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ABSTRACT 
The global pandemic and sudden lack of face-to-face contact between teachers 
and students has accelerated interest in social-emotional learning (SEL).  With 
greater numbers of people thinking about SEL, more confusion has emerged:  
How should we conceptualize SEL?  Which constructs should be included? We 
propose a conceptualization of SEL that is anchored in the fundamental 
psychological needs of students.  First, we describe these psychological 
needs—social connectedness, motivation, and self-regulation—that are 
prerequisites for optimizing student outcomes.  Then, we outline several 
benefits that we hope this conceptualization offers to researchers and 
practitioners: clarity with respect to what SEL is and is not, an evaluative tool to 
help schools select SEL models and curricula, and practical guidance for 
educators helping students. 
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The effort to infuse social emotional learning (SEL) into the core fiber of schools faces a unique 
historical moment.  On the one hand, the global pandemic and ensuing school closures have 
escalated appreciation for the importance of SEL.  Scores of parents gained first-hand experience of 
how critical social bonds are for their children, how challenging it is to motivate them, what happens 
when they fail to self-regulate, and many other hard-earned lessons. For example, parents may 
wonder how to encourage social perspective-taking between siblings, which kinds of goals support 
more enduring motivation, and how to foster the children’s ability to keep themselves on-task. On 
the other hand, this increased appreciation and attention to SEL has led to confusion around what 
this construct is and is not.  With more parties interested in SEL, ideas proliferate about what specific 
constructs fall within its umbrella and which ones educators should prioritize. 

Although an abundance of SEL definitions, constructs, and curricula confers some benefits, 
increasingly problems arise.  Practitioners face a challenging task of sifting through increasing 
numbers of models for SEL to identify the right fit for their particular schools.  The Collaborative for 
Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL), Transforming Education, The Aspen Institute, 
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European Commission Network of Experts on Social Aspects of Education and Training (NESET), and 
many others each advance their own model for thinking about what SEL is, what constructs are most 
important, and which might be important to prioritize in different settings.  Distinct curricula are 
often developed based on these different models.  It is hard to imagine that school leaders find 
themselves endowed with sufficient time to thoughtfully parse all these options and select the right 
model and corresponding curriculum for their school. 

Researchers face a related problem around the dilution of knowledge.  As scholars try to study 
different SEL constructs and evaluate the efficacy of SEL curricula, the proliferation of approaches 
reduces the attention any one construct or model might receive from scholars.  Scholars examining 
essentially the same phenomena may use different measures that emerge out of competing 
traditions.  For example, while Jones et al. (2011) describe “prosocial fantasies,” Grossman et al. 
(1997) discuss “peer social skills,” and Levesque et al. (2016) examine “healthy relationship skills.”  
Similarly, Bauer et al. (2007), Jones et al. (2011), and Herrera et al. (2007) refer to bullying, aggression 
or conduct problems, and disruptive behavior, respectively. When researchers use slightly different 
measures to assess constructs that are nearly identical, it makes it particularly challenging for those 
trying to aggregate knowledge about the impact of SEL programs (e.g., Durlak et al., 2011). 

As a final example, consider the challenges faced by policymakers in a world of heterogeneous 
understandings of SEL.  How can they adjudicate which policies to advocate for if their constituents 
understand key constructs to mean different things or all want to prioritize different models from 
different organizations?  In 2019, a prominent American education-policy blog hosted a series of 
guest writers to discuss SEL.  The authors described SEL in terms of character education, civics 
education, moral development, safety, therapy, whole child and so forth (Greene, 2019; Hess, 2019; 
Pondiscio, 2019)—making it all but impossible to develop policies for SEL that might satisfy such a 
broad array of different constituent perspectives. 

 

A Conceptualization of the Core, Fundamental Elements of SEL 

We argue for a conceptualization of SEL that addresses the aforementioned challenges by 
proposing a common, distilled understanding of SEL.  Rather than add to the plethora of existing 
models of SEL, we propose a conceptualization that identifies foundational elements that need to 
underlie an SEL model or curriculum for it to be effective.  Specifically, we identify three fundamental 
psychological needs of students1—core needs that apply to everyone regardless of race, nationality, 
and culture: social connectedness, motivation, and self-regulation. In other words, for optimal student 
outcomes to occur, we hypothesize that students must feel a social bond with their teacher and (at 
least some) peers, they must be motivated to engage in learning tasks, and they must sufficiently 
self-regulate to remain motivated to pursue these tasks.   

These fundamental needs appear regularly within a number of “grand” theories of human 
functioning and achievement.  For example, Ford and Smith’s (2007) theory of “optimal human 
functioning” includes key roles for motivation, emotions and self-regulation as contributing to the 
ultimate aim of thriving with social purpose.  Ryan and Deci’s (2017) self-determination theory 
emphasizes belongingness as a key end towards which we are all intrinsically motivated.  Snow’s 
theory of aptitudes (Corno et al., 2002; Snow, 1996; Snow et al., 1996) describes affective and 
“conative” (i.e., self-regulatory) factors as helping students remain committed to their goals within 
achievement contexts.  Thus, although the nomenclature and specifics vary, so many empirically-
supported theories consistently highlight social, motivational, and self-regulatory factors as key 
ingredients for human functioning that we view them as fundamental.   

In the next section, we describe these psychological needs and illustrate each domain with 
prototypical constructs.  Tables 1, 2, and 3 in the appendix add examples of key literature for each 
construct within the three domains.  Both the constructs and the literature represent illustrative, but 
not exhaustive, lists. 
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Social Connectedness 

Growing evidence underscores the importance of social relationships for human functioning. Many 
scientists hypothesize that our brains evolved expressly to connect with others (Lieberman, 2013), 
and that our social relationships are inextricably linked to our health and longevity (Yang et al., 
2016).  This extra gray matter can pay big dividends in schools.   

However, before students can benefit from social relationships, they need to develop skills and 
adopt behaviors that will facilitate their social connections to others. For instance, greater social 
perspective taking capacities (Gehlbach, 2017), negotiation and conflict resolution skills (Deutsch & 
Coleman, 2000), and engagement in prosocial behavior (Wentzel & Caldwell, 1997) will pave the way 
for healthy relationships.  In turn, learners who are better socially connected to their classmates 
(Wentzel et al., 2020) and teachers (Brinkworth et al., 2018; Robinson et al., 2019; Roorda et al., 2011) 
achieve better than their less well-connected peers.  Likewise, students whose families have 
stronger relationships with the school tend to experience better outcomes (Epstein, 2010).  Beyond 
specific relationships, more holistic social constructs can be major influences on a student’s well-
being at school.  For instance, the extent to which a school’s culture provides a good fit for all their 
students’ cultural backgrounds (Gay, 2018) affects students’ overall sense of belonging (Osterman, 
2000), and their perceptions of the classroom or school climate (Freiberg, 1999). 

 

Motivation  

Of course, strong social connectedness, does not, by itself, ensure learning—motivation is equally 
important. One can easily imagine students who are well-adjusted socially (and equally well-
regulated) but who do not engage in academic tasks or strive towards school-relevant goals.  Thus, 
motivation serves as a second fundamental psychological need for optimizing student outcomes.  
Like social connectedness, ample research suggests a connection between motivation and a host of 
positive academic outcomes (Eccles et al., 1993; Wigfield et al., 2009). 

Within the subfield of motivation numerous theories compete: Expectancy-value theory 
(Wigfield & Eccles, 2000), goal theory (Pintrich, 2000), self-determination theory (Ryan & Deci, 2017), 
and others.  However, several constructs are, in some form, reliably included in almost all the major 
theories.  

First, for motivation to occur, behavior has to be directed towards some end—whether this end 
is described as a specific goal (Ford & Smith, 2007), a general type of goal (Elliot, 2006; Pintrich, 2000) 
or a larger purpose (Bronk et al., 2009). Next, there must be some confidence that the goal is 
attainable.  In other words, students must have sufficient self-efficacy or expectations that they can 
succeed if they are to direct effort towards the goal (Bandura, 1997; Usher & Pajares, 2008).  Another 
key requirement for motivation to occur is the existence of some energizing force to propel the 
student to pursue the goal; emotions, interest and values can all serve this purpose depending upon 
the achievement context in question (Ford, 1992; Renninger & Hidi, 2011; Wigfield et al., 2009).  
Finally, a number of dispositions or propensities shape students’ motivation.  For instance, 
attributions students typically make to past achievement events (Weiner, 1994) help shape their 
future motivation, for example whether they tend to adopt a fixed or growth mindset (Dweck, 2008).  
Likewise, some people may do better than others at assiduously persevering towards long-term 
goals (Duckworth & Gross, 2014).  Thus, whether it arises intrinsically or is fostered by external 
factors—motivation is a necessary prerequisite for a wide array of student outcomes (Ryan & Deci, 
2017). 
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Self-regulation  

Self-regulation complements motivation by helping people adhere to the goals they are striving for.  
Similar to the first two domains, better self-regulation, including self-control, emotion regulation, 
and the adoption of effective learning strategies, typically results in higher grades, test scores, and 
other positive student outcomes (Duckworth et al., 2014; Gross, 1998; Winne, 2001). 

Increasingly, research suggests that aspects of self-regulation that might be viewed as 
anticipatory are particularly important.  For instance, a number of scholars within the self-regulated 
learning tradition have focused on planning and goal setting (Winne, 2001; Zimmerman & Schunk, 
2011).  Others have shown how attempts to regulate emotions are typically more successful the 
earlier in an emotional episode that they occur (Gross, 1998).  Once students engage in a task, they 
must have sufficient capacity to focus their attention on the topic at hand (Monteil et al., 1996).  
Furthermore, they must retain a sufficient degree of self-control to persist on activities such as doing 
homework, paying attention while bored, getting enough sleep, delaying gratification, and so forth 
(Duckworth et al., 2014; Mischel, 2014).  Finally, there are important self-regulation constructs that, 
to different degrees, require students to step back and examine their approaches to tasks.  For 
example, during a task or during a social interaction one might engage in self-monitoring 
(Gangestad & Snyder, 2000).  By stepping back slightly further, students can evaluate the strategic 
approaches they are employing (Brown, 1987). 

Self-regulation remains important for learning across one’s lifespan.  Developing new learning 
strategies allows students to become better learners over time (Schunk, 1996). In a rapidly changing 
world, the capacity for metacognitive reflection about how to improve one’s own learning processes 
appears to be increasingly important (Brown, 1987; Schunk, 1996). 

 

Benefits of this conceptualization 

For researchers, policymakers, and practitioners the distillation of the crowded universe of SEL 
models, constructs, competing curricula, etc. into three foundational domains should facilitate 
several important ends.   

First, these three domains clarify what SEL is and which constructs are important to include.  
Emphasizing the social, motivational, and self-regulatory aspects of schooling facilitates a common 
understanding between educators but also implicitly focuses discussions on students’ fundamental 
needs.  For example, examining how well a school cultivates family engagement with families where 
parents do not speak the local language implicates a social relationship that will facilitate or inhibit 
a student’s connectedness with the school.  If the family-school relationship is tenuous, the student 
will need other relationships to compensate.  By contrast, students’ personality traits—notably 
absent from our conceptualization of SEL—constitute a lesser priority.  Students with personality 
traits of all types can form strong social bonds, become more motivated, and develop self-regulation 
skills and strategies.  A particular personality type is not a fundamental psychological need for 
students. 

Second, currently, school leaders and policymakers must wade through dozens of different SEL 
models searching for curricula that fit their needs.  Our distillation—focusing on only the “active 
ingredients” of SEL—provides them with an evaluative tool to help identify the best fit for their 
particular context.  For instance, models that focus on areas that fall outside these three needs are 
likely focusing on domains that may not be core psychological requisites for students.  Thus, these 
models might be more appropriate only for schools who already address students’ fundamental 
needs well.  Models that emphasize a domain where a school has particular needs might be an 
especially good fit—in other words, does the school most need to support students on developing 
social relationships, motivation, or self-regulation? 
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Third, this conceptualization of SEL provides a useful diagnostic tool for practitioners—one that 
is simple enough to remember despite the overwhelming cognitive demands of teaching.  In other 
words, when students struggle, educators can reflect on those students’ social connectedness, 
motivation, and self-regulation capacities.  Doing so will often provide clarity into the problems 
particular students are facing and generate insights into how to get them back on track. 

 

Lingering issues 

We do not pretend that this conceptualization is perfect.  The three domains overlap.  Scholars can 
argue over whether a construct like self-efficacy belongs as a core ingredient of motivation or self-
regulation.  In addition, the boundary between students’ fundamental psychological needs and 
other core needs is often blurry.  Psychological safety might reasonably be viewed as an aspect of 
social connectedness; physical safety—clearly another prerequisite for optimal student outcomes—
may or may not be related to one’s social bonds at school.  Despite the imperfections, we hope that 
this simple conceptualization of SEL, focused on the fundamental psychological needs of students, 
can help facilitate broader and more effective selection and implementation of SEL models, 
curricula, and policies. 

  

Note 
1. We view these fundamental psychological needs as equally applicable to teachers or people in 

general, but limit our scope to students for the sake of parsimony. 
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