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As the positive impact of social emotional learning (SEL) has become widely recognized,
there is increasing demand for SEL programs to address the diverse cultures, identities,
and experiences of all students in the classroom, in particular students of color and other
youth impacted by structural inequality. SEL programs increasingly provide resources and
guidance to ensure that diverse students are represented in materials and content and to
help educators understand how culture plays a role in the development and expression of
SEL competencies. However, few programs are intentionally designed with equity in mind
and even fewer examine how historical and structural inequalities impact both the teaching
and learning of SEL skills. While many believe that SEL is well-positioned to play a role in
creating learning environments where students of all cultures, races, identities, and
backgrounds feel safe, respected, and empowered, the link between equity and SEL
is not always clear. Furthermore, despite existing well-established, research-grounded
practices from which to draw in other fields, the field of SEL currently lacks a coherent and
unified definition of what constitutes equitable SEL and what equitable SEL looks like in the
classroom. As schools and other educational settings strive toward creating more
equitable learning environments for students, the field of SEL needs a clearer viewpoint
and explicit practices describing how equity can be better integrated into SEL
programming and practice. This paper describes the need for equitable SEL,
summarizes existing research and practices, and provides a set of recommendations
for implementing them effectively in schools and other educational settings. We begin with
a brief exploration of the relationship between educational equity and SEL, describing the
potential for SEL to create more equitable, inclusive, and just learning environments. Next,
we present key perspectives from the literature that shape current views on how issues of
equity can be integrated into SEL programming and practice, proposing a set of principles
and definition for equitable SEL. Finally, we discuss the current state of PreK-5 SEL
programs, using findings from a content analysis to describe the extent to which programs
address equity in lessons and promote transformative SEL skill building.
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INTRODUCTION

Social and emotional learning, or SEL, refers to the process
through which individuals learn and apply a set of social,
emotional, and related skills, attitudes, behaviors, and values
that help direct their thoughts, feelings, and actions in ways
that enable them to succeed in school, work, and life (Jones et al.,
2017a). Research indicates that when implemented effectively,
high-quality, evidence-based SEL programs have positive impacts
on children’s social, emotional, behavioral, and academic
outcomes as well as teacher practices and the culture and
climate of schools (Diamond et al., 2007; Bierman et al., 2008;
Raver et al., 2009; Brown et al., 2010; Durlak et al., 2011; Jones
et al., 2011; Sklad et al., 2012). Nevertheless, some have raised
questions about the relative value, meaning, and efficacy of SEL
programs for diverse populations, including students of color and
other youth impacted by structural inequality in the United States
(Simmons et al., 2018; Jagers et al., 2019). In addition, some
recent work has been directed toward examining whether SEL
programs effectively support the well-being of all students by
sufficiently reflecting, affirming, and sustaining their cultural
identities in the classroom (Castro-Olivo, 2014).

SEL programs increasingly provide resources and guidance to
ensure that diverse students are represented in materials and
content and to help educators understand how culture plays a role
in the development and expression of SEL competencies.
However, few programs are intentionally designed with equity
in mind and even fewer examine how historical and structural
inequalities impact both the teaching and learning of SEL skills.
While many believe that SEL can play a role in creating learning
environments where students of all cultures, races, identities, and
backgrounds feel safe, respected, and empowered, the link
between equity and SEL is not always clear. Furthermore,
despite existing, well-established, research-grounded practices
from other fields on which to draw, the field of SEL currently
lacks a coherent and unified definition of what constitutes
equitable SEL and what equitable SEL looks like at the
classroom level. As schools and other educational settings
strive toward creating more equitable learning environments
for all students, the field of SEL needs a clearer viewpoint and
explicit practices describing how equity can be better integrated
into SEL programming and practice.

With this in mind, this paper addresses three questions: 1)
What is the relationship between educational equity and SEL in
the United States?, 2) How can we define equitable SEL for the
United States context?, and 3) How are existing SEL programs
addressing issues of equity and what are areas of strength and
opportunities for growth? This paper begins with a brief
exploration of the relationship between educational equity and
SEL, describing the potential for SEL to create more equitable,
inclusive, and just learning environments. Next, we present key
perspectives from the literature that shape current views on how
equity can be explicitly and intentionally integrated into SEL
programming and practice, proposing set of principles and
definition for equitable SEL. We then discuss the current state
of SEL programs designed for early childhood and elementary-
age students, using findings from a recent content analysis of SEL

programs to describe the extent to which they address equity in
lessons and promote transformative SEL skill building in young
children. Finally, we conclude with a discussion of our findings,
their limitations, and implications for SEL practice.

WHAT IS THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN
SOCIAL EMOTIONAL LEARNING AND
EDUCATIONAL EQUITY IN THE
UNITED STATES?

Defining Educational Equity
In the field of education, the term “equity” is often viewed in
conflicting ways and at times used as a label, goal, or decision-
making lens without clear definition or operationalization (Osher
et al., 2020). Furthermore, the terms “equity” and “equality” are
often used interchangeably despite having important distinctions.
Equality refers to what is fair for the group, focusing on providing
access to the same opportunities to everyone despite specific
needs. Equity, on the other hand, attempts to identify the specific
needs of those within the group, focusing on what is fair for the
individual. Common themes among definitions of equity include
universal access to high-quality educational opportunities,
fairness, inclusion, and the eradication of discriminatory
practices and prejudice within the education system (The
Aspen Education & Society Program and the Council of Chief
State School Officers, 2017; NSBA, 2019). In the United States, the
need to address pervasive ethnic and racial disparities directly
within the educational system has also become a primary focus of
conversations on advancing educational equity (de Brey et al.,
2019; Morgan and Amerikaner, 2018; NEA, 2020; Pearman et al.,
2019; U.S. Department of Education, 2016). Recently, the Black
Lives Matter movement and nationwide uprisings against police
brutality have led to a significant shift in conversations about how
to address racial inequality and structural inequity in education.
The recent focus on race has led to a closer examination of
inequities that exist in schools and an increase in
educators—particularly White educators—who see the need to
makes changes to their own practice.

Given the above, we define educational equity for the
United States context as the intentional counter to systemic
and institutionalized inequality, privilege, and prejudice in the
education system and the simultaneous promotion of conditions
that support the well-being of students who most experience
inequity and injustice. This conceptualization is derived from
Osher et al. (2020) description of robust equity, which combines
commonly accepted aspects of educational equity like fairness
and inclusion with the broader, more expansive systems-focused
approach to racial equity which includes dismantling systems of
oppression and addressing the legal, political, social, cultural, and
historical contributors to inequity that exist within broader
societal and institutional structures in the United States.

While some aspects of equity in United States education must
be addressed at a systems level (e.g., school disciplinary policies,
hiring practices and diversity recruitment, student tracking and
ability grouping, etc.), we focus on SEL practices that can be put

Frontiers in Education | www.frontiersin.org August 2021 | Volume 6 | Article 6794672

Ramirez et al. Achieving Equitable Social Emotional Learning

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education#articles


into action by individual schools and other educational settings to
create more equitable learning environments for all students.
Equity-oriented practice at the school level includes 1) ensuring
equally high outcomes for all students and making certain that
success and failure are no longer linked to student
identity—racial, cultural, economic, or otherwise; 2)
interrupting inequitable practices, examining biases, and
creating inclusive multicultural learning environments for all
adults and children; and 3) discovering and cultivating the
unique gifts, talents, and interests of every student (National
Equity Project, 2020). Equitable schools work toward delivering
the educational experiences that students need and deserve,
particularly students of color and other youth impacted by
structural inequality. Equity-oriented practice improves
opportunities and outcomes for all children regardless of
background or situation (Braveman and Gottlieb, 2014;
Simmons et al., 2018), but is of particular significance for
those furthest from opportunity, including students of color,
English language learners, low-income students, students with
disabilities, and other youth impacted by structural inequality
(Jagers et al., 2019).

Alignment Between Educational Equity and
Social Emotional Learning
In order to create respectful, inclusive, and responsive learning
environments that benefit all students, it is essential to consider
the link between educational equity and students’ social and
emotional development. The relationship between SEL and
educational equity is reciprocal: SEL can advance the aims of
educational equity by supporting all students to feel welcome,
seen, and competent at school. At the same time, an intentional
focus on equity enhances SEL practice by ensuring that SEL is
relevant, accessible, and beneficial for all students. In fact, high-
quality SEL programs facilitate and rely upon many of the same
practices that contribute to more equitable and inclusive learning
environments, such as 1) fostering a caring and just culture and
climate; 2) building student voice and agency; 3) cultivating
understanding and respect for cultural differences; and 4)
emphasizing asset-based approaches to skill development.

Yet while SEL as an approach is well-positioned to create more
equitable schools and learning environments, SEL is not by
definition equitable, nor does it inherently promote equity.
Many scholars argue that to truly support the growth and
development of all students, SEL must also intentionally
counter inequality, institutional privilege and prejudice, and
the systems of oppression that hinder and harm students of
color and other youth impacted by structural inequality (Gregory
and Fergus, 2017; Aspen, 2018; Jagers et al., 2018; Simmons et al.,
2018; Jagers et al., 2019; Weaver, 2020). Although elements of
effective SEL programming may support and align with equitable
learning practices, that does not guarantee that SEL programming
always affirms and incorporates diverse cultures and identities,
builds student voice and agency, and explicitly confronts and
works to disrupt power and privilege. Indeed, some SEL
programming has been criticized for not feeling relevant or
relatable to students of color because it reinforces the

behavioral, social, and cultural norms prioritized by dominant
groups—especially those of white, middle-class society—without
taking into consideration the values and experiences of diverse
populations (Simmons, 2017; Brion-Meisels et al., 2019; Jagers
et al., 2019). Without an explicit and intentional consideration of
how culture and power structures impact social and emotional
skill development, educational settings run the risk of
unknowingly using SEL to push students to conform to
dominant cultural practices in ways that conflict with or erase
their own cultural identity or their own experiences with and
feelings about the world (Brion-Meisels et al., 2019; Love, 2019;
Stearns, 2019). When used as a tool to confront systemic
inequality head on, SEL can empower students to think
critically and strategically about their circumstances and the
world in which they live; develop students’ ethnic, racial, and
social identities; build students’ self-efficacy and agency; and draw
heavily on funds of knowledge from within local communities,
many of which have their own well-established practices for
emotion regulation, self-care, communication, and collective
wellbeing.

WHAT IS EQUITABLE SOCIAL EMOTIONAL
LEARNING?

In recent years, leading SEL researchers have proposed ways that
SEL can be designed and implemented equitably, drawing from
scholars in the fields of social justice and anti-bias education and
culturally responsive and culturally sustaining pedagogies who
have been leading this work for many decades. These fields, while
distinct from that of SEL, offer well-established, research-
grounded practices that can inform a more equitable approach
to SEL. Below we present several of these perspectives that shape
current views on how equity can be explicitly and intentionally
integrated into SEL programming and practice: 1) SEL through
the lens of culturally sustaining pedagogies, 2) social justice-
oriented SEL, 3) transformative SEL, and 4) trauma-sensitive SEL.
We then identify general principles of equitable SEL that are
common across the four approaches and propose a definition for
equitable SEL.

Social Emotional Learning Through the
Lens of Culturally Sustaining Pedagogies
High-profile SEL programs often prioritize skill development and
minimize the exploration of students’ cultural assets (Jagers,
2016; Simmons, 2017). Although many SEL programs touch
upon the topics of diversity and inclusion, they often frame
diversity as acceptance of differences rather than explicitly
discussing diversity as an asset and few programs specifically
discuss cultural diversity, focusing instead on surface level
differences such as individual likes and dislikes. One way to
counter this is to approach SEL through the lens of culturally
sustaining pedagogies, which rely heavily on student, family, and
community cultural assets to inform curricula and instructional
strategies. Culturally sustaining pedagogies go beyond the
acceptance or tolerance of students’ cultural practices common
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to many SEL programs and move toward explicitly supporting
aspects of their languages, literacies, and cultural traditions that
may have been damaged, unacknowledged, or erased in schools
(Paris, 2012; Paris and Alim, 2017). Culturally sustaining
pedagogy and related models, including culturally relevant
(Ladson-Billings, 1995) and culturally responsive (Gay, 2010)
teaching, focus on curricula and classroom practices that foster
connection and reflection between academic content and
students’ cultural assets and cultural references (Jagers et al.,
2019). In the field of SEL, this translates into fostering cultural
well-being, racial and ethnic identity development, and safe and
inclusive learning environments that explicitly connect SEL
concepts to the lives of the students in the classroom
(Hammond & Jackson, 2015; Darling-Hammond, 2017;
Immordino-Yang et al., 2018; Cantor et al., 2019). SEL
through the lens of culturally sustaining pedagogies is a more
equitable approach to SEL because it purposefully celebrates and
honors the diverse linguistic and cultural values and practices of
communities as it builds SEL competencies like social awareness
and self-awareness (Jagers et al., 2019).

Practices that support culturally sustaining SEL include 1)
participatory norm-setting and inclusive norms, structures and
routines; 2) cooperative and community-based learning; 3)
restorative disciplinary practices; and 4) the use of
multicultural and multimodal instructional materials,
strategies, and content (e.g., storytelling and personal
narratives, art, dance, and music) that incorporate students’
histories, heritages, cultures, and experiences without
stereotyping students or neglecting and oversimplifying their
experiences (Gay, 2013; Brion-Meisels et al., 2019). Brion-
Meisels et al. (2019) also point to the important role of adults
in creating empowering and culturally sustaining learning
environments for children. They recommend that schools and
other educational settings form strong partnerships with families
and communities to help identify culturally-salient skills, and
support adults to understand SEL skills and the variety of ways in
which they might be expressed across cultures and individual
students. In addition, they identify three adult competencies that
are central to facilitating culturally sustaining SEL in the
classroom: 1) building critical self-awareness, which occurs
when educators monitor their practices, behaviors, emotions
and interactions through a self-reflective and critical lens; 2)
building warm, demanding, and reciprocal relationships; and 3)
shifting power to students by giving them a voice and choice in
their learning. Although practitioners may have limited control
over the content of SEL programs, building these competencies in
educators empowers them to adapt lessons and learning
environments in ways that are culturally sustaining,
supportive, and transformative for students.

A Social Justice-Oriented Approach to
Social Emotional Learning
Many SEL programs touch on concepts related to treating others
with fairness and respect regardless of differences, celebrating
diversity in the classroom, and contributing to positive change in
the community but few explicitly discuss how these topics are

related to issues of identity, power, and structural injustice. Some
argue that SEL can only be positioned as equitable to the extent
that it advances resistance to oppression and directly addresses
systems of power and privilege (Jagers, 2016; Simmons, 2019).
SEL programming can provide a good opportunity to address
issues of inequity by helping students build skills related to both
prejudice reduction and collective action, including critical
thinking and conflict resolution skills, perspective-taking and
empathy, and civic and ethical values (Learning for Justice, 2017).
Social justice-oriented SEL builds on the principles of social
justice education, which pay careful attention to the systems of
power and privilege that give rise to social inequality and aim to
help students develop a social and political consciousness, a sense
of agency, and positive social identities (Gutstein, 2003; Dover,
2009).

Social justice-oriented SEL specifically seeks to foster
children’s social and emotional development using
participatory and inclusive practices that focus on critical
thinking, social justice advocacy, and positive identity
development. This approach to SEL positions students as
agents of change, with empathy for those who suffer from
oppression and a commitment to improving local conditions
(Ginwright and Cammarota, 2002; Banks, 2004; Cammarota and
Romero, 2011). Practices that support socially just SEL include: 1)
situating SEL lessons in and teaching about activism, power, and
inequity in schools and society; 2) helping students understand
and appreciate their own identities without devaluing others; 3)
encouraging students to find the ways we are all connected and
deserving of respect; 4) teaching students to recognize injustice,
and showing them how to act against it; 5) maintaining high
expectations for both students and adults; 6) acknowledging,
valuing, and building upon students’ existing knowledge and
interests; and 7) recognizing and correcting biases in SEL
assessment and curricula (Dover, 2009; Learning for Justice,
2018).

Transformative Social Emotional Learning
Currently, social emotional learning goals and developmental
outcomes tend to focus on personally responsible citizenship, and
while engaged citizens are important to the health of democratic
societies, Jagers et al. (2019) argue that it is worth reframing the
goal of SEL to prepare students for not only engaged but also
critical citizenship. Transformative SEL, a concept introduced by
Jagers, Rivas-Drake, and Borowski in 2018, incorporates aspects
of both social justice education and culturally sustaining
pedagogies into an approach that infuses all aspects of SEL
practice with a robust focus on identity, agency, belonging,
and engagement. In transformative SEL, respectful
relationships between students and teachers form the
groundwork for the critical examination of the causes of
inequity, and collaborative problem-solving is championed as
a means of acting on community and societal issues related to
power and privilege, prejudice and discrimination, social justice
and empowerment, and self-determination.

This approach to SEL seeks to connect SEL content and skills
to students’ existing knowledge and experiences, provides
students with opportunities to learn about their own and other
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cultures, and encourages students to reflect on their own lives and
society, all in ways that are grounded in an understanding of
current and historical power structures. Strategies that
incorporate youth voice, participation, and collaborative
problem-solving and decision-making into SEL efforts, such as
project-based learning and youth participatory action research
allow students to practice and build transformative SEL skills that
encourage youth autonomy and leadership for social change
(Jagers et al., 2018; Jagers et al., 2019).

A Trauma-Sensitive Approach to Social
Emotional Learning
Trauma is an emotional or psychological response to one or more
highly stressful experiences that undermine an individual’s sense of
safety, stability, and security—including living with the everyday
effects of pervasive, systemic stressors like racism, discrimination,
community violence, and multi-generational poverty (Center on
the Developing Child, 2018). While children from all backgrounds
can experience trauma, those growing up in poverty are at a higher
risk, as are children with disabilities, children from racial/ethnic
minority groups, children who identify as LGBTQ, and children
who have immigrated from another country (Craig, 2008; Gerrity
and Folcarelli, 2008; Santiago et al., 2018). For this reason, issues of
trauma are closely linked to issues of equity, and many argue that
for SEL to be truly equitable, it must also be trauma-informed.

Combining the principles of trauma-informed practice and
high-quality SEL, trauma-sensitive SEL aims to establish safe
spaces where students who have experienced adversities and
trauma feel welcome and supported, can explore their
identities, exercise choice and agency, build positive and
healthy relationships with both peers and adults, and can
access the mental health supports they need without risking
re-traumatization (TransformEd, 2020). Trauma-sensitive SEL
practices include: 1) creating predictable routines that help
students adapt to transitions throughout the day; 2) building
strong and supportive relationships; 3) developing student agency
by ensuring students feel seen and heard, including not forcing
them to participate in activities they find triggering, and
providing opportunities for them to feel competent and
confident; 4) supporting the development of student and adult
self-regulation skills; and 5) engaging in individual and
community identity development, including strengthening
one’s own identity and understanding the perspectives of
others. It is also important to be thoughtful about the ways in
which SEL content itself is delivered to children exposed to
trauma by 1) educating staff on the signs and symptoms of
trauma; 2) preparing them to effectively plan for and respond
to the potentially intense emotions that might arise during SEL
lessons; and 3) providing them with resources to monitor and
maintain their own wellbeing (Jones et al., 2021).

Finally, it is essential to note the importance of responding to
trauma in ways that are culturally relevant and sustaining.
Schools and other educational settings should seek to 1)
minimize and address trauma in ways that are consistent with
the cultural norms and healing practices of children and their
families; 2) leverage students’ unique strengths and cultural

assets; 3) provide opportunities for students to explore,
celebrate, and develop their sociocultural identities; and 4)
recognize and address issues that arise from historical trauma
and societal oppression like stereotypes, bias, and educational
practices and policies that disproportionately impact specific
groups of students and add to traumatic stress (SAMHSA,
2014; TransformEd, 2020; Wolpow et al., 2016; NCTSN, 2017;
Hebert et al., 2019).

Proposed Principles and Definition of
Equitable Social Emotional Learning
Looking across the four approaches summarized above, common
principles embodied by culturally-sustaining, social justice-
oriented, transformative, and trauma-sensitive SEL include: 1)
ensuring safe and inclusive learning environments that are
respectful and affirming of diverse identities; 2) recognizing
and incorporating student cultural values, practices, and assets;
3) fostering positive identity development; 4) promoting student
agency and voice; and 5) explicitly addressing issues of bias,
power, and inequality at multiple levels (classroom, school,
systems) and working to disrupt them. Based on these
principles, we define equitable SEL as an approach to SEL that
incorporates the cultural knowledge, experiences, and assets of
students from diverse families and communities, and
acknowledges and addresses the social injustices, inequalities,
prejudices, and exclusions that students face.

HOW DO PREK-5 SOCIAL EMOTIONAL
LEARNING PROGRAMS CURRENTLY
SUPPORT EQUITABLE SOCIAL
EMOTIONAL LEARNING?

As the field of SEL grapples with how issues of educational equity
can be integrated into SEL programming and practice, some
programs and organizations are beginning to incorporate more
equitable framing and practices into their work (e.g., Sanford
Harmony, 4Rs, Girls on the Run, RULER, etc.). However,
research suggests that in general, most SEL programs lack
specificity and definition in their attempt to incorporate
culture and diversity (Caldarella et al., 2009; Durlak et al.,
2011) and that, despite diverse characteristics of the student
population, SEL programming itself tends to remain static
(Desai et al., 2014). Furthermore, while many SEL programs
include concepts related to fairness, respect, diversity, and social
responsibility, few explicitly address how these topics relate to
issues of identity, power, and structural injustice.

We conducted a content analysis of 33 widely-used PreK-5
SEL programs to better understand the extent to which SEL
programs are designed to promote equity (Jones et al., 2021). To
begin, we developed an equity coding system that is based upon a
review of the literature in asset-based pedagogies and critical
theory and aligned with the developmental and prevention
science literatures on social and emotional development The
coding system allowed our team to capture the extent to
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which lessons incorporate equitable practices that promote
transformative SEL skill-building across the 12 categories
outlined in Table 1. These categories represent a variety of
skills and practices that empower students to 1) think critically
and strategically about their circumstances and the world in
which they live; 2) develop their ethnic, racial, and social
identities; and 3) build their self-efficacy and agency. In

addition to this, we used a standardized process to collect and
summarize information about high-level program features
including guidance, tips, and resources SEL programs provide
to ensure their materials and content are relevant to students of all
backgrounds, cultures, and educational needs.

The following sections present the methods and findings from
the content analysis. We first describe the development of the

TABLE 1 | Descriptions of equity codes.

Equity code Definition

Equitable Storytelling Centers student knowledge, experiences, and personal narratives when introducing or discussing an SEL or related
concept. Includes facilitating in-depth, extended discussion on personal or meaningful questions where all students are
actively involved either through sharing or actively listening

Equitable Family/Community Representation Draws upon family and community members’ experience, knowledge, or perspective. Includes the use of photographs or
images of students and/or families, family/community members participating in the class, and lessons that explicitly have
students ask family/community members to share their ways of being and knowing

Equitable Emotional and Behavioral Regulation Teaches and discusses regulating oneself, emotions, and behaviors as a means to empower students. Includes
connecting regulation to self-care, self-preservation, and self-interest (including activism), understanding that resistance
may look like noncompliance but is not evidence of poor self-regulation, and exploring why expectations might be different
based on identity and setting

Equitable Critical Thinking/Problem Solving Presents and discusses critical thinking skills as tools for recognizing injustice, prejudice, and discrimination, often in the
service of social action. Includes discussing fairness and justice at the individual, institutional, and systemic levels, thinking
critically about stereotypes, identifying local problems and making decisions on how to solve them, and building student
capacities to understand and analyze their relationship to oppressive forces

Equitable Emotional Knowledge and Expression Deconstructs expectations and cultural norms related to emotional expression and reaction. Includes recognizing that all
feelings are okay, acknowledging that emotions are expressed and experienced differently for different people, and
teaching a variety of ways to express feelings that reflect students’ community and home life

Equitable Prosocial Behavior/Conflict Resolution Acknowledges societal expectations of behavior and the cultural practice of students and their families, and builds conflict
resolution skills that focus on inclusivity. Includes discussing how appropriate behavior may differ at school and home,
focusing on standing up for others even when it comes at a personal cost, and effectively discussing conflicting positions
on fraught moral issues

Equitable Empathy/Perspective-Taking Builds students’ capacity to feel empathy for and understand the perspectives, opinions, and feelings of those outside their
own identity group/community, especially those from marginalized groups and communities. Includes understanding
experiences and events of others through the lens of race, culture, and power and expressing empathy when people are
mistreated because of preferences, beliefs, and identities such as race, ethnicity, gender, class, ability, and age

Equitable Ethical Values Celebrates differences and frames them as assets rather than simply tolerating them. Includes discussing and describing
differences and similarities between groups and within groups

Equitable Civic Values Focuses on activism, fighting social injustice, and collective obligation. Includes highlighting activism skills, identifying and
working towards solving community problems, presenting both traditional (e.g., voting) and non-traditional civic
participation (e.g., civil disobedience, protests)

Equitable Self-Knowledge Focuses on various aspects of students’ identity development and explores how identity influences one’s understanding
and outlook of the world. Includes building awareness of multiple identities (such as gender, sexual orientation, religion,
race, class, nationality, family structure, and body size), touching upon social and political contexts, helping students see
themselves as part of a larger collective, and recognizing the importance of ancestry and heritage as a positive aspect of
themselves without denying the value and dignity of other people

Equitable Purpose Expands the definition of success and happiness to include the experiences and aspirations of students, families, and community
members. Includes using examples of different role models from local communities, learning about various life paths and careers,
and asking students to present their own examples of success and happiness rather than providing a definition

Equitable Self-Efficacy/Growth Mindset Cultivates mindsets, beliefs, and values that help students develop a belief in their ability to improve and succeed
regardless of societal expectations. Includes developing a sense of agency (a belief that one is capable of changing societal
inequities), building a positive academic identity that diminishes longstanding stereotypes, and students teaching each
other about issues, concepts, or topics they have learned about
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equity coding system, the identification and selection of programs
for coding, and the process for data collection and analysis at two
levels, the lesson-level and program-level. Next, we discuss our
findings, which provide a snapshot of how Pre-K SEL programs
are currently addressing equity at the lesson-level and the
program-level. We begin by highlighting resources outside of
lessons that programs are providing to address equity and then
share how equity appears in SEL lessons, calling out areas of
success and opportunity and presenting examples of programs
doing exemplary work. Next, we discuss what is typically missing
from SEL programs, highlighting the codes that were found least
commonly across SEL lessons. Finally, we discuss the limitations
of the content analysis.

Content Analysis Methods
Development of Equity Coding System
The development of the equity codebook involved a hybrid
approach of qualitative methods of content analysis whereby
an existing coding system of common social and emotional skills
(Jones et al., 2017b) was used to organize a review of the literature
to begin, but where novel themes were also allowed to emerge
during this initial review process and during the analyses itself
(Fereday and Muir-Cochrare, 2006). Incorporating both
inductive (Boyatzis, 1998) and deductive (Crabtree and Miller,
1992) approaches allowed us to better explore the overarching
research question: How are existing SEL programs addressing
issues of equity and what are areas of strength and opportunities
for growth?

We began first by mapping the existing coding system of SEL
skills onto relevant literature from the fields of culturally
responsive pedagogy, anti-bias and multicultural education,
liberatory education, and social justice education. Documents
included frameworks such as the Social Justice Standards
(Learning for Justice, 2017), the Five Pillars of Emancipatory
Practice (El-Amin, 2015), the Six Elements of Social Justice
(Picower, 2012), the Revised Radical Healing Framework
(Ginwright, 2016), and the Principles of Teaching for Social
Justice (Dover, 2009), as well as books about equity-related
practice including What if All the Kids Are White? (Derman-
Sparks et al., 2006)? and Everyday Antiracism (Pollock, 2008).
Guidance documents which provided recommendations for
social emotional learning through an equity lens were also
reviewed, including the National Equity Project’s Pitfalls and
Recommendations (National Equity Project, 2018) and CASEL’s
Equity Elaborations (Jagers et al., 2018) among others (Watts
et al., 2011; Gay, 2013). Through this mapping exercise, we were
able to identify areas of alignment between the widely-recognized
SEL skills domains found in the existing SEL coding system (e.g.,
Cognitive, Emotion, Social, Values, Perspectives, or Identity) and
equity-oriented standards and domains highlighted in the
literature (e.g., Identity, Diversity, Justice, Agency, and
Culture). After identifying the equity-oriented skills and
practices that spanned both the SEL coding system domains
and the equity-oriented standards and domains from the
literature review, 10 equity codes were developed. Two
additional codes (Storytelling and Family/Community
Representation) were then added based on equity-oriented

educational skills and practices that were found in the
literature and in SEL lessons, but not in the SEL skills coding
system. Each equity code included an initial set of indicators and
examples derived from the literature and our own knowledge of
SEL programming. These were further updated and refined
throughout the coding process based on coding team
discussions and what was found in the lessons.

The equity coding system was initially piloted by two different
coders and consequently revised before being introduced to the
rest of the coding team. The final equity coding system was
applied by six coders across 33 PreK-5 SEL programs over the
course of sevenmonths. During this time, the coding teammet on
a weekly basis to discuss how programs were addressing issues of
equity within SEL lessons and, more specifically, how the equity
codes were appearing in program lessons. Based on these
conversations, examples of each code were continuously added
to the coding system and indicators were refined and updated
throughout to more accurately reflect what appeared in program
lessons.

Program Sample
PreK-5 SEL programs were originally identified via several
databases and reports (e.g., 2013 CASEL Guide, Blueprints for
Healthy Youth Development, Child Trends What Works) or
internal expertise, and 33 were ultimately selected for inclusion
based on their relevance to the project, diversity of focus and
approach, evidence of effectiveness, and accessibility and
codability of program materials. Each program selected met a
majority of the following inclusion criteria: 1) includes lessons
and activities that fall within the PreK-5 age span; 2) has sufficient
evidence to indicate impact on social and emotional skills,
behavior, academic achievement, attendance, and/or
relationships and climate, including results from randomized
control trials and/or multiple research studies; 3) is a universal
program that could be used in classrooms, afterschool programs,
community centers, early childhood centers, and other
educational settings; 4) has a primary focus on SEL or a
related field (e.g., bullying, youth development, character
education, mental health, etc.); 5) is well-aligned with the
theory and practice of social and emotional learning, including
a well-defined set of activities that directly build student SEL
skills; and 6) has accessible and codable materials (e.g., lessons,
strategies, and routines that directly build student SEL skills) and
implementation information.

Data Collection and Analysis
A team of coders conducted a careful and detailed reading and
coding of each program’s curriculum to capture the extent to
which lessons incorporated equitable skills and practices. We
used quantitative methods to analyze the lesson level data,
looking at the percentage of lessons (both within each
program and across all programs) that received each code to
explore the following question: On average, which equity codes
appear most and least commonly across program lessons?

Information was also collected at the program level about the
types of programmatic support for equitable and inclusive
education offered outside of lessons (e.g., in trainings,
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implementation manuals, resources libraries, etc.), including 1)
guidance, tips, and resources for ensuring program materials and
content are relevant to students of all backgrounds, cultures, and
educational needs; 2) resources that explicitly and intentionally
support adults and students to create inclusive learning
environments and challenge systemic oppression; and 3)
activities, events, and recommendations for incorporating
families in students’ SEL development. We also summarize
these findings below.

Content Analysis Findings
Program Level: What Resources are Programs
Providing to Support Equity?
As the field of SEL focuses more of its attention on issues of
equity, SEL programs are beginning to provide more resources to
those looking for additional support on the topics of equity,

inclusion, and cultural responsiveness. Our program level
analysis found that many programs provide some form of
guidance, tips, or resources for ensuring program materials
and content are relevant to students of all backgrounds,
cultures, and educational needs.

For example, some programs encourage teachers to examine the
equity of their seating arrangements, provide them with sample
language to use when reinforcing student behavior, provide
guidelines for creating or adapting visual supports that will help
all students access knowledge, and suggest ways to apply the
concepts covered in lessons to real conflicts in the classroom.
While less common, some programs also provide resources that
explicitly and intentionally support adults’ ability to reflect on their
identity and teaching practice in ways that foster inclusive learning
environments and challenge systemic oppression. For example,
programs may offer teachers an opportunity to reflect on their

TABLE 2 | Examples of equitable SEL inside existing SEL programs.

Equity code Sub-component Example
from SEL program

Equitable Critical Thinking/
Problem Solving

Students identify relevant personal, classroom, or community
problems that are important to them and which they want to solve,
and then decide how to best solve them, keeping in mind safety,
resources, social norms, and ethics

SECURe (PreK-Grade 3) includes weekly class council meetings
during which students might be prompted to reflect on challenges
they encountered throughout the school day (e.g., sitting still the
lunchroom, sharing toys on the playground, etc.) and identify
something they can improve on as a class the following week

Students recognize and reflect on discrimination, and unfair
behaviors directed at themselves or others, and/or build their
capacity to see and understand oppressive forces and analyze their
relationship to current conditions

In the 4Rs program (PreK-Grade 5), 5th-graders listen to a story
about a group of migrant workers facing discrimination and reflect on
the effects of prejudice and discrimination on different groups of
people. Students learn what prejudice and discrimination mean using
examples of what they might look like in school (e.g., a girl wants to
play basketball with a group of boys but the boys say, “No girls
allowed. Go jump rope with the other girls.”). They are asked to
consider why the migrants in the story were being mistreated and
reflect on the treatment of immigrants in the United States today

Students think critically about misinformation, including stereotypes In Sanford Harmony (K-Grade 5), a lesson about stereotypes and the
pressures they place on different groups wraps up with a discussion
of why this is problematic. Students are asked why using
stereotypes, such as those about girls and boys, to guide your
decisions about toys, activities, and games can be problematic. The
lesson asks them to reflect on the importance of thinking for
themselves rather than allowing stereotypes to guide their thoughts
and decisions

Equitable Emotional
Knowledge and Expression

Students understand that emotions are expressed and experienced
differently for different people

In Lions Quest (PreK-Grade 5), 3rd-graders examine their
classmates’ thumbprints as the teacher explains that thumbprints
are as different as the emotions that people feel every day and as
unique as the experiences that might trigger those emotions
In the Mutt-i-grees Curriculum (K-Grade 6), students create a “Mad
Measure,” writing down things that make them angry, proceeding
from “a little mad” to “really, really mad.” They are then asked to share
their Mad Measures within small groups or with the entire class,
noting the similarities and differences in what makes people mad

Equitable Storytelling Students rely on their own knowledge and experiences to learn
about a new SEL concept or extend their learning about an SEL
concept

In the PATHS
®
Program (PreK-Grade 6), preschoolers and

kindergarteners participate in whole group emotion-sharing sessions
which give all children the opportunity to talk about their own
experiences with whichever emotion is the topic of that lesson
In Second Step (PreK-Grade 5), 5th-graders interview partners
about times when they have felt a specific emotion (e.g., “Describe a
time when you felt really angry.What did you do?” or “Describe a time
when you’ve helped another person or shown empathy. How did
that make you feel?”)
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identities and that of their students, and consider how their
personal biases and preconceptions can affect interactions with
their students. Other programs provide less targeted resources
including supplementary materials with information about anti-
bias education, cultural dominance, guidance around how to adapt
lessons to incorporate diversity and reflect the students in their
class, and other general guidance that ensures lesson materials and
content are culturally sustaining. Several programs also promote
cultural diversity on a more basic level by using names and stories
that are representative of a range of different backgrounds and
cultures and images which include people of varying skin colors,
ages, and sizes, as well as individuals with disabilities.

In terms of family engagement, some programs offer resources
for incorporating families into SEL committees, provide resources
for gathering data about parent perceptions of programs, invite
families so share their experiences with the class, or share resources
to help parents discuss SEL skills and experiences with their
children at home (e.g., how they regulate their emotions).

Lesson Level: How Do Social Emotional Learning
Lessons and Activities Address Equity?
Overall, our findings suggest that equitable SEL practices and
skills rarely appear in program lessons and activities. Less than
4% of the lessons in our sample of 33 programs received an equity
code. Within that 4% of lessons, we found that programs
incorporated three equitable skills and practices more
frequently than others: equitable critical thinking/problem
solving, equitable emotional knowledge and expression, and
equitable storytelling. While the overall low prevalence of
equity codes suggests that more intensive efforts are needed to
integrate equity into SEL programs, the above areas where SEL
and equity tend to overlap may serve as a natural starting place to
begin integrating equity into SEL lessons. Below we spotlight
some commonways these areas appear in the programs we coded.
Please see Table 2 for specific examples from programs.

Equitable Critical Thinking/Problem Solving
Equitable critical thinking/problem solving appears relatively
frequently in three programs (i.e., in 13–44% of lessons in the
three programs). While this is a small portion of the overall
sample, most other equity categories appear in less than 2% of
lessons across the entire sample, suggesting that we may have
something to learn from how these three programs are targeting
and building equitable critical thinking/problem solving. When
students build their equitable critical thinking and problem-
solving capacities, they use critical thinking skills and tools to
1) identify discrimination and resist prejudice, 2) think critically
about misinformation and stereotypes, 3) build their capacity to
understand and analyze their relationship to oppressive forces in
the world, and/or 4) identify local or other personally-relevant
challenges (e.g., in the classroom, community, at home, etc.) and
make decisions about how to best solve them.

In the three programs where this type of skill building most
often takes place, regular class meetings may include a problem-
solving or goal-setting component. During these gatherings,
students have an opportunity to build equitable critical
thinking/problem solving skills by setting a classroom goal or

solving a classroom problem together that touches upon issues
of fairness, justice, or related concerns about which they feel
passionate. As students raise questions and concerns within the
context of their classroom community, teachers may have them
engage in planning, problem solving, and goal setting by following
a number of steps in which they: 1) identify a class-wide problem
area, 2) brainstorm possible solutions together, 3) collectively
decide on a plan they will put into action or a goal they want
to reach and, 4) track their progress moving forward. These types
of activities have the potential to be transformative for children and
youth because they allow students to identify and take action on
issues that affect them and their communities directly, while the
teacher’s role remains that of a facilitator rather than instructor.

In other instances, skill building may take place after reading a
story in which a character faces prejudice, injustice, or
mistreatment. Using the story as an opportunity to reflect on
issues related to discrimination and stereotypes, teachers can: 1)
explain that discrimination happens when we treat others
unfairly based on prejudice and ask students for examples of
this happening in the story, 2) encourage students to think of
examples from their own lives of people doing mean or unfair
things to other people who are different, 3) ask the class to reflect
on the negative effects discrimination can have on people, and 4)
have students pair up to brainstorm ideas of actions they can take
to stop mistreatment and injustice when they see it happening.
Starting with a definition of these terms and providing relevant
examples before connecting back to the characters in the story
helps students to think about fairness and justice at individual
level and begins to build their capacity to see and understand
systemic or more widespread injustice.

While less common, some lessons may explicitly target this skill
by facilitating exercises that illustrate the problems associated with
stereotyped thinking. In activities or games that help students find
commonalities with each other, students can be asked to think
about the assumptions they made based on group identities (such
as gender, race), and how this may prevent them from identifying
their shared interests and learning from each other’s differences.
Asking questions like “What surprised you? Did you find things in
common with people whom you did not expect to have things in
common? Why did you have these expectations?” after the activity
can help students reflect on their own biases and assumptions.
These types of activities have the potential to be transformative
because they help students deconstruct stereotypes about
themselves and their peers and move them from “celebrating
diversity” to an exploration of how diversity has differently
impacted various groups of people, ultimately helping them
recognize their responsibility to stand up to exclusion, prejudice,
and injustice (Picower, 2012; Learning for Justice, 2017).

Equitable Emotional Knowledge and Expression
Equitable emotional knowledge and expression appears most
commonly across the set of programs, showing up at least
once in 20 of the 33 programs coded. When students build
their equitable emotional knowledge and expression capacities,
they 1) recognize that all feelings are okay, 2) understand that
emotions are expressed and experienced differently by everyone,
and/or 3) use a variety of words or gestures for expressing feelings
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that reflect the language or vocabulary they use at home and in
their community. This skill building typically occurs when a
program is introducing emotions or during a lesson discussing
emotion regulation or emotional triggers. During these kinds of
activities, teachers can affirm that all feelings are valid or
acceptable and that people have different levels of comfort
with different emotions. For example, after an emotion is
introduced, teachers can take the opportunity to remind
students that: 1) in some ways we are alike and in some ways
we are different, 2) we can have many different feelings about the
same situation and express those feelings differently from one
another, and 3) some feelings are comfortable and enjoyable to
have, while other feelings are uncomfortable or difficult to have,
but all feelings are okay. In some programs, teachers can expand
further on this idea by having students also share what elicits a
specific emotion in them, such as anger, then reflect on the
differences and similarities in what makes people feel angry.
These activities have the potential to be transformative because
they help students deconstruct expectations and cultural norms
around ways of expressing emotion and expand the definition of
normative and appropriate reactions to include the experiences
and cultures of all students (National Equity Project, 2018).

Equitable Storytelling
Equitable storytelling appears relatively frequently in three programs
(i.e., in 18–31% of lessons) and at least once across most programs
(i.e., 20 of the 33 programs). Lessons that include equitable
storytelling practices encourage students to share their experiences
and stories, and often explicitly and intentionally center student
knowledge and make use of personal narrative in lessons. Activities
that integrate storytelling practice, consider student experience
foundational to building knowledge and teaching SEL concepts.
While not all students are required to participate, equitable
storytelling practices allow all students the opportunity to share
their experiences or be an active listener to others who are
sharing. Across the three programs, this practice often takes place
when a new concept, like an emotion, is being introduced to students.
Indeed, in several of the programs, one of the most important aspects
related to teaching children about emotions involves helping children
connect what they already know and have experienced in terms of
feelings with the emotions they will be learning about.

Teachers can help students build equitable storytelling skills
when an unfamiliar or new concept is being taught by 1)
introducing the concept briefly, sharing little besides the name
and some context if necessary; 2) asking students if they have heard
of the concept before and can think of a story from their own lives
that connects with or reminds them of the concept; 3) having
students take a minute to think and then share their stories,
thoughts, and experiences with a partner; and 4) having
volunteers share out with the whole class and, if appropriate,
writing the main ideas from the share out on the board before
providing additional information about the concept. When
introducing an unfamiliar emotion to younger students,
teachers can also have them participate in sharing circles which
provide all children the opportunity to share about their own
experiences with the emotion. If teachers feel equipped to facilitate
a more extended discussion and have previously established a safe

space for students to share in the classroom, it can also be helpful
for students to first share stories with the class about times they felt
an uncomfortable emotion before learning about emotion
regulation techniques associated with that emotion as this
allows students to more easily connect the techniques they are
learning with their individual circumstances. Although much less
common in SEL lessons, open-ended activities that encourage
students to share their experiences more generally such as
sharing or healing circles, where members share their interests,
fears, and hopes can be especially impactful (Ginwright, 2016).
Equitable storytelling is transformative because it shows students
that their experiences are valuable and worth sharing and creates a
climate of respect for diversity as students learn to listen with
kindness and empathy to the experiences of their peers (Picower,
2012; National Equity Project, 2018).

What is Missing?
Lessons and activities that incorporate equitable emotional and
behavioral regulation, equitable self-knowledge, and equitable self-
efficacy/growth mindset appeared least commonly across programs.
Less than 1%of lessons (i.e., between 0.1 and 0.51% of lessons) across
all programs touched upon these three categories. Overall, 29 of the
33 programs did not have any lessons that incorporated equitable
self-efficacy/growth mindset or equitable emotional and behavioral
regulation, and 25 of 33 programs did not have lessons that
incorporated equitable self-knowledge. This may be in part
because identity development and related constructs (such as self-
knowledge and learner identity which relate closely to self-efficacy
and growth-mindset) are often considered most important in
adolescence (Tsang et al., 2012; Nagaoka et al., 2015) rather than
during the preschool and elementary years. Nevertheless, this gap is
significant to note and address in future work.

Although identity development plays a critical role in
adolescence, the constructs of identity begin developing from
birth and are molded during early and middle childhood as
children learn about themselves in relation to opportunities
and limitations in their social world (Derman-Sparks et al.,
2006; Raburu, 2015; Reschke, 2019). In order for positive
identity development to happen during adolescence, children
need early experiences that promote healthy self-awareness and a
sense of belonging and self-worth in childhood, including the
formation of positive identity and self-efficacy, SEL skill areas
which are not always focused on in elementary classrooms.
Additional efforts are needed to include lessons that focus on
building equitable self-knowledge and equitable self-efficacy/
growth mindset capacities in pre-school and elementary school
SEL programming because these skills help students explore their
identity and positionality, and cultivate mindsets, beliefs, and
practices that help students develop positive academic identities.

It is particularly troubling that few programs touched upon
equitable emotional and behavioral regulation, which teaches
regulation in a way that empowers students by connecting the
purpose of self-regulation to students’ own self-interest and helps
students explore different expectations for self-regulation based
on identity, context, and setting. The low prevalence of equity-
oriented emotional and behavioral regulation in SEL programs is
particularly problematic because SEL programs often place a large
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focus on self-regulation, self-management, and related SEL
concepts which are often misapplied and can further
inequities. Research shows that the misbehavior of low-income
students and students of color is often perceived as an inability to
self-regulate and is responded to with punishment or demands
for compliance (Green, 2018; Bailey et al., 2019). Framing
emotional and behavioral skills as a way to practice self-care
and self-preservation can be transformative for students because
it moves self-management away from compliance and conformity
to empowerment while at the same time allowing students to
build the crucial navigational skills they need to manage behavior
and express emotions in an unjust world (El-Amin, 2015;
Simmons, 2019). Children need opportunities to regulate their
feelings and behaviors and to understand self-regulation and self-
management techniques as tools that they can use to their benefit
in and out of school.

Content Analysis Limitations
Sampling Bias
The sample of programs used for coding purposes was limited to
accessible, United States-based, English language SEL programs
that include some direct form of student skill-building, typically via
a scope and sequenced curriculum and/or through a set of
activities, and routines designed to be integrated throughout the
regular day. Although these programs typically fall under the
category of comprehensive prevention and intervention
programs that are one of the most widely used approaches and
consequently have been the most rigorously studied (Jones et al.,
2017a), it is important to note that there are many other valid and
valuable types of SEL interventions that could not be coded using
our coding system including interventions that 1) target adult skills,
attitudes, and practices in ways that support high-quality teaching,
learning, and social and emotional development, as well as those
that seek to 2) transform the entire culture and climate of the
learning environment via a system-wide approach that integrates
norms and expectations.

Transferability
While the programs analyzed are considered universal programs, it
is important to acknowledge that the programs were developed in
the United States and are most widely-used and studied in
United States contexts. Furthermore, the frameworks and other
documents reviewed as part of the development of the equity
coding systemwere largely written byUnited States-based scholars.
For this reason it is not possible to conclude whether the equity
coding system is applicable or relevant to settings outside of the
United States. Future research could expand upon the current
research and explore the applicability and transferability of the
equity coding system to non-United States based SEL programs.

DISCUSSION

The equity coding system we developed captures a variety of skills
and practices that empower students to 1) think critically and
strategically about their circumstances and the world in which
they live; 2) develop their ethnic, racial, and social identities; and

3) build their self-efficacy and agency. These skills and practices
align with the comprehensive principles and proposed definition
of equitable SEL described earlier in this paper: an approach to
SEL that incorporates the cultural knowledge, experiences, and
assets of students from diverse families and communities, and
acknowledges and addresses the social injustices, inequalities,
prejudices, and exclusions that students face. Findings from our
content analysis are consistent with the claim that SEL programs,
while promising vehicles for promoting equity because of the
alignment between many of their principles, are not inherently
equitable. As indicated above, very few PreK-5 SEL programs
have a curricular focus on issues related to equity, justice, cultural
competence, or cultural diversity and only a handful of the
programs we analyzed seem to intentionally design their
content to be equitable. Given that SEL programs are often
described as mechanisms to improve educational outcomes
and wellbeing for all children, particularly those in
marginalized communities, this is an important finding and
area for growth within the field. While some programs
analyzed did provide guidance for educators to tailor the way
they frame and deliver lessons, currently the responsibility falls
on individual educators, facilitators, and trainers to make
equitable SEL more intentional in the classroom. Indeed, the
promise of SEL as a lever for increasing educational equity largely
depends on whether educators have the tools needed to increase
their own critical self-awareness; understand how racism and
historic oppression are embedded in the context of our schools;
and design or adapt SEL lessons that engage and value all students
for the experiences they bring into the classroom (National
Equity Project, 2018). Until SEL curricula is intentionally
designed and written with equity in mind, schools, educational
settings, and educators themselves carry the responsibility to
interpret, frame, and deliver lessons to students in a manner
that takes into consideration their cultural knowledge,
experiences, and assets, and acknowledges and addresses the
social injustices, inequalities, prejudices, and exclusions they
face. The equity-oriented principles, skills, and practices
highlighted in our equity coding system and outlined in our
proposed definition of equitable SEL are a starting point for
educators, schools, and other educational settings to familiarize
themselves with equity-oriented SEL skill building at the
classroom-level. Given that schools and other educational
settings have limited control over what appears in SEL lesson
content and similarly limited resources available for adapting
lessons to diverse contexts, we offer the following
recommendations that, when addressed purposefully, can be
important levers for helping educators to approach SEL in a
way that is consistent with the general principles of equitable SEL.

Recommendation 1: Invest in Adult Training
Invest in adult self-awareness, knowledge, and skills by providing
training and resources that encourage adults to build their own
SEL skills, examine and address implicit biases, and engage in
culturally sustaining and equity-promoting practices. Strategies
include critical reflective prompts and statements (McIntosh,
1990; Weigl, 2009; Simmons, 2017), loving kindness
meditation and mindfulness training (Kang et al., 2014; Lueke
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and Gibson, 2015; Suttie, 2017); and anti-bias and culturally
sustaining SEL training (Brion-Meisels et al., 2019; Poddar et al.,
2021).

Recommendation 2: Reflect Student
Identities
Design and/or select SEL curricula that reflect and build upon
student identities, cultures, and goals. To truly serve all students,
SEL should ensure that messaging, skills, and goals reflect,
incorporate, and sustain diverse student needs and perspectives
and move away from curricula that reinforces white, Western,
individualist culture without acknowledging and accepting other
ways of being. Focus on skills that align with student needs and
interests, provide opportunities for students to incorporate their
own experiences and personal narratives into the curriculum, and
promote transformational goals for youth that enable them to
recognize and work against social injustice (Simmons, 2017; Jagers
et al., 2018; National Equity Project, 2018).

Recommendation 3: Involve Students and
Families
Be inclusive and intentional when selecting SEL programming by
involving students, families, and staff. Students, families, and
communities should be active participants in building SEL
programs to ensure they reflect the values, beliefs, identities,
interests, and needs that are important to them, ultimately
increasing buy-in and impact. This might include soliciting
student and family feedback via surveys, phone calls, and
other strategies that establish ongoing feedback loops (Drwal,
2014; Simmons, 2017) or using asset-mapping strategies to
identify and align community assets (e.g., cultural facilities and
organizations, festivals and events, and artists networks) with
student educational needs (Simmons, 2017).

Recommendation 4: Align Social Emotional
Learning With Equitable School Practices
Accompany and align SEL programming with other mutually
reinforcing equitable school practices and structures such as
restorative disciplinary practices and trauma-sensitive systems.
This includes restorative justice practices that emphasize
repairing the harm done to individuals and the community
through cooperative processes that focus on joint problem-
solving and restitution, resolution, and reconciliation among
the parties involved (Morrison and Vaandering, 2012;
Simmons et al., 2018) and trauma-informed practices that
acknowledge and address persistent environmental stressors
such as racism, transphobia, homophobia, and classism that
impact the social and emotional wellbeing of marginalized youth.

CONCLUSION

In closing, we hope the proposed definition for equitable SEL and the
equity coding system are useful tools for researchers, practitioners,

and program developers who seek to understand and more directly
integrate issues of race, identity, and equity with traditional SEL
programming in schools. By applying the equity coding system to
PreK and Elementary SEL programs that are widely-used in the
United States, we explored the extent to which current programs
address issues of racial justice, identity, power, privilege, bias, and
oppression. The results of our coding suggest that overall, very few
programs explicitly discuss these issues in lessons or curricula. We
found that three equitable practices were most common among the
programs we coded: equitable critical thinking/problem solving,
equitable emotional knowledge and expression, and equitable
storytelling. These practices may be useful starting places for SEL
programs that aim to include more equity-oriented practices. We
note that our research is shaped largely by United States-based
theory, programming, and educational practice. Future research
should explore the applicability of our proposed definition for
equitable SEL and the equity coding system to other contexts and
non-United States based SEL programs.
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