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INTRODUCTION: A NATION AT HOPE

A growing movement dedicated to the social, emotional, and aca-
demic well-being of children is reshaping learning and changing
lives across America. On the strength of its remarkable consen-
sus, a nation at risk is finally a nation at hope.

CHAPTER ONE: HOW LEARNING HAPPENS

A solid body of scientific evidence confirms that learning has
social, emotional, and cognitive dimensions that are inextricably
linked. This chapter lays out the evidence base and draws on
site visits and interviews with people in local communities to
identify the essential elements of what it looks like to success-
fully educate the whole learner.

CHAPTER TWO: RECOMMENDATIONS FOR ACTION

Based on conversations with hundreds of people across the
nation over the past two years, including students and their fam-
ilies, the Commission’s final recommendations describe strat-
egies that can help local communities address young people’s
comprehensive development, including illustrative examples from
the field.

CHAPTER THREE: ALL TOGETHER NOW

We now know so much more about what we ought to do to suc-
cessfully educate all children. The time has come to join together
to make sure every child has the full complement of skills he or
she needs to learn and to thrive. This chapter describes six key
levers that can move our collective work forward and the role
that each of us can play in accelerating a movement to educate
the whole learner.
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INTRODUCTION:
A NATION AT HOPE

After two decades of education debates that produced deep passions and deeper divisions,
we have a chance for a fresh start. A growing movement dedicated to the social, emotional,
and academic well-being of children is reshaping learning and changing lives across Amer-
ica. On the strength of its remarkable consensus, a nation at risk is finally a nation at hope.

Familiar arguments over national standards and the definition of accountability are not as
relevant as they once were. The federal Every Student Succeeds Act passed in 2015 devolved
a great deal of authority and power to states and communities—placing the future of edu-
cation more directly in the hands of parents, teachers, and school leaders. This presents an
obligation and an opportunity.

Devolution creates an obligation on the part of adults to use their influence in creative, effec-
tive ways to serve every student. Local control is not a release from rigor and responsibility;
it is the broader distribution of responsibility. This sense of obligation should extend to all
of the adults who constitute a child’s whole universe.

Devolution also creates a tremendous opportunity to get beyond the rutted debates of the
last generation and to seek solutions that are both hopeful and unifying.

We began with the simple intention of listening—really listening—to young people, parents,
teachers, school and district leaders, community leaders, and other experts. This document,
in many ways, is a report from the nation. What we heard is profoundly hopeful. There is
a striking confluence of experience and science on one point: Children learn best when we
treat them as human beings, with social and emotional as well as academic needs. As one
teacher put it, “I don’t teach math; I teach kids math.” To reach a child’s mind, we must be
concerned for the whole person.

More specifically, children require a broad array of skills, attitudes, and values to succeed in
school, careers, and in life. They require skills such as paying attention, setting goals, col-
laboration, and planning for the future. They require attitudes such as internal motivation,
perseverance, and a sense of purpose. They require values such as responsibility, honesty, and
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integrity. They require the abilities to think critically, consider different views, and problem
solve. And these social, emotional, and academic capacities are increasingly demanded in
the American workplace, which puts a premium on the ability to work in diverse teams, to
grapple with difficult problems, and to adjust to rapid change.

Helping children to learn these traits and skills may sound ambitious. But it is—and has
always been—central to the educational enterprise. It is the reason that education begins with
concerned and involved parents, who provide emotional support and set high expectations.
Itis the reason that community institutions that mentor children and encourage self-respect
are essential allies of parents and schools. It is the reason that good teachers can change lives,
helping students find unsuspected gifts and inner purpose. And it is the reason that everyone
involved in education shares an amazing calling: to foster in children the knowledge, skills,
and character that enable children to make better lives in a better country.

This calling is an honor, but not an elective. Since all education involves social, emotional, and
academic learning, we have but two choices: We can either ignore that fact and accept disap-
pointing results, or address these needs intentionally and well.

The promotion of social, emotional, and academic learning is not a shifting educational fad;
it is the substance of education itself. It is not a distraction from the “real work” of math
and English instruction; it is how

| Instruction can succeed. And it is

and academic learning is not a shifting

The promotion of social, emotional, not another reason for political
polarization. It brings together a
traditionally conservative empha-
educational fad; it is the substance of . ., 10cal control and on the

education itself. character of all students, and a

historically progressive emphasis

on the creative and challenging art of teaching and the social and emotional needs of all
students, especially those who have experienced the greatest challenges.

In fact, the basis of this approach is not ideological at all. It is rooted in the experience of
teachers, parents, and students supported by the best educational research of the past few
decades. More than nine in 10 teachers and parents believe that social and emotional learning
is important to education.! At least two-thirds of current and recent high school students
think similarly.? As one student said, “Success in school should not be defined just by our
test scores ... but also by the ability to think for ourselves, work with others, and contribute
to our communities.”
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Part of our project was to convene a Council of Distinguished Scientists—leaders in the fields
of education, neuroscience, and psychology—to identify areas of agreement. The consensus
they define is broad and strong: Social, emotional, and academic skills are all essential to
success in school, careers, and in life, and they can be effectively learned in the context of
trusted ties to caring and competent adults.?

It is a mistake to view social and emotional learning as a “soft” approach to education. Quite
the opposite. An emphasis on these capacities is not the sacrifice of rigor; it is a source of
rigor. While many elements of a child’s life improve along with the cultivation of these

skills, one of the main out-
| comes 1s better academic
While many elements of a child’s life performance. An analysis
improve along with the cultivation of these  °f more than 200 studies
. . . of programs that teach
skills, one of the main outcomes is better students social and emo.
academic performance. tional skills found that

these efforts significantly
improved student behavior, feelings about school, and most importantly achievement, and
made schools safer.* It only stands to reason. When children are motivated, responsible, and
focused, they are more able to persist in hard tasks and respond to good teaching. These
capabilities are a booster rocket for everything we measure, including test scores.® But the
pointis larger. No one involved in education can view the values and beliefs held by students
as trivial or secondary. They are the very things that can grip the imagination and determine
the direction of a life.

This approach to learning also contributes to educational equity. As this report documents,
social and emotional learning benefits all children, of every background. But it dispropor-
tionally benefits children from low-income communities, many of whom experience trauma
and adversity resulting from insecure access to housing, food, health care, and safety.® All
students need supportive relationships and nurturing learning environments, but students
facing additional stress have a particular need to be surrounded by caring adults who treat
them as individuals with potential and inherent worth. And when adults create this envi-
ronment, children of every background can thrive.

The evidence also indicates that these efforts can be undertaken by schools at a reasonable
cost relative to the benefits.” A change in educational culture and spirit does not require a
major increase in resources, but it does require a prioritization of resources. Studies indicate
that investment in social and emotional programs brings broad social benefits.® The evidence
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also shows that these positive adult influences must begin early and continue during a child’s
entire school career.’

Educating the whole learner cannot be reduced to a simple set of policies or proposals. It is,
instead, a mindset that should inform the entire educational enterprise.

This strong consensus has naturally produced many institutions and approaches that come
at this issue from different angles. The mentoring movement, a focus on the whole child,
social and emotional learning, character education, service learning, deeper learning, national
service, an emphasis on the science of learning—all these may focus on different aspects,
but they agree that effective education involves values, healthy attitudes, social skills, and
a commitment to the betterment of the community. This makes them part of the same,
gathering movement in America.

And that is exactly what is needed at this promising moment. The research is compelling.
Now we need everyone to take responsibility to spread this practice more broadly. This
approach didn’t take shape at the federal level. It is based on the emerging consensus of
successful communities, convinced that this is the missing piece in American education. It
will only expand to scale on the strength of local ownership, promoting these efforts school
by school, district by district, and state by state.

The members of this coalition of conscience are educational leaders, engaged parents, con-
cerned citizens, business leaders, military leaders, researchers, committed youth organiza-
tions, and young people themselves. They are working to transform schools into places that
foster empathy, respect, self-mastery, character, creativity, collaboration, civic engagement
and—on the strength of these values—academic excellence. They are encouraging commu-
nities to embrace the ambition, compassion, and rigor of social, emotional, and academic
education. They are urging states to prioritize social, emotional, and academic development
in their visions for learning and their support for training of teachers, district leaders, prin-
cipals, and other staff.

This is the message from the nation on learning. We want to add our voice to these voices.
And through this report, we want this remarkable, hopeful consensus to be understood and
spread as widely as possible.

At a time when national political debates often seem toxic, this movement of local leadership
and civic responsibility is a welcome contrast and a refuge from ideclogical bitterness. It is
not just a way forward; it is a way forward together. It is motivated by hope and confidence.
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Hope in the appeal of values such as perseverance, hard work, and human decency. Confi-
dence that young women and men of every background—Ilike generations before them—will
be challenged, transformed, and empowered by contact with such ideals, demonstrated in
the lives of caring adults around them.

“In dreams begin responsibilities,” wrote William Butler Yeats. All of us dream of creating
environments where the minds and spirits of children can thrive. Now it is our responsibility
to make it happen. That is the high calling of education and the urgent task of our time.
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THINK ABOUT

THE SKILLS THAT
HELP YOU LEARN
AND GROW AS AN
ADULT EVERY DAY

The ones that help you think, relate, and act responsibly. What if we could help our
children develop that same set of skills in school? We know more than we ever
have about what it takes for optimal learning; now is the time to put that knowledge

into practice for all children everywhere.



CHAPTER 1: HOW LEARNING HAPPENS

WHAT DO STUDENTS, FAMILIES,
EDUCATORS, AND BUSINESS LEADERS
ALL WANT FROM OUR SCHOOLS?

Across the nation, communities are redesigning schools to support how students learn best.
These communities recognize from intuitive experience, backed by a solid body of scien-
tific evidence, that learning happens best when social, emotional, and cognitive growth are
connected. By taking a more balanced approach to teaching and learning that develops the
whole child, these local efforts are generating a renewed sense of hope in what is possible.
It is this vision of possibilities that is motivating students, parents, educators, and business
leaders to demand more and to reject the false choice between academic excellence and
broader student outcomes:

I More than ninein 10 parents think that schools have a role in reinforcing the development
of what they typically call “life skills.”1

B At least two-thirds of current and recent high school students agree that attending a
school focused on social and emotional learning would help improve their relationships
with teachers and peers, their learning of academic material, and their preparation for
college, careers, and citizenship. !

I Nine out of 10 teachers believe social and emotional skills can be taught and benefit

students. Four in five teachers want more support to address students’ social and emo-
tional development.*

8inl0

employers say social and emotional
skills are the most important to
success and yet are also the hardest
skills to find.**
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I Ninety-seven percent of principals believe a larger focus on social and emotional learning
will improve students’ academic achievement.*

I Eightin 10 employers say social and emotional skills are the most important to success
and yet are also the hardest skills to find.*

For the past two years, the National Commission on Social, Emotional, and Academic Devel-
opment has been talking with students, families, educators, youth development professionals,
policymakers, and employers in communities across the country about what they want for
future generations of Americans. The Commission has also learned from scholars about how
to improve teaching and learning. This report is intended to elevate those conversations and
that body of scientific knowledge. It is a report from the nation, to the nation, about how best
to support learning and development for all our children. And it’'s perhaps best summed up
by young people themselves:

“We know that we learn best when adults know us, make us feel safe, hold us responsible for
our learning, and help us work constructively and productively together,” wrote members of
the National Commission’s Youth Commission in their Youth Call to Action. “In too many of our
schools, key pieces of this equation are missing. This affects our learning and our performance

and we risk not learning key skills

| that will set us up for success both

“We

know that we learn best when adults  ow and in the future’:s

know us, make us feel safe, hold us respon-

sible for our learning, and help us work

As humans, we are naturally wired
for learning.”” The challenge is to

constructively and productively together.”  cnsure that schools provide the

relationships and opportunities
that optimize every child’s chance to grow, develop, and learn and then to carry those con-
ditions from the school day into the rest of young people’s waking hours.

The Commission was formed to seize on the momentum in local communities—as well as in
policy, practice, and research—in order to build an even larger, more sustained conversation
and call to action. Our aim is simple: to align what we've heard from educators, families,
and students, and what we know from evidence about how children learn, with how schools
and classrooms are designed and operate. We know more than we ever have about what it
takes to educate all children well; now is the time to put that knowledge into practice for
all children everywhere.

14
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WHAT DO WE KNOW ABOUT LEARNING
THAT WE DIDN’T KNOW 25 YEARS AGO
(AND WHY DOES IT MATTER)?

Learning has many dimensions, and they are inextricably linked.

Scientists have told us that we have reached a milestone in what we now understand about
how people learn.’® More than two decades of research across a wide range of disciplines—
psychology, social science, brain science—demonstrates that learning depends on deep con-
nections across a variety of skills, attitudes, and character traits.” These generally fall into
three broad categories: (1) skills and competencies; (2) attitudes, beliefs, and mindsets; and (3)
character and values.

Skills and Competencies—shown toward the center of the figure on page 16—represent
approximately a dozen specific behaviors that decades of research and practice indicate are
important. Though they are interrelated, these can be organized into three areas: cognitive,
social, and emotional.

I Cognitive skills and competencies underlie the ability to focus and pay attention; set
goals; plan and organize; and persevere and problem solve.

I Social and interpersonal skills and competencies enable children and youth to read
social cues and navigate social situations; communicate clearly; negotiate and resolve
conflict with others; advocate for oneself with adults and peers; and cooperate and work
effectively on a team.

I Emotional skills and competencies help children and youth recognize and manage their
emotions; understand the emotions and perspectives of others; cope with frustration and
stress; and demonstrate respect and empathy toward others.

Importantly, scientists tell us, this set of skills and competencies develop and are used in
dynamic interaction with attitudes, beliefs, and values—shown in the second ring in the
figure.?® Attitudes, Beliefs, and Mindsets include children’s and youth’s attitudes and beliefs
about themselves, others, and their own circumstances. Examples include self-efficacy—a
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belief that you have what it takes to achieve your goals—and motivation and purpose. These
types of attitudes and beliefs powerfully influence how children and youth interpret and
respond to events and interactions throughout their day.

Character and Values represent ways of thinking and habits that support children and youth
to work together as friends, family, and community. They encompass understanding, caring
about, and acting on core ethical values such as integrity, honesty, compassion, diligence,
civic and ethical engagement, and responsibility.

These multiple dimensions of learning are inextricably linked. They develop interdependently
and are often processed in the same parts of the brain.?! Like the roots of a great tree, these
dimensions of learning entwine to promote academic accomplishment in any subject. When
learning environments are constructed to teach these skills, attitudes, and values as mutu-
ally reinforcing and central to learning, children are better equipped to engage in Rigorous
Academic Content and Learning Experiences? and make greater academic progress.?

Academic learning requires the integration of these skills.

As the University of Chicago Consortium on School Research notes, curriculum, standards,
and tests have limited effects if students are not actively engaged and participating in their
learning. That means that emotionally, students are interested and feel connected to the
work and what they are doing; and cognitively, they are actively focused on learning and
working diligently to master new skills and knowledge.?* A consensus study from the National
Academies of Sciences concluded that effective instruction depends on understanding this
complex interplay among students’ prior knowledge, experiences, motivations, interests, lan-
- guage, and cognitive skills and the cultural, social, cognitive, and emotional characteristics

of the learning environment.”> When challenging work is coupled with high expectations
and high levels of support, and when students are actively working and cognitively, socially,

and emotionally engaged, this produces greater motivation, stronger identity development,

s VR &

‘ and deeper learning.?
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Integrating the multiple dimensions of learning benefits all children.

Evidence confirms that supporting students’ social, emotional, and cognitive development
relates positively to all of the traditional measures we care about: attendance, grades, test
scores, graduation rates, success in college and careers, more engaged citizenship, and better
overall well-being.”

Today, a range of researched and evidence-based programs, typically classified as social
and emotional learning, and approaches that intentionally develop the whole learner are
achieving results: increasing students’ grades and test scores, their ability to get along well
with others, to persist at hard tasks, and to believe in themselves as effective learners and
individuals. Young people who have stronger social, emotional, and cognitive skills are more
likely to enter and graduate from college; succeed in their careers; have positive work and
family relationships, better mental and physical health, and reduced criminal behavior; and
be more engaged citizens.?®

Success in the future economy also rests on this broad set of integrated skills, as reflected over
the past 30 years in greater labor market demand and higher wages for people who have these
skills.? Employers recognize that it doesn’t matter how much workers know if they can’t work
well in teams, communicate clearly, and persevere when confronted with complex problems.*

When children and youth possess a full array of social, emotional, and cognitive skills, habits
of mind, and character, they are best equipped to prosper in the classroom, perform in the
workplace, and succeed in life as contributing and productive members of society. As one
student said, “What we learn now should be what we need later in life.” By integrating—rather
than separating—young people’s social, emotional, and cognitive development, we position
all students to have more success academically. We also improve their overall well-being.

These skills can grow.

People are not born with these skills intact, scientists tell us. Their development is open to
change, growth, and intervention over time.?* We continue to develop social, emotional, and
cognitive skills and competencies throughout childhood and adolescence, into adulthood,
with unique needs during each stage of life. For example, young children need support to
identify and manage their emotions and focus their attention. Adolescence is a period of
remarkable exploration and opportunity, as young people begin to develop their sense of self
and their purpose in the world, along with their decision-making, long-term planning, and
critical-thinking skills.*

18
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Social, emational, and cognitive skills can be taught.

Not only do social, emotional, and cognitive skills unfold and change over time, there’s also
strong evidence that they can be taught.** A review of more than 200 programs for teaching
social, emotional, and cognitive competencies in grades K-12 found students’ skills, behav-
lors, attitudes, and academic performance improved significantly while their emotional dis-
tress and behavior problems decreased. Moreover, these programs were beneficial across
student populations, regardless of race or income.>*

Learning happens in relationships.

How children and youth develop these skills and competencies is fundamentally shaped by
their experiences, contexts, and relationships. Our brains develop through constant interac-
tion with the world around us. We learn within social contexts, and emotions are essential
for our learning.

“The power of the social brain has been totally underestimated,” said Patricia Kuhl, co-director
of the University of Washington Institute for Learning and Brain Sciences. “It's the driving
force in cognition; it’s the gateway to learning.”

“There’s something about being in the presence of another human being, and watching their
eyes, and watching their movements, and paying attention to what that person is doing—that
social context is extremely important to learning,” she said.*

Positive, supportive relationships and rich, stimulating environments spur the brain to form,
prune, and strengthen connections that promote further development and learning. A lack of
social and emotional support and stimulation can hamper development and growth. Thus,
babies who are deprived of touch can fail to thrive, lose weight, and even die.*®

Social, emotional, and cognitive development offsets the effects of
stress and trauma.

Integrating social, emotional, and cognitive development benefits all children. Similarly, all
children can experience stress and trauma, regardless of family income or background. But
low-income students and students of color in our society, as well as their families, are more
likely to be exposed to chronic, unbuffered stress—such as violence, food shortages, home-
lessness, or the loss of a parent. About one in five children in the U.S. live in families with
incomes below the federal poverty level. A similar percentage live in households experiencing
food insecurity. About 1.4 million children are reported as homeless.” Poverty makes it less
likely that children will benefit from rich learning experiences and enrichment opportunities
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and more likely that they will experience stress-producing adversity and health challenges.*®
Ensuring access to high-quality, equitable learning environments that respond to each child’s
needs, assets, culture, and stage of development can help mitigate some of these stresses and
provide a pathway to a more equitable future. In contrast, when students’ backgrounds give
rise to stereotypes, marginalization, or lowered expectations, this can add to children’s feelings
of stress and reduce their sense of emotional safety, belonging, motivation, and performance.*

Researchers have found that social, emotional, and cognitive development is especially import-
ant for children and youth who have experienced trauma or adversity.*’ These external influ-
ences can place our bodies and minds in a constant state of stress or high alert that interferes
with learning and growth. Teaching students the skills and providing settings that build their
efficacy and self-control, providing them with supportive adult relationships, and directly
addressing their physical, emotional, and mental health needs can buffer against the negative
effects of stress.* It also gives young people a set of tools that provide on-ramps to learning.

\ Teaching students SOCIAL, EMOTIONAL,
and COGNITIVE SKILLS and providing

them with supportive adult relationships can buffer
against the negative effects of stress and adversity.*

WHAT DOES IT LOOK LIKE TO EDUCATE THE
WHOLE STUDENT?

In the past two years, the National Commission has visited schools and communities across
the country that are translating the research about how people learn into action. These
places have discovered it is not as simple as adding another year of mathematics instruction
or adopting a new reading program. Rather, they've told us, it requires rethinking teaching and
learning so that academic content and students’ social, emotional, and cognitive development
are joined not just occasionally, but throughout the day. That’s a big change from decades of
educational practice that assumes focusing on social and emotional skills takes time away
from learning academics, particularly for older students.
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“I can tell you anecdotally that children who get along, who are comfortable in their class-
rooms and are comfortable seeking help and advocating for themselves when they need it, I
can tell you that those kinds of children tend to do better in school,” said one superintendent,
“and that our programs are designed to help children develop in those ways."**

FAST FACT

W7, SOCIAL AND EMOTIONAL SKILLS
S s help to build cognitive skills. They help
- - students learn academic content and apply
- - their knowledge.*
” N

The Elements of Success

As the Commission observed and talked with these practitioners around the country, some
common elements emerged that guide their work. These sites have developed a clear picture
of what it looks like to educate the whole student, and they have supported it by focusing on
three essential elements—shown in the first circle in the visual on page 23.

1. Children and youth are intentionally taught social, emotional, and cognitive skills—
such as how to resolve conflicts and work in a team, recognize and manage emotions,
weigh evidence and problem solve, and plan and manage their time. Today, many programs
and approaches that intentionally develop such skills are showing promising results.*
For example, teachers may use role-playing activities to practice relationship skills. Spe-
cifically, students might discuss playground scenarios and practice asking to join a game
or using problem-solving steps to resolve a conflict that arises during recess. Educators
could similarly have students focus on these skills in advance of a cooperative group proj-
ect by talking about the different roles each person would play and anticipating possible
challenges. What if we don’t agree? What will we do? What if one person is doing all the
work or one person isn’t engaging at all? How will our group manage these situations?

2. Students are asked to exercise these skills as they learn academic content and in their
interaction with peers and adults throughout the day. How we learn depends on experi-
ence and use.* It’s not enough to teach specific skills if students do not have opportunities
to develop and apply them on a regular basis. For example, if “mathematical courage” is
explicitly taught and valued, students are emboldened to take positive risks—by raising

THE NATIONAL COMMISSION ON SOCIAL,
EMOTIONAL, AND ACADEMIC DEVELOPMENT

21



CHAPTER 1: HOW LEARNING HAPPENS

their hands, asking questions, making mistakes, presenting their thinking, considering oth-
ers’ perspectives, and receiving suggestions from their peers—all of which enhance their
learning of mathematics. An emphasis on these capacities supports rigor and challenge
in learning. Opportunities to connect with and exercise the full complement of social,
emotional, and cognitive skills exist not only in academic subjects, like mathematics or
reading, but also in enrichment activities, such as sports, music, and the arts, and in how
students and adults interact with each other, whether in the hallways or in the cafeteria.

3. Students have equitable access to learning environments that are physically and
emotionally safe and feature meaningful relationships among and between adults
and students.” For example, students help develop classroom and school norms that are
followed by everyone in the building. And there are structures and practices in place—
like morning meetings, teams of teachers that share a cohort of students, mentorship
programs, and advisory groups—that enable every student to be known well by at least
one adult. A respectful learning environment models and reinforces the development of
students’ social, emotional, and cognitive skills throughout the school day, not justin a
single program or lesson. Respectful learning environments in schools also model and
reinforce the norms set and followed by other learning settings that partner with schools.

Putting it All Together

When local sites put these elements of success together into a single framework, the Com-
mission clearly observed a learning experience where children and youth are engaged, have
a sense of ownership, and find purpose in their learning. They also have explicit opportu-
nities to contribute to their school and broader community, and to be recognized for those
efforts, which is critical to preparation for active citizenship. In these settings, children and
youth are more successful in mastering difficult academic content and concepts, because
the instructional practices and learning environments reflect what is known about how
people actually learn.

As the Commission has seen on its travels around the country, there are classrooms, whole
school models, districts, and charter school networks that exemplify this integrated approach
to learning. But there is far more demand for change than help to make the transition. We're
still stuck in a paradigm that views social and emotional development and mastery of aca-
demic content as competing priorities. To create learning environments that support the whole
student, educators will need a coherent plan thatis supported by policy and research and that
fosters the comprehensive development of young people.
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What This Looks Like in Schools and Communities

LEARNING SETTINGS STUDENT EXPERIENCES STUDENT OUTCOMES

Learning and development are influenced These settings can lead to learning The evidence shows that students
by the familial, community, and societal experiences where young people are more who experience these learning settings
contexts in which students grow. Learning likely to be engaged and grasp complex are more likely to achieve success both
settings that support young people’s academic content: now and in the future:

comprehensive growth often focus on
3 essential elements:

Rigorous academic

content and learning
. Embedding experiences Academic Civicand
Teaching and social, success and
practicing social, emotional, and educational
emotional, and cognitive skills attainment
cognitive skills into academic

community
engagement

X Engagement, ownership,
leatning and purpose
Life well-being
(e.g., physical, Workforce
family, and
Safe, relationship-based, . emozional and career
and equitable learning Sense 9f belonging ant?l e readiness
environments connection to community well-being)

HOW DOES THIS RELATE TO PARENTS’
BIGGEST CONCERN: THE SAFETY AND
WELL-BEING OF THEIR CHILDREN?

The Commission has heard parents’ and the public’s legitimate concerns about bullying
and school shootings. While not a stand alone solution, ensuring that young people feel
they belong and are emotionally and physically safe in schools can serve as a critical and
primary prevention strategy against school violence. In school shooting incidents, 95 percent
of attackers were current students at the school, and of those, 71 percent said that they felt
persecuted, bullied, threatened, attacked, or injured by others prior to the shootings.*
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When schools work to build strong relationships, offer mental health supports, and teach
students social and emotional skills—such as solving problems, advocating for themselves,
and resolving conflicts with others—they become safer. A review of more than 206 studies
found that the more supportive the school climate, the less bullying and other aggressive
and violent behaviors occur in schools.*

As one high school student said about his school, which emphasizes social and emotional
learning, “I like it because the other schools that I went to, they are more violent. That'’s
stereotypical, but I feel like it’s true. My school doesn't really have that violence because, I
think, of communication. Learning how to deal with it so that conflict doesn’t occur even if
there are arguments. Learning how to deal with thatis a good skill.”*

When schools embrace the reality that students’ and parents’ concerns for safety go beyond
the school grounds, they acknowledge the broader conditions in which children live. And
they recognize the need to partner with community, civic, and faith organizations to create
safe and welcoming places both in and out of school where children, youth, and families can
develop their own social and emotional skills and sense of belonging.

IS THIS YET ANOTHER BURDEN FOR
TEACHERS?

The great teachers we have had in our lives have always paid attention to us as people, not
just as repositories for information. Teachers tell us that when schools embrace the whole
student, it gives them the space to teach in ways they have always wanted to teach. “My job
is to build them as people,” said one 6th grade teacher at a public charter school.”* Providing
teachers with tools and strategies to build their own social and emotional competencies,
and to develop students socially, emotionally, and cognitively, helps them engage students,
reduce behavior problems, and makes teachers’ jobs more satisfying.>? A recent study found
that teachers’ impact on students’ social and emotional skills is 10 times more predictive of
students’ longer-term success in high school (as measured by on-time graduation, grade-point
average at graduation, taking the SAT, and reported intentions to enroll in a four-year college)
than teachers’ impact on student test scores.>
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Transforming instruction in this way is not easy. It does not happen overnight. It requires
teachers both to teach social, emotional, and cognitive skills directly and to shift their instruc-
tion to reinforce such skills through learning academic content and through the features of
the classroom and school environment.

Teachers are pivotal to creating the rich educational experiences that all children need and
deserve. Supporting teachers so that they can support students is essential, especially in high-
needs and under-resourced schools. This requires providing teachers with both the prepara-
tion and ongoing learning to change current practices, as well as organizational and policy
supports that remove barriers to this more holistic approach to instruction.

Research reveals that teachers’ own social and
emotional competencies influence the quality of
the learning experiences they offer their students.:

A growing body of research suggests that developing teachers’ social and emotional compe-
tencies improves teacher well-being, reduces stress and burnout, and can reduce teacher and
principal turnover. Teachers also report greater job satisfaction when their students are more
engaged and successful .

In addition to the importance of teachers, evidence points to the critical role that principals
play in setting the conditions for classroom teaching and learning. Principals are highly
influential in setting priorities and goals, providing human and material resources, and
establishing and sustaining programs and practices that support social, emotional, and
academic development. A recent study by the University of Chicago Consortium on School
Research found that principals influence school achievement primarily by improving school
climate: they empower and coordinate the work of teachers and school staff around shared
goals, organize and support shared leadership, and develop systems for supporting teachers.*

Yet too often, teachers and school leaders do not receive preparation and ongoing learning
that address the science of human development and how to translate that science into their
practice. Teachers, in particular, must understand this work, own it, and help shape it. “We
have to start with adults’ social and emotional learning, and then work on kids’ social and
emotional learning,” said a 4th grade teacher in Seattle.”’
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HOW CAN WE HELP SCHOOLS
DO THIS WORK?

Schools play a central role in healthy development and learning because school is where
young people spend so much of their day. Schools can choose to take on this work intention-
ally and meaningfully, and do it well, or ignore it and do it poorly. But when the Commission
asked “how, where, and with whom” learning happens, it became apparent that young people
are shaped by all the formal and informal learning spaces in schools and in the community.
The American Academy of Pediatrics, for example, recently published guidelines about the
importance of recess and unstructured play as essential to contributing to the cognitive,
physical, social, and emotional well-being of children.>® Students’ well-being and their aca-
demic achievement are strengthened by regular opportunities for physical activity, as well
as opportunities for calming themselves, centering, and breathing deeply to focus.*

Youth development organizations, businesses, libraries, museums, civic and social groups,

and faith-based groups are critical preK-12 partners. Organizations like 4-H, Scouts, YMCA,
Special Olympics, and Boys and Girls Clubs have affiliates in most communities. These national
organizations and others have enormous reach; combined, estimates suggest they serve half
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of the country’s children and youth. They provide extracurricular activities, enrichment, and
development opportunities before and after school and during the summer; character devel-
opment; and volunteer and internship experiences. If engaged fully and creatively, they can
extend learning time and expand learning choices for children and youth. They can play an
essential role in galvanizing community commitment to integrating social, emotional, and
academic development across learning settings, from the periphery to the mainstream of
American education.®

Similarly, organizations that provide health, mental health, and other social service supports
for children and their families can be invaluable preK-12 partners by addressing physical
and mental health needs, substance abuse, food insecurity, homelessness, and other issues
that can interfere with healthy child development and learning. These organizations can
help ensure that not only children but also their families have the holistic supports needed
to thrive.

|
Research suggests that efforts to support social,

emotional, and academic learning should be aligned
across homes, schools, and communities because
students benefit more when they have consistent
opportunities to build and practice their skills.=

In Providence, R.I., for example, the Providence After School Alliance (PASA) has created a
middle school strategy called the AfterZone. Each year, PASA coordinates between 50 and
70 community-based organizations that provide after-school programming to at least 1,200
middle school students. The students’ afternoon begins and ends at a neighborhood middle
school, where they have a meal. Students then can participate in a combination of off-site
programming at multiple sites and an on-site club focused on social, emotional, and cogni-
tive skill building. All participating organizations are held to a single set of quality standards
and receive training and support to help students acquire a set of essential skills. A 2011
evaluation found the program had shrunk school absences by 25 percent after two years.*

Expanding the definition of where adults should expect young people to find formal and informal
opportunities that support them socially, emotionally, and academically invites families, edu-
cators, youth advocates, and policymakers to “name and see” the size of the opportunity gaps
in their communities. Helping educators and youth development programs effectively partner
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to support whole-child development can increase their collective impact, as the Commission
observed in visits to Austin, Texas; Cleveland, Ohio; and Tacoma, Wash.

This partnership work can be difficult and time-consuming. It requires collaborative plan-
ning, open communication, effective coordination, and a strong commitment to placing
young people’s needs, rather than adult concerns, at the center of such efforts. “The question
always has to be, ‘OK, what do students need? How can we meet them where they are?””
said a member of the Youth Commission. “How can we motivate, encourage, inspire them
to really reach their full potential?”

Where and When Learning Happens

Expanding our understanding of all the places and times young people grow and learn
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TRANSLATING WHAT

WE KNOW ABOUT HOW
PEOPLE LEARN INTO
PRACTICE ON BEHALF OF
YOUNG PEOPLE REQUIRES
SYSTEMIC CHANGE

It's not a matter of tinkering around the edges. It requires fundamentally changing
how we teach children so that the social, emotional, and cognitive dimensions
of learning are recognized to be mutually reinforcing rather than distinct. It also
demands transforming the settings in which learning occurs, so that they mirror and
reinforce these skills, habits of character, and mindsets, and foster relationships on

which that learning is fundamentally based.
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As we looked around the country, we saw many schools and districts doing part of this work—
for example, implementing a curriculum to teach specific social, emotional, and cognitive
skills or putting in place advisory groups so that students are known well. But very few have
pursued all the essential elements of a comprehensive framework that teaches young people
social, emotional, and cognitive skills, habits, and character; provides them with opportu-
nities to learn and apply these skills while learning academic content and throughout the
school day; and creates safe and relationship-based learning environments that model and
reinforce these skills.

So, the Commission began to ask people: What would it take? What recommendations are
needed to build from a set of promising practices to more widespread change? Based on
conversations with hundreds of people across the nation over the past two years, including
students and their families, the following takeaways have guided the recommendations
that follow.

Opportunities to foster whole-child development happen in and out-
side schools and begin at home.

The social, emotional, and cognitive growth of children begins with the family. Nurturing family
relationships provide the foundation for all other relationships. It's in the family that children
learn trust, self-esteem, right from wrong, and how to cope with and manage their emotions.
Parents and other caregivers overwhelmingly believe it’s important to join forces with schools
and youth-serving organizations to support their children’s healthy development and learming.%
When schools and community organizations actively engage all families, they strengthen the
learning environments across homes, schools, and other out-of-school-time settings.

Acquiring social, emotional, and cognitive skills is important for all
students, but equity means acknowledging that not all students are
the same.

Students come to school with different experiences and access to opportunities that must be
addressed to ensure all students have an opportunity to learn.* Diminished access to housing,
health care, and other basic needs, along with discrimination on the basis of any difference—
whether race, faith, disability status, or family income—are major sources of stress that can
interfere with healthy development and learning. These stressors are often compounded when
low-income students and students of color also attend schools with fewer resources, more
disruptions, lower expectations, and less-engaging learning experiences.
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Providing equitable opportunities for developing young people socially, emotionally, and
academically requires calibrating to each student’s and school’s individual strengths and
needs, while ensuring that those with greater needs have access to greater resources.

Local communities will need to shape and drive the process of com-
prehensively supporting students.

To do this work well, local leaders—including educators working alongside families, civic lead-
ers, and out-of-school providers—need champions, a galvanizing agenda, flexible resources to
support collective planning, and authentic representation of the students and families being
served. They also need the autonomy and flexibility to determine the approaches that work
best for their specific community context. And they must be able to modify and continue
developing their strategies based on ongoing data about what's working and what'’s not.

Policy and research need to enable the conditions for good practice.

Federal policy, both legislation and regulations, can create the enabling conditions for
state- and district-level innovation. This includes providing more flexibility for states and
districts to combine federal dollars or to waive regulatory requirements in exchange for
better outcomes for students. It also includes the federal government’s ongoing, historical
commitment to funding research and the translation of research into practice. All of