
INTEGRATING A FOCUS ON 

EQUITY INTO SOCIAL  
AND EMOTIONAL LEARNING 
Educators are embracing social and emotional learning (SEL) as a way to support the  
whole child and equip students for success. Rigorous research shows that SEL can lead  
to improved academic achievement, employment, health, and well-being. For schools, such 
benefits can help reduce opportunity gaps and create more supportive learning environments.1,2 

How students express and develop social and emotional skills is shaped by their life  
experiences and backgrounds, including gender, race, culture, and class. For this reason, 
differences and inequities, such as disabilities, poverty, and discrimination, can pose  
barriers to children’s social and emotional development.2,3

By grounding SEL in a focus on equity, educators can further promote the  
conditions that enable all children to build on their unique assets and abilities  
and reach their full potential.4

SEL
Development of the knowledge,  
behaviors, and perspectives needed
to understand and manage emotions, 
get along with others, make 
responsible choices, and 
achieve one’s goals 
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EQUITY IN EDUCATION
Equitable access to a high-quality  
education, including rigorous coursework   
    and exceptional teachers, regardless  
         of gender, race, ethnicity, language,  
               disability, background, or  
                family income 
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Regional Educational Laboratory (REL) Midwest is part of a network of 10 RELs funded by the U.S. Department 
of Education’s Institute of Education Sciences. Each REL serves a designated region of the country and helps 
states and districts use data and research to address policy and practice issues with the goal of improving  
student outcomes. 



Strategies to ground SEL programming in equity

Create safe and inclusive schools. Providing a positive, safe environment where all students  
feel welcomed, valued, supported, and celebrated can foster a sense of belonging, build trust and 
caring relationships, and promote a readiness to learn.1,3 

Embrace students’ assets and abilities. An emphasis on student deficits and inequities can 
promote negative self-perceptions among marginalized groups. Shifting the focus to building on 
students’ strengths and reducing opportunity gaps can bolster students’ belief in their abilities.3

Develop cultural competency. Implicit biases and prejudices can lead to low expectations for  
and disengagement among marginalized groups. Examining biases, building respect for other views  
and cultures, and increasing teacher diversity can boost empathy and student engagement.1,4,6

Engage families and the community. Training staff in research-based methods for engaging 
marginalized families and respecting their culture, concerns, and hopes for their children can help 
educators build trust with the community and gain support for SEL initiatives.1

Provide trauma-informed care. A tendency to focus SEL on building skills can miss underlying  
causes of behavior, such as poverty, neglect, and abuse. Complementing SEL with trauma-informed 
care can reduce triggers, promote healing, and foster a sense of security for students.1,4

Rethink discipline. Suspensions and expulsions can have long-term negative effects and are often 
imposed disproportionately on Black and male students. Focusing discipline on managing behavior 
and taking responsibility for one’s actions can promote safer and more equitable schools.1,4,7

Build educators’ social and emotional skills. Stress, burnout, and turnover can affect educators’ 
ability to model SEL and support students in crisis. Developing staff’s social and emotional skills can 
strengthen their well-being and ability to manage stress and support all students.1,4 

Invest in staff training. Providing training and coaching on SEL and equity can help staff integrate 
and tailor SEL, recognize and address inequities, and provide culturally responsive instruction.1
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To explore more research on SEL and equity, see the companion Ask A REL 
response on our website: https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/regions/midwest/
askarel/2018/social-emotional-learning-equity.aspx
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