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Matthieu Ricard
Buddhist Monk,
Photographer, Author and
Humanitarian

What kind of education would | have loved to receive as a

child? Pondering retrospectively, ‘it would have been wonderful
to receive some meaningful guidance on becoming a good
human being — happy within and benevolent without, and to
have benefitted from an education fostering emotional balance,
compassion, tolerance, self-discipline, resilience, contentment and
other fundamental human qualities. This is the kind of education |
wish today to any young person coming into this world.

Children certainly need to sharpen their intelligence, refine their
capacities for problem-solving and acquire a corpus of knowledge
that will allow them to succeed in life. What matter most in the end
is flourishing, for the twofold benefit of oneself and others.

Obsessed with performance and material success, modern
education has given less importance to cultivating qualities

that are central to physical and mental well-being, and to
accomplishing a meaningful life. This applies, just as well, to
society at large — if a nation is the most powerful and the richest
while everyone is unhappy, what’s the point?

As the Dalai lama often reminds us in his public talks, human
intelligence is a tool that can be used to do good or to do

harm. Intelligence must therefore be imbued with benevolence.
We should certainly be wary of any form of prescriptive moral
education that reflects the particular worldviews of a group of
people or an individual educator. But who could object to inspiring
in children kindheartedness, cooperation, emotional literacy,
openness and honesty? Children will develop a value system
anyway, but unless given some sources of inspiration, they risk
acquiring their values in media that focus on violence, selfishness,
ruthless competition, consumerism and narcissism.
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We need to be creative in helping young people to face the
challenge of a world that is changing rapidly. That is precisely
where emotional intelligence and social skills can become the
best assets to navigate through those changes. Theoretical
knowledge and artificial intelligence cannot show us how to be
a good-hearted human being, someone who is knowledgeable
about social skills, who has the inner resources to deal with the
ups and downs of life, and who can contribute
to relieving the sufferings of others and favour
their well-being. Since we are all interdependent,

NEED TU BE CREATIVE lN various forms of Fooperative Iear'ning can thg;
HELPING YUUNG PEUPLE TO FACE be encouraged, instead of fostering competition,

whereby students work against each other to

THE GHALLENGE UF A WURLD achieve a goal that only a few of them can attain.
THAT IS CHANGING RAPIDLY.

THAT IS PRECISELY WHERE T cvorees oo o omever oo
EMUTIONAI— INTELLIGENGE AND through living emeples — when the messenger
SUGIAL SK"_I_S CAN BECUME becomes the message. Teachers trained in Social
THE BEST ASSETS TU NAVIGATE and Emotiongl Learhing (SEL) can thus act as a
THRUUGH THUSE GHANGES" reference point against which young people are

able to find inspiration and guidance.

Over the years, Social and Emotional Learning has taken a
preeminent role imbuing education with precious human skills. As
it is abundantly and convincingly shown in the present volume, the
positive, durable outcomes of SEL are clear and well-documented
by scientific studies and evaluations. Both research and opinion
polls show that students and teachers love SEL, families notice
the benefits, the general public is in favour of it, and even

an economic cost-benefit analysis overwhelmingly supports

its implementation. Conversely, the societal and economic

cost of inaction is roughly ten times higher than the cost of
implementation. Every effort should thus be made to convince the
education authorities all over the world to translate this evidence-
based knowledge into practical measures.

Scientific research and ancient wisdom have both concluded that
constructive human qualities can be cultivated as skills. Happiness
is a skill and so are attention, prosocial attitudes, compassion, and



mastery of our thoughts and emotions. One of the groundbreaking
developments in neuroscience has been to show that any form

of training changes the brain and, consequently, our ways of
being. Our brains remain pliant throughout life but are particularly
malleable during young age. Over the last twenty years, scientists
and meditators have collaborated to advance new fields of
research such as contemplative neuroscience, mindfulness-based
stress reduction and mindfulness-based cognitive therapy. Various
kinds of interventions for cultivating these basic human qualities in
young children have been designed, tested and evaluated, such
as the ‘kindness curriculum’ devised at the Center for Healthy
Minds by a team guided by neuroscientist Richard Davidson.

So, while engaging with enthusiasm in implementing SEL, let’s
keep in mind the illuminating words of Jacques Delors, Chairman
of the International Commission on Education for the Twenty-first
Century, quoted in this volume: “We must be guided by the utopian
aim of steering the world towards greater mutual understanding,

a greater sense of responsibility and greater solidarity, through
acceptance of our spiritual and cultural differences. Education, by
providing access to knowledge for all, has precisely this universal
task of helping people to understand the world and to understand
others.”

/‘lﬂ% ec_ ?— CAML

— Matthieu Ricard
Buddhist Monk, Photographer, Author and Humanitarian
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The World Health Organization (WHO) classifies ‘depression’ as a
mental disorder affecting more than 264 million people globally.!
Extreme levels of depression can lead to suicide, affecting close
to 800,000 people annually around the world. Moreover, suicides
are known to be the second-highest leading form of death
amongst 15-29 year olds. In the current fast-paced and competitive
environment, in which individuals are attempting to ‘succeed,
they are also experiencing undue levels of stress. This stress is
apparent, particularly amongst children and adolescents as many
feel pressurised to ‘perform well’ at school or generally in their
lives.

Pressure to excel in exams and assessments is prevalent in most
education systems as a criterion to ‘get ahead of the curve’ or to
‘find the perfect job’. Further, tight deadlines and interpersonal
conflicts cause high levels of stress in classrooms. Recent
evidence indicates that stress may hamper the natural form

of learning and induce a shift from “flexible ‘cognitive’ form of
learning” to “rigid, habit-like behaviour™. Furthermore, stress can
have a significant impact on learning and memory processes?.
Learning is most effective in a stress-free environment or when
learners are equipped with coping mechanisms that help them
deal with daily stress.

Emotions play a critical role in influencing what we learn and
how much we learn. Similarly, the content of what we learn also
influences our emotions. Recent advances in neurosciences
suggest that the critical aspects that we use substantively in

1 https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/depression
2 https://www.nature.com/articles/npjscilearn201611
3 https://www.nature.com/articles/npjscilearn201611
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schools (i.e. attention, memory, decision-making), are “affected by
and subsumed within the process of emotion™. Emerging research
also highlights the connections between the cognitive and
emotional functions of our brain, and the role that the emotional
function plays in imparting effective learning experiences. In

order to navigate the idea of the influence that emotions have

on our learning and vice versa, it is critical for individuals to

be emotionally resilient, which effectively means the ability of
individuals to adapt to different situations.

Social and emotional learning (SEL) can be
I- GAN BE DESCRlBED AS described as learning that allows all learners to
LEARNING THAT ALLUWS AI_I_ identify and navigate emotions, practice mindful
LEARNERS TU IDENTIFY AND engagement ahd gxhibit prosocial behaviour
NAVIGATE EMUTIUNS’ PRAGTICE for human ﬂounshmg towards a peaceful and

sustainable planet. Research suggests that

MINDFUL ENGAGEMENT AND SEL is key to building emotional resiliency in

EXHIBIT PRUSUCIAL BEHA\"UUR ::divitdualfs. Thitshresearch i§ in line W:.h hemerging
iterature from the neurosciences, whic

FUR HUMAN FLUURISHING encourages the ‘whole-brain learning approach’,

TUWARDS A PEACEFUL AND suggesting that just as the brain, which is the

SUSTAINABLE PLANET"

‘seat’ of our learning experiences, can be trained
in cognitive intelligence, it can also be trained in
‘emotional intelligence’.

With increasing evidence of the effectiveness of SEL in
classrooms, various frameworks, resources and curricula

have been developed the world over. The proliferation of SEL
frameworks requires a critical science and evidence-based review
of the literature in order to define key constituents of quality

SEL that can be imparted to the learner as SEL frameworks are
increasingly being adopted by education systems globally.

This publication is in response to this urgent need for a science
and evidence-based guide on the adoption of SEL in classrooms.
Credibility of frameworks is an absolute necessary condition if we
are to do this “right”. The publication, titled ‘Rethinking Learning —
A Review of Social and Emotional Learning for Education Systems’
intends to provide an overview of the SEL literature and serves

4 https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/j.1751-228X.2007.00004.x
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as a guidance to teachers, policymakers, parents and learners on
what constitutes key characteristics of a ‘good’ SEL framework.
The evidence provided by this review is not only robust and
compelling but advocates an urgent need to mainstream SEL in
education systems, to ensure both mental well-being and improve
academic growth.

This publication would not have been possible without the
valuable contribution of many experts. The unique nature of this
publication highlights the key insights a multi-disciplinary lens
brings to the educational sphere. | am happy to have worked with
some of the world’s most recognised experts in the field of SEL for
the development of this publication. A vote of special thanks must
also go to the excellent panel of independent experts who very
closely reviewed the publication and provided valuable insights
and recommendations to further strengthen the publication.

| am confident that this publication will be a useful tool for a
range of stakeholders from educational policymakers to school
administrators to teachers. The Summary for Decision Makers
(SDM) offers a quick synopsis of what this publication can offer to
the various stakeholders and | hope that the Call to Action offers
a recipe for the kind of change in our educational systems that
is needed to build peaceful and sustainable societies across the

world.

Anantha K. Duraiappah
Director, UNESCO MGIEP
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The 1996 UNESCO report, “Learning: the Treasure Within; Report to UNESCO of the International
Commission on Education for the Twenty-first Century”, unequivocally stressed that while
education is an ongoing process of improving knowledge and skills, it is also — perhaps, primarily
— an exceptional means of bringing about personal development and building relationships
among individuals, groups and nations.

The publication, titled “Rethinking Learning: A Review of Social and A | ‘ )
Emotional Learning (SEL) for Education Systems” was worked upon ‘ ’ ‘ ’
from 2018 to 2020. The purpose of this publication was to review |

the latest research on SEL and to present scientific evidence for
why SEL is key to education, and by that corollary, to achieving
the United Nations (UN) Sustainable Development Goals

(SDGs), specifically SDG 4, Target 7 that focuses on building
peaceful and sustainable societies through education. Some key
points that emerged with regard to SEL are enumerated below.

FIRST, we must acknowledge that humans are complex social

and emotional beings whose well-being depends on learning to
communicate their needs to each other effectively and managing their
emotions in healthy ways. These needs and capabilities are universal — every human brain
develops to enable social and emotional skills such as empathy, compassion and perspective-
taking. Empathy is the general capacity of individuals to recognise emotion and to also resonate
with others’ emotional states such as happiness, excitement, sorrow, or fear (Baird, Scheffer and
Wilson, 2011). Perspective taking may be described as the ability to consider others’ points of
view and requires some understanding of others’ thoughts, feelings, motivations, and intentions.
Compassion is the ability to take positive action to alleviate suffering in the other and requires
behavioural action motivated by the need and desire to improve the other’s well-being (Klimecki
et al., 2012). The development of these skills may be hampered by difficult life circumstances and
contexts or conversely, nurtured by an appropriate social environment.

SECOND, research in social cognition and human neuroscience has enhanced our
understanding of the origins of violence and hatred, and has also uncovered the processes

that facilitate the construction of behaviour and conceptions promoting peace. For instance,
research in psychology and neuroscience has revealed that hatred, bullying, violence and
intercommunal hate are all driven by perceptions of threat, alienation and negative emotion, and
have neurobiological origins in aggression (Falkner et al., 2016; Sapolsky, 2017).

THIRD, research from the neurosciences has also shown that these biological roots of rage

and aggression can be trained using behavioural tools of SEL, and redirected towards peaceful
and constructive action. This retraining of brain circuits happens because of a remarkable

XXV
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process called neuroplasticity, which is the ability of the brain to rewire itself by repeated training
and practice. Specifically, building competencies of attention regulation through programmes

on mindfulness (Davidson et al., 2003) and emotional regulation — which build positive peer
relationships (Obsuth et al., 2015), and compassion — has been shown to regulate and reduce
aggression and violence, and promote peaceful and prosocial behaviour.

FOURTH, in addition to the rise in intolerance, violence and extremism (Institute for Economics
and Peace, 2019), a recent study conducted by WHO (World Health Organization, 2017) also
reports an increase in anxiety, stress and depression in youth.

For instance, in India alone, about 25% of children between the ages of 13 and 15 suffer from
some form of depression or anxiety. The highly competitive nature of the present education
system, the growing uncertainty of the employment market and the types of jobs that will be in
demand in the future have been mentioned as some of the major causes for the growing levels
of stress and anxiety.

FIFTH, at the same time, research from the learning sciences tells us that the same knowledge
and behaviours that contribute towards reduced aggression, violence, anxiety, fear and anger
also contribute towards improved academic success. The competencies of attention regulation
and emotional regulation improve with such knowledge, leading to improvement in learning.

SIXTH, the key findings summarised above indicate that the introduction of SEL can in fact
provide a double dividend to learners and the society in the form of improving academic
achievements and also nurturing empathic and compassionate individuals dedicated to building
peaceful and sustainable societies across the world.

SEVENTH, it is thus urgent and necessary that this new knowledge and
understanding be mainstreamed into education systems to transform the
systems with the purpose of shaping a future that embraces and facilitates
improved academic success as well as peace and human
flourishing.

This summary, aimed at decision makers, synthesises

and integrates the main findings, challenges and
recommendations from the eight chapters of the full

Review. The key questions that guided the Review were: (i)
What constitutes an SEL intervention; (i) Why and when SEL
interventions are necessary; (i) The science and evidence
supporting SEL interventions; (iv) How can SEL be implemented,;
and (iv) The cost and benefits of SEL interventions.
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The key questions that guided the Report were:

-

WHAT IS SEL?

SEL can be broadly defined as the process of acquiring the competencies, skills and/or attitudes
to recognise and manage emotions, develop caring and concern for others, establish positive
relationships, make responsible decisions and handle challenging situations (Payton et al., 2000;
Greenberg et al., 2003; Weissberg et al., 2015).

KEY MESSAGE 1

Q The key components of an SEL framework should include critical inquiry,
focus attention, regulate emotion and cultivate compassionate action
9 to produce a balance of intrapersonal, interpersonal and cognitive
e competencies while always ensuring that these frameworks are grounded in
empirical evidence.

For instance, SEL focuses on the skills that allow children to calm themselves when angry, make
friends, resolve conflicts respectfully, and make ethical and safe choices.

SEL emphasises active learning approaches in which skills can be generalised across curriculum
areas and contexts when opportunities are provided to practice the skills that foster positive
attitudes, behaviours and thinking processes. The popularity of this construct is due, in part, to
the increased recognition that the key to prevention and intervention efforts is the identification
of factors that lead to success rather than to just those factors that reduce risk. It is important to
recast our priorities in terms of facilitating positive adjustment among children and youth, rather
than only limiting risk, as well as extending our focus to all children and youth, instead of only
those exhibiting risk factors.

Today, SEL has been characterised in a variety of ways, often being used as an organising
framework for an array of promotion and prevention efforts in education and developmental
science, including conflict resolution, cooperative learning, bullying prevention, mental health
promotion and positive youth development (Elias et al., 1997; Devaney et al., 2006).
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WHY IS SEL NEEDED IN EDUCATION?

Humans are social beings and possess an innate, biologically-driven ability to develop and form
interpersonal connections. These social bonds, formed early in life, also create the foundation for
human beings to coexist in and across groups, and are a vital part of the human experience.

KEY MESSAGE 2

Q Humans are born with an innate capacity for forming social connections.
Humans need social and emotional connections for learning and higher-
69 order cognition. Learning is facilitated or hindered by the social and
emotional experiences of the learner. Therefore, an individual’s emotional
and social development is as important as the individual’s cognitive and
biological development. Education systems must be able to address and
contribute to this aspect of human experience.

Thus, in addition to contributing to physical and psychological development, social connections
also form the basis for human cognition and learning. Learning is facilitated or hindered by the
social and emotional experiences of the learner, which help guide attention during learning,
assist in information encoding and retrieval from memory, and effectively manage the social
interactions and relationships that are fundamental to the learning process (Immordino-Yang and
Damasio, 2007).

KEY MESSAGE 3

Q A growing body of scientific research indicates that students’ social and
emotional competence not only predicts their school success, but also
eg predicts a range of important outcomes in late adolescence and adulthood,
including high school graduation, postsecondary completion, employment,
financial stability, physical health, and overall mental health and well-being.

The aspects of cognition that are recruited most heavily in education, including learning,
attention, memory, decision making, motivation, and social functioning, are both profoundly
affected by emotion and are in fact subsumed within the processes of emotion. Hence, how we
feel affects how and what we learn.

Therefore, a school curriculum that ignores children’s emotional, social or physical needs will
find that those unmet needs will work against achieving cognitive and academic goal