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Abstract 

A child’s foundational emotional proficiency is highly predictive of their academic 

success. It is therefore imperative that center-based, federally funded, public childhood 

education systems provide their students with a curriculum that facilitates the 

development of a strong socio-emotional baseline on which to build their cognitive, 

academic abilities. Drawing on government reports by the US Department of Education 

and empirical publications from an academic perspective, this paper reviews the nature 

of current efforts to reform the childhood education system, as seen through the 

implementation of the common core standards of learning. I review the quality of 

education that is provided by curricula which involve these common core standards, and 

criticize the many faults that largely contribute to the academic achievement gap.  

This literature review indicates that directly addressing the risk factors which have 

frequent detrimental effects on childhood social and emotional development is  the most 

effective way to improve overall academic success in the United States. This paper 

encourages the implementation of SEL in public academic settings in effort to provide 

children with a strong baseline of social and emotional skill which will structure their 

academic success as well as advise them through the trials of self-regulation in 

adolescence and support competency in adulthood.  
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Socio-Emotional Learning as a Core Standard in Early Education: Producing 

Competent Adults 

It is widely agreed upon by many experts that a child’s level of emotional fluency 

and security in their own emotional abilities is directly predictive of their quality of 

academic achievement and behavioral management in the context of school (Brouzos 

et al., 2014). Children who score higher on measures of emotional intelligence are more 

focused and engaged in school, have stronger, more supportive relationships, and are 

more empathic. Those who have acquired the ability to regulate their emotionally-based 

behaviors earn higher grades and are more resilient overall (Flook et al, 2015; Krashen, 

2014; McClelland et al., 2017; Tominey et al., 2017). 

Despite these compelling, widely endorsed findings, in 2009 the Council of Chief 

State School Officers and the National Governors Association implemented the 

“common core” standards of learning on a federal level in an effort to close the 

academic achievement gap in elementary and high school students—without taking into 

account the pivotal role of socio-emotional development in said achievement. The 

purpose of this direction in reform was to hold all students to an extremely high standard 

of learning, regardless of the level of risk to which an individual may be exposed (U.S. 

Department of Education [USDE], 2019). 

In response to the implementation of federally mandated learning standards 

within curricula and the consequent series of common core assessment drills, teacher 

and political activist Stephen Krashin points out that the true problem regarding public 

education is not that students are not being held to a high enough standard. Numerous 
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studies from the pedagogical and social sciences identify individual as well as systemic 

risk factors as the reasons for the wide academic achievement gap (Krashen, 2014; 

McClelland et al., 2017). Students who are underperforming academically are likely 

at-risk due to conditions such as abuse or poverty. Moreover, these underperforming 

students will likely do even worse under heightened pressure (Flook et al, 2015; 

Krashen, 2014; McClelland et al., 2017). 

Another apparent dysfunction related to the common core program is that there 

are only three subject areas that it directs rigorous and obsessive attention towards- 

reading, language arts, and mathematics (Common Core State Standards Initiative 

[CCSSI], 2020); all three of these standards emphasize the development of cognitive 

abilities, which is only one of several competency skill sets necessary in the 

development of a functional adult. While the US Department of Education claims that 

the actual adoption of common core standards into school curricula is up to the state’s 

decision, this is not entirely true. It appears that if a state decides that they would not 

like to implement common core, the federal government will withhold a substantial 

amount of funding from their school districts (USDE, 2019). Thus far, there are 16 states 

that have refuted common core (Ujifusa et al., 2017). The money that is granted to the 

state in compliance with the adoption of common core is typically likely to only pay off 

huge scholastic corporations—such as Pearson and McGraw Education—for the 

creation of the many interim common core assessment tests. For example, it has been 

found that the $669 million in collective state annual spending was funneled into six 

private vendors (Ujifusa, 2012). In other words, schools often actually have less control 
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over their curricula due to selective funding, or they are being forced to pour all of their 

funding into building assessment tests which accurately reflect the assessment of 

common core standards, as interpreted by the state’s standards of curricula.  

Despite the efforts of the United States government to reform the education 

system to produce more well-rounded and competent adults, many experts believe that 

there is still much more work to be done. In this thesis, I ask: how can schools better 

provide children with the tools they need to become more well-rounded, competent 

adults? 

Review of SEL Literature 

As mentioned previously, common core is only focused on enhancing academic 

achievement in three areas: mathematics, language arts, and writing (CCSSI, 2020). 

While many experts would agree that mathematics, language arts, and writing are three 

areas of academic achievement which should be prioritized in childhood education, it is 

also agreed upon that they are not the only areas of achievement that play a major role 

in developing a healthy, well-rounded, competent human being. As children are 

particularly impressionable during this developmental period, it is the ideal time to 

expose them to crucial knowledge regarding interpersonal relationships, emotional 

processes, and cognitive regulation (Flook, et al., 2015; McClelland et al., 2017). 

Defining Characteristics and Limitations of Socio-Emotional Learning  

Social and emotional learning (SEL) can be implemented into schools as a 

preventative measure to combat risk factors for children by teaching them how to cope 

with stress and build support systems (Flook et al, 2015; McClelland et al., 2017). In this 
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section, I will outline the defining characteristics of SEL, demonstrate popular variations 

of SEL in early education, and describe the limitations that are frequently met in the 

realization of these variable programs. 

Characteristics of Socio-Emotional Competence 

1. Emotional Processes. Emotional processes include sub-skills such as 

emotional knowledge, emotional regulation, perspective taking, and empathy. 

The ability to recognize and label emotions accurately is crucially important for 

effective basic communication.  

(McClelland et al., 2017)  To be aware and understand how oneself feels is a 

baseline skill that acts as a foundation on which to build strong introspective 

skills, self-care values, and a strong personal identity. Additionally, the ability to 

understand a perspective that is an alternative to their own allows children to 

develop cooperation and conflict resolution skills which are critical to healthy 

behavioral functioning. 

2. Interpersonal skills. These skills involve behavioral-communicative sub-skills 

which promote positive, constructive interactions with others.(McClelland et al., 

2017). The development of emotional knowledge which allows a child to 

recognize social cues and correctly interpret the intentions behind other’s 

behaviors will promote agreeableness in personality formation, as well as serve 

as a baseline to develop protective social support and positive peer relationships.  

3. Cognitive regulation. The third main component of SEL focuses on cognitive 

flexibility, working memory, and inhibitory control. Cognitive regulation skills such 
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as these help children focus on what they are doing, teach them how to 

comfortably shift their attention between tasks, inhibit impulses, and listen 

to/remember instructions (McClelland et al., 2017).The implication of the 

development of these skills in childhood is of obvious importance, especially 

when put into the context of school and early education.  

Unfortunately, this particular aspect of SEL appears to have been widely 

neglected, when considering the current childhood ADHD epidemic in the United 

States specifically. Perhaps the current overdiagnosis of ADHD does not in fact 

reflect an irresponsibly lenient diagnostic criteria, but instead points to a bigger, 

more systematic issue. With the current school learning standard criteria, the 

development of executive functioning skills is not at all prioritized. Children are 

suffering psychological ailments as a result of this negligence, as the diagnostic 

trends for ADHD development in early childhood has skyrocketed within the last 

few decades. This is one of the many examples of how the current federally 

mandated learning standards for childhood education pushes schools to lessen 

their emphasis on teachable baseline skills (such as executive functioning), and 

over-prioritize knowledge that is unattainable without the provision of these 

aforementioned SEL skills. 

Theoretical Variations of SEL 

Social Learning and Pretend Play Models 

Like many early education intervention programs, SEL is based on research 

which follows specific theoretical perspectives. Some variations of these interventions 
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may have set standards of learning which may be taught in center-based institutions, 

similar to common core. These types of interventions may be based on principles such 

as the social learning theory and pretend play models of learning (McClelland et al., 

2017). SEL interventions which are based on social learning theory models focus on 

children’s interpersonal competency in the interpretation and responses of social 

challenges. Privately developed programs such as PATHS, REDI, KITS, and ICPS have 

had positive impacts on socio-emotional skills such as cognitive regulation, problem 

solving in social situations, and have decreased risks such as antisocial behaviors and 

aggression (McClelland et al., 2017).  

Limitations. While these independent programs are credited by many experts to 

have had positive results, the actual implementation of them nationally is unrealistic, as 

most states face financial restrictions as well as lack of support on both a private and 

federal level. Unfortunately, the fact that most states struggle to integrate these 

programs deeply implies that the states which have the highest risk populations (and 

are therefore in the most desperate need of risk prevention programs) may find it 

impossible to fund a second, supplementary curriculum if it is not federally financed.  

Coercion theory 

Other effective variations of SEL intervention programs may employ the coercion 

theory which indirectly establishes socio-emotional skills in children through teaching 

and communication methodology. Teachers are encouraged to manage their 

classrooms by building positive relationships with their students, thereby modeling and 

encouraging the development of interpersonal and self regulatory skills. This form of 
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SEL may be more difficult to establish because it requires specialized knowledge of 

child educators in not both the content and practice of SEL (McClelland et al., 2017).  

This theoretical variation of SEL is especially interesting, as it appears to mimic positive 

interventions for parenting behavioral education. Several popular parenting education 

interventions focus on a set list of positive parental behaviors. Johnson et. al. has 

provided a clearly outlined model of parenting competencies with their appropriate 

behavioral counterparts, Foundational and Functional Parenting Competencies and 

Subcompetencies with Behavioral Anchors by Proficiency Level (Johnson et al., 2014, 

appx.). Although the competencies and behaviors listed in this model were meant to 

provide a standardized framework for parenting education programs, it can also be 

applied to a variety of other educational and behavioral interventions due to its 

generalizability and allowance for cultural adjustments. Additionally, many of the 

competencies listed in this model directly reflect the learning standards for most SEL 

early childhood education interventions, although in this model, they are separated into 

two distinct competency categories: foundational competencies and functional 

competencies. 

Foundational competencies refer to the knowledge, skills, attitudes, and values 

that underlie the performative functions of a given task. Foundational skills and 

competencies are typically pedagogical and learned through intergenerational 

interactions at a developmentally impressionable age. They are meant to provide a 

hypothetical off of which to build functional competencies. Functional competencies are 
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characterized by the actual, learned ability to perform the task itself (Johnson et al., 

2014).  

Limitations. It is through the categorization of these competencies in which the 

limitations of coercive SEL become clear. In order for instructors to adequately learn the 

functional skills needed to perform this method of SEL, they must have already 

established a prior foundational framework for those competencies (Johnson et al., 

2014). In other words, an instructor who is assigned to undergo additional training to 

perform coercive SEL, must have acquired baseline competencies in many areas which 

are not taught in schools, such as psychological health, self-care, and certain aspects of 

cognitive ability. 

Conclusions and Recommendations for Future Work 

The purpose of government involvement within education should be to assist 

schools in their efforts to provide children with the tools they need to succeed into 

adulthood. According to the National Center for Children in Poverty, 15 million children 

(21%) in the United States live in families who receive income below the poverty 

threshold (2019). Not only should schools be focusing on setting students on a 

constructive track towards receiving a college education, they should also be offering 

competence in the skills and attributes necessary to cope with risk factors which may 

inhibit their academic performance.  

By providing the skills necessary to combat the threat of risk factors -such as 

poverty- for all students, we narrow the achievement gap, lower the need for the 

implementation of expensive individualized intervention programs, and provide children 
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with the skills that they need to make competent behavioral decisions regarding their 

personal development and education into and throughout adulthood (Krashen, 2014; 

McClelland et al., 2017). 

While the actual implementation of SEL programs has proven to be tricky due to 

government restrictions, lack of funding, as well as a lack of competent instructor 

training, SEL, when implemented, has still been proven to enhance academic 

performance in children (Greenberg et al., 2017).  

As informed by the research mentioned throughout this report, my 

recommendation to support the strong implementation of SEL on a national level would 

be to lessen the emphasis of assessment on the current common core curricular 

standards in effort to supplement the implementation of foundational SEL standards. 

These standards should be held to the same importance as the currently recommended 

common core cognitive/academic standards. 

Providing children with SEL foundational competencies such as psychological 

health, self-care, interpersonal relationships, and intrinsic aspects of cognitive abilities 

will ensure that all American students will have had formal training in basic emotional 

competency and self regulatory skills, thus standardizing a baseline social and 

emotional competency for the next generation of covert SEL educators. 
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