Majoney (2019), 27 percent of students who participated 
in SEL programs improved academically. On average, SEL improves 
academic achievement by 11 percent (Weissberg et al., 2016), and 
another study found students involved in SEL programming perform 13 
percent better than students without SEL intervention (Moulton, 2019). 
Additionally, SEL implementation leads to fewer instances of behavior 
problems, reduces truancy and drastically improves graduation rates. 

The skills students learn through SEL intervention are often called 
soft skills in the workforce. SEL teaches students soft skills valued by 
employers, such as critical thinking, problem solving, teamwork, conflict 
resolution and adaptability. Eighty percent of employers agree soft 
skills are integral to company success (LinkedIn, 2019). SEL benefits 
students long after their time in the classroom is over. Researchers have 
observed implementation of SEL in early education reduced societal 
costs associated with homelessness, food assistance and incarceration 
(Jones et al., 2015).  

WHAT THE RESEARCH SAYS

27%

11%

of students who participated 
in SEL programs improved 

academically
Durlak and Majoney (2019)

academic achievement 
improvement with SEL 

(Weissberg et al., 2016)

of students perform better 
with SEL intervention 

(Moulton, 2019)

13%
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Career and technical education (CTE) prepares 
students and adults for career success by 
combining academic and technical skills. 
Spanning 16 career clusters, CTE courses are 
focused on real-world applications of academic 

knowledge and technical 
skills. According to the 
Association for Career & 
Technical Education (ACTE) 
(2022), 92 percent of 
high school students are 
enrolled in CTE courses.  

Just like SEL, the benefits of CTE have been validated 
by years of educational and institutional research. 
Ninety-five percent of students who concentrate  
their studies in CTE graduate from high school, 10 
percent higher than the national average (Advance 
CTE, 2020). The benefits are not just evident 
in secondary studies. 
More than 75 percent 
of students enrolled 
in CTE courses pursue 
postsecondary education 
after grading high 
school (Advance CTE, 2018).  

Students in CTE courses are exposed to a variety 
of experiences, both in and out of the classroom. 
Because CTE focuses on real-world skill-building, 
lessons are often more focused and relevant to 
workforce demands than other subject areas. 
Through models and methods such as project-
based learning, experiential learning, work-
based learning, as well as the opportunity to earn 
dual credit and industry certifications, CTE allows 

students to actively apply their knowledge and  
skills. Specifically, project-based learning, 
experiential learning and work-based learning help 
students employ and hone self-management, social 
awareness and relationship skills by applying real-
world concepts in a classroom or work environment.  

Employers recognize the importance of social-
emotional skills in the workplace; 79 percent rank 
social-emotional skills 
as more valuable than 
cognitive or technical 
abilities (Cunningham & 
Villasenor, 2016). However, 
they often struggle to 
find candidates with the 
desired characteristics. 
In fact, 89 percent of employers say a lack 
of soft skills are the most common reason 
a new hire is not a good long-term fit for 
the job (LinkedIn, 2019). The prominence of 
emotional intelligence in the workforce is 
growing. It’s estimated by 2030, two-thirds of 
all jobs will be soft skill-focused (Deloitte, 2017).  

In addition to the development of employability 
skills, students often engage in service-learning 
activities through community-focused projects 
and initiatives. Through real-world application, 
students can actively employ the SEL skills in 
their community, such as empathy, teamwork, 
goal setting and reflection.  Additionally, many 
CTE programs offer Career & Technical Student 
Organizations (CTSOs) where students can take 
part in leadership teams, competitive events, 
community service and networking.

CONNECTING  
SEL TO CTE
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SEL  
TEACHING  

STRATEGIES

SELF- 
AWARENESS

SELF- 
MANAGEMENT

SOCIAL
AWARENESS

RELATIONSHIP
SKILLS

DECISION
MAKING
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SEL TEACHING  
STRATEGIES

large projects into manageable tasks.
 ○ Develop expectations for social interactions 

that happen in the classroom, and make sure 
to share with students when these expectations 
are not met and what happens to the learning 
environment. 

 ○ Teach lessons on professionalism and 
offer opportunities to practice professional 
communication.

SELF-AWARENESS

SELF-MANAGEMENT

RELATIONSHIP SKILLS

DECISION MAKING

SOCIAL AWARENESS

 ○ Reflection is essential for self-awareness. 
Provide students with opportunities to reflect 
on their work, their emotions and their 
strengths and weaknesses.

 ○ Have genuine conversations with students to 
offer observations about their interests and 
strengths, and how these may impact future 
academic or career choices.

 ○ Establish (or allow students to establish) roles 
based on student strengths or goals. Set 
standards for allowing students to have open 
discussions about what success looks like in a 
role, asking for help and providing feedback 
to one another. Allow students to see how 
their behavior and performance impacts the 
larger group and enable students to reflect on 
their choices.

 ○ Assign projects that require effort and time. 
Help students strategize how to break up 
large projects into manageable tasks.

 ○ Practice techniques for emotional regulation 
or mindfulness in the classroom regularly. 
For example, begin class with three minutes 
of deep breathing or do calming yoga poses. 
Provide strategies like grounding exercises for 
handling stressful situations.

 ○ Establish boundaries for emotionally charged 
interactions in your classroom or hallways.

 ○ Set expectations for providing peer feedback 
using constructive criticism and sensitivity. 
Help students receive feedback and implement 
changes from feedback. Offer opportunities 
for students to practice these skills regularly in 
different ways. 

 ○ Build a system for conflict resolution and assist 
students when they need to resolve conflict. 
Provide feedback when students resolve 
conflict well.

 ○ Assign small group work to offer students 
opportunities to problem solve and 
collaborate. Ask students to reflect on how well 
they performed individually and as a group. 

 ○ Model responsible decision-making and assist 
students when they are making decisions. 

 ○ Provide opportunities to discuss how individual 
decisions may impact friends, family and 
others. 

 ○ Teach decision-making strategies and offer 
student opportunities to practice. 

 ○ Assign projects that require effort and time. 
Help students strategize how to break up 
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IMPLEMENTING SEL  
PROGRAMS
The success of an SEL program relies on implementation and execution in 
a multitude of settings. While there are several schools of thought for the 
best ways to implement an SEL program, some general strategies include:  

FORM AN SEL TEAM
For school-wide application, practitioners recommend building a team 
from various stakeholder groups, including administrators, teachers, non-
instructional staff, community partners, parents/caregivers and students.  

CREATE BUY-IN
From students and parents to staff and administrators, everyone is an active 
participant in SEL. Ensuring buy-in from the top down and bottom up will 
make implementation smoother and increase long-term effectiveness.  

MAKE INFORMED DECISIONS 
Use data, both quantitative and qualitative, to review the success and 
effectiveness of an SEL program and adapt accordingly. Consistently 
review student performance and engagement, along with teacher efficacy.  

BUILD A HOLISTIC APPROACH
While the classroom is the cornerstone of education, it is not the only place 
SEL can be integrated in the school setting. From the hallways to the cafeteria, 
SEL can and should be incorporated throughout the school experience.  

PLAN AHEAD
A significant amount of time and planning is required to efficiently start an 
SEL program. Allow enough time for ideation, creation and implementation.  
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FUNDING FOR SEL

SEL is a wise investment. Cost-benefit analyses 
indicate an $11 return for every dollar spent 
toward SEL programming (Belfield et al., 2015). 

STATE & COMMUNITY FUNDING
While the amount and availability of state 
and community funding varies, some 
options include governor’s funds, school 
enhancement dollars, local providers, 
private foundations and service 
organizations.  

FEDERAL FUNDING
The 2020 CARES Act allocated $13.2 
billion to schools to address the impact 
of COVID-19. At least 20 percent of 
district funds from the American 
Rescue Plan must be used to mitigate 
learning loss using evidence-based 
interventions that support students’ 
academic and SEL needs. 

toward SEL programming
Belfield et al., 2015
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SUMMARY

As demonstrated by decades of research and countless qualitative 
evidence, the benefit and need for SEL cannot be denied. It is 
imperative schools and educators meet the needs of the whole 
student, not just academically, but socially and emotionally.   

iCEV is driven to create engaging solutions and dynamic curriculum to 
provide students with the focus and preparation needed for a successful 
transition from K-12 to post-secondary studies to career success, along 
with providing necessary training for the life-long learner. SEL is a critical 
part of education today and essential to training and preparing the 
future workforce. iCEV created the Social-Emotional Learning Toolkit to 
provide strategies and tools for incorporating SEL in any CTE classroom 
or program. The toolkit provides more teaching strategies than offered 
in this resource, as well as activities outlines and handouts. Visit the  
iCEV website to download the full guide.   

https://www.icevonline.com/sel-toolkit
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ABOUT iCEV

Since 1984, iCEV has specialized in providing quality CTE curriculum and educational resources. 
iCEV is the most comprehensive online resource for CTE educators and students, offering 
curriculum for several major subject areas, including agricultural science, trade & industrial 
education, business & marketing, career exploration, family & consumer science, health 
science, law enforcement and STEM education. Additionally, iCEV acts as a certification testing 
platform for industry certifications. Nationally and internationally recognized companies and 
organizations utilize iCEV as the testing platform for their certifications. For more information,  
visit www.icevonline.com. 

Online CTE Curriculum, Instructional Materials  
& Certification Testing 

https://www.icevonline.com

