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ABSTRACT

This systematic review examines the strengths and challenges of social-emotional learning (SEL) pro-
gramming from primary through postsecondary grades. SEL programs are school-based preventive 
interventions that aim to improve individuals’ social emotional skills and behavioral development. 
CASEL’s seminal work on SEL are contextualized using the universal anti-social behavior of bullying. 
Additionally, the chapter looks at equity issues that address both students in special education and 
those in higher education that relate to SEL and culturally responsive teaching (CRT). The chapter will 
conclude with practical strategies that can be used to support SEL and CRT for teachers and students.
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INTRODUCTION

Social-Emotional Learning (SEL) programs are the forefront trend in education. SEL is defined as the 
process through which individuals acquire and 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 
(Goleman et al., 1994). The term SEL was coined in 1994 by a group of educational professionals 
named the Collaborative for Academic, Social and Emotional Learning (CASEL). This organization is 
responsible for the seminal research and work in the study and education of SEL. Originally organized 
for P-12 students, the competencies evolved over time to reach students in postsecondary settings. In 
fact, it’s logical to conclude that the five CASEL SEL competencies of self-awareness, self-management, 
social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision-making would be appropriate to continue 
to develop and improve throughout the life span (Goleman et al., 1994).

Since SEL’s birth in 1994, an abundance of research and programming has been directed at SEL 
skill development. Research authenticates that students exposed to SEL maintain positive attitudes, have 
improved test scores, and experience decreased emotional stress (Atwell & Bridgeland, 2019; Comer, 
1988, 2019; Comer & Emmons, 2006; Durlak et al., 2011; Goleman et al., 1994; Greenberg et al., 
2017). When educational professionals teach lessons centering around social-emotional learning, they 
are providing valuable life skills that can be infused throughout all aspects of life.

As purposeful instruction, Social Emotional Learning (SEL) can be explicitly taught (Schonert-Reichl, 
2019). With a broad range of strategies and activities to enhance the social and emotional needs of stu-
dents in educational settings, recognized programs have been instituted across North America, Europe, 
Asia, and Australia (Evansa et al., 2016; Mahoney et al., 2018). As a result, improvements have been 
profound in terms of attitudes, self-image, academic achievement, and mental health among students 
from kindergarten through high school (Sklad et al., 2012; Taylor et al., 2017). These skills carry on with 
students after high school graduation through employment and/or postsecondary education.

This chapter provides the background of SEL instruction. It then contextualizes the five CASEL SEL 
competencies through the anti-social behavior of bullying (and cyberbullying). This behavior, which 
transcends all ages and environments, was selected to provide relevancy. Next, the chapter examines 
equity issues by including SEL as it relates to both students in special education and those in postsecond-
ary programs who come from marginalized backgrounds. Finally, the chapter provides one instructive 
and three universal strategies to help individuals mitigate lapses in the five CASEL competencies. The 
overall goal of the chapter is to inform readers of issues and strategies across academic levels that impact 
the development and practice of the five CASEL competencies using relevant topics such as bullying 
and equity.

BACKGROUND

In SEL programs, an integral part of education and human development, are the five core competencies 
of social-emotional learning reviewed from above: self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, 
relationship skills, and responsible decision-making (CASEL.org, nd). The characteristics of each 
competency are adapted in Figure 1 (Characteristic of CASEL’s Five SEL Competencies). In the world 
of education, relationship skills and responsible decision-making are a must when applying any social 
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