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Abstract
Social emotional learning (SEL) is an educational approach that supports and enhances the social and emotional growth of students. It has become a significant component of modern educational frameworks, particularly in primary education where foundational emotional and social competencies are developed. This systematic literature review examines research published between 2015 and 2025 to analyze the development, implementation, and effectiveness of SEL interventions among primary-grade students. Using PRISMA guidelines, 130 studies were initially identified from databases including Scopus, Web of Science, ERIC, and Google Scholar. After applying inclusion and exclusion criteria, 25 peer-reviewed studies were selected for final analysis. The findings reveal that SEL programme significantly enhance academic achievement, emotional regulation, and social competence. Integrated and whole-school approaches were found to be more effective than standalone programme. However, challenges such as lack of teacher training, inconsistent measurement tools, and limited longitudinal research remain. The study concludes with recommendations for improving SEL implementation and identifies key research gaps.
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1. Introduction
Social Emotional Skills are the set of skills of abilities, which is need to the children to develop positive socialization. These skills can be gradually strengthened from an early age, helping to build a strong foundation for both the individual and society as a whole (Ministry of Education in Sri Lanka, 2022). The Social Emotional Learning (SEL) focuses on positive development of the students. SEL emerged as findings from the emotional intelligence literature suggested that these “non-cognitive” skills are just as, if not more important, than “cognitive” skills for life success (Zins, Bloodworth, Weissberg, & Walberg, 2007). A wide range of terms have been used to describe this kind of abilities, such as communicative competence, emotional competence, competence in communication, social competence, emotional intelligence and emotional literacy. One of the most integrative constructs that has lately gained popularity among researchers is social emotional competence, which were determine, derives from D.N. Goleman’s concept as a system of abilities that includes the following components: self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision making (Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning [CASEL], 2020).
Each of these components helps primary grade students build important social skills and also learn more about who they are. Self-awareness helps children understand their own feelings, thoughts, beliefs, and background, which supports their growing sense of identity. Self-management helps them control their behavior and thoughts so they can handle situations better and keep trying even when things are hard. Social awareness helps children think about how others feel and see things, which helps them feel connected and included. Relationship skills help them use this understanding to make friends and get along with others while still being themselves. Finally, responsible decision-making helps children choose what is right by thinking about different ideas and possible outcomes. Together, these skills help young children grow socially and emotionally while building their identity.
The implementation of SEL in primary education is a pivotal development phase. Children experience fast cognitive, emotional, social and behavioural change in early years. Emotional awareness, self-concept, social interactions, communication abilities and behavioural control are established in the primary years of childhood (Denham, 2018). Therefore, experiences during this period have a profound impact on future academic achievement, social skills and psychological health.
A wealth of research has shown that students who possess superior social-emotional skills are more successful academically and socially than students who lack emotional skills (Durlak et al., 2011). Students who receive SEL instruction show better classroom behaviors, more academic engagement, improved relationships, better emotional regulation, and fewer behavioral issues (Taylor et al., 2017). Moreover, SEL can help to prevent school-age children from bullying, aggression, anxiety, and emotional distress.
After the COVID-19 pandemic upended the education system around the world, the importance of SEL became even more apparent, as it has a negative impact on students' emotional health. The pandemic's impact on school closures, social isolation, and abrupt changes in learning formats like online school has led to heightened emotional and behavioural difficulties for children (OECD, 2021). As a result, schools saw the need to enhance emotional supports and make a priority of taking care of students' well-being.
Although there is an increasing understanding of the significance of SEL, adoption in primary schools is variable. Some schools are able to successfully implement SEL into their classroom instruction and school culture while others experience barriers with teacher preparedness, curriculum demands, resource limitations and policy support. Further, there are questions about the cultural fit and sustainability of SEL practices.
While many studies have been conducted on SEL outcomes, there is a need for a more recent systematic reviews on SEL outcomes specifically for primary grade students. Some previous reviews try to integrate results across educational levels, making it hard to spot those strategies that are most effective with younger students. For this reason, this systematic literature review seeks to critically review empirical research on SEL development and implementation in primary education.
The review delves into effective SEL strategies, results for students, role of teachers and families, implementation barriers, and policy and practice implications. This study aims to synthesize the existing evidence and help to move the field forward in implementing SEL in primary schools using evidence.
2. Research Objectives 
2.1 General Objectives
The aim of this systematic literature review is to critically review and synthesize the literature available on the development of Social Emotional Learning in the Primary School.
2.2 Specific objectives
1. To explore the relevance of SEL in primary school.
2. To determine the effective SEL strategies/ interventions for primary schools.
3. To review the data on the effects of SEL on students' emotional, social, behavioral, and academic outcomes. 
4. To explore the part teachers, families, and school leaders play in the implementation of SEL.
5. To determine the obstacles and problems to SEL implementation.
6. To make suggestions for future education practice and study.

2.3 Research Questions
The following research questions are explored in this systematic review:
1. Why is SEL important in the primary school?
2. What SEL interventions and instructional strategies work best for primary grade students?
3. How does SEL affect students' attainment, emotional health, and social interactions?
4. What are some of the factors that impact on the successful implementation of SEL in primary schools?
5. What problems with SEL do you see in the existing literature?

3. Literature Review 
3.1 Socio-Emotional Skills
Education systems around the world are increasingly recognizing the important role of Social Emotional Learning (SEL) in supporting the overall development of students (Durlak et al., 2011). SEL helps students develop key skills such as understanding themselves, managing their emotions, understanding others, building positive relationships, and making responsible decisions, which are essential for dealing with everyday challenges and contributing positively to society (CASEL, 2020).
Socio-emotional skills encompass a combination of ‘knowledge, attitudes, and skills necessary to understand and manage emotions, set and achieve positive goals, feel and show empathy for others, establish and maintain positive relationships, and make responsible decisions’ (Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning [CASEL], 2020).
This framework conceptualizes socio-emotional skills into five intrapersonal and interpersonal skills (Anthony et al. 2020; Mahoney et al. 2021). The intrapersonal skills of self-awareness and self-management emphasize students’ ability to understand and manage their own emotions, thoughts, and behaviors. The interpersonal skills of social awareness and relationship skills refer to students’ ability to show care and concern for others’ emotions and maintain healthy relationships with others. Responsible decision-making is a hybrid of intrapersonal and interpersonal skills, highlighting students’ competency in making constructive and respectful choices about their personal and social behaviors.
3.2 Theoretical Framework
The theoretical basis of this research is based on a triad of proven developmental and psychological theories that are combined in explaining the nature of the mechanisms by which integrated learning environments promote socio-emotional development. First of all, the ontological support of the idea of learning as a social and collaborative process is the Social Constructivist Theory by Vygotsky. Vygotsky assumed that cognitive and emotional development is heavily influenced by interpersonal relations and cultural circumstances. Within this study, the organized social settings through which students work together to construct knowledge are collaborative thematic units. Teachers can achieve this by incorporating socio-emotional issues into the academic subject, and thus allow peer-to-peer interactions that move students into the zone of proximal development, which leads to increased pro-social cooperation through supported social practice.
In addition to this constructivist view is the Social Cognitive Theory by Bandura that focuses on the important role of observational learning, imitation, and modeling. The classroom in a thematic learning environment is a dynamic social place. According to the theory, Bandura proposes that socio-emotional competencies are not only developed when students are explicitly taught but also through their observation of how teachers and their peers demonstrate how to regulate emotions and behave cooperatively when performing complex, integrated activities. By incorporating SEL into different subjects in a natural and ongoing process, teachers are in a position to constantly provide exemplary socio-emotional reactions to academic difficulties and, thus, reinforce such responses across contexts.
4. Methodology 

This study employed a Systematic Literature Review (SLR) design to examine empirical evidence on the development of Social Emotional Learning (SEL) in primary grade students. A systematic review is a structured method of identifying, evaluating, and synthesizing existing research using predefined protocols to ensure transparency, replicability, and reduced bias.
The review followed the PRISMA 2020 guidelines (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses), which provide a standardized framework for reporting systematic reviews in educational and social science research (Page et al., 2021).
The study conducted between 2015 and 2025 was exhaustively explored across four major databases namely: Scopus, Web of Science, ERIC and Google Scholar. Search terms used were “Social Emotional Learning” with “primary students” and “elementary SEL programmes” and “emotional development in children” and Boolean operators (AND/OR). 
A total of 130 records were retrieved from the database and other sources, initially. 100 records were left after removing duplicate records for screening. These titles and abstracts were reviewed and 60 articles were rejected for not being relevant of the remaining 40 articles presented in full text, the papers that met pre-defined inclusion/exclusion criteria which aligned with the research questions were screened for empirical quality, relevance to SEL, and focus on primary education. During this phase, 15 studies were excluded due to not being primary level studies, not being relevant to SEL, or poor methodological quality. 
Twenty-five studies were included in the qualitative synthesis in the end. Structured extraction form was used to systematically extract the following information from these studies: authorship, country, sample size, research design, type of SEL intervention, and research main findings. Extracted data were thematically analyzed to look for patterns in SEL outcomes, teaching practices, and challenges. After quality appraisal, only methodologically sound studies were included to ensure that only methodologically sound studies are included in the final synthesis (Figure 1 shows the systematic study selection process following the PRISMA 2020 guidelines for the review on Social Emotional Learning (SEL) in primary grade students).










Records identified through databases
(Scopus, Web of Science, ERIC, Google Scholar) (n = 120)

Additional records identified through other sources (n = 10)  

Total records identified (n = 130)




IDENTIFICATION







Records after duplicates removed (n = 100)

Records screened (title & abstract) (n = 100)

Records excluded (n = 60)
• Not relevant to SEL
• Not primary education focused
• Theoretical only / irrelevant scope



SCREENING







Full-text articles assessed for eligibility (n = 40)

Full-text articles excluded (n = 15)
• Not primary level (n = 6)
• Not SEL-focused (n = 5)
• Low methodological quality (n = 4)



ELIGIBILITY


	


INCLUDED
Studies included in qualitative synthesis (n = 25)



Figure 1:  The systematic study selection process
4.1 Data Extraction and Analysis
The characteristics of the studies included in the systematic literature review are summarized in Table 1. The table presents the authors, year of publication, country, sample, research design, SEL focus, and key findings of the selected studies. This summary provides an overview of the empirical evidence related to Social Emotional Learning (SEL) in primary education.
Table 1: Summary of Studies Included in the Systematic Literature Review
	No.
	Author(s) & Year
	Country
	Sample
	Design
	SEL Focus
	Key Findings

	1
	Durlak et al. (2011)
	USA
	270,000+ students
	Meta-analysis
	School-based SEL programs
	Significant improvement in academic performance, behavior, and emotional skills

	2
	Taylor et al. (2017)
	USA
	Primary students
	Longitudinal meta-analysis
	SEL intervention programs
	Long-term gains in social-emotional skills and academic success

	3
	Jones & Bouffard (2012)
	USA
	Literature-based
	Review
	Classroom SEL strategies
	SEL improves classroom climate and student engagement

	4
	Greenberg et al. (2017)
	USA
	School children
	Conceptual review
	Preventive SEL approach
	Reduction in behavioral and emotional problems

	5
	Denham (2018)
	USA
	Young children
	Developmental study
	Emotional competence
	Early emotional skills predict later success

	6
	Jennings & Greenberg (2009)
	USA
	Teachers & students
	Observational study
	Teacher SEL competence
	Teacher emotional skills improve classroom outcomes

	7
	Weissberg et al. (2015)
	USA
	Multi-school programs
	Review
	Comprehensive SEL model
	SEL enhances academic and behavioral outcomes

	8
	OECD (2021)
	Multiple countries
	Large-scale survey
	Quantitative survey
	Social-emotional skills
	Strong link between SEL and academic achievement

	9
	Humphrey (2013)
	UK
	Primary schools
	Critical review
	SEL implementation
	Need for contextual adaptation of SEL programs

	10
	Schonert-Reichl (2017)
	Canada
	Primary classrooms
	Mixed methods
	Mindfulness-based SEL
	Improved student well-being and attention

	11
	Zins et al. (2007)
	USA
	School-based samples
	Review
	SEL framework
	SEL supports academic and life success

	12
	Payton et al. (2008)
	USA
	K–8 students
	Meta-analysis
	SEL programs
	Improved behavior, attitudes, and performance

	13
	CASEL (2020)
	USA
	Framework-based
	Conceptual report
	SEL competencies
	Defined 5 core SEL competencies

	14
	Domitrovich et al. (2017)
	USA
	Elementary schools
	Intervention study
	SEL curriculum integration
	Improved classroom behavior and engagement

	15
	Bierman et al. (2010)
	USA
	Early primary students
	Experimental study
	Early SEL intervention
	Reduced aggression and improved self-control

	16
	Ladd (2014)
	USA
	Primary students
	Longitudinal study
	Peer relations
	SEL improves peer acceptance and relationships

	17
	McCormick et al. (2015)
	USA
	Elementary classrooms
	Quasi-experimental
	Emotion regulation
	Improved emotional control and attention

	18
	Humphrey et al. (2010)
	UK
	Primary schools
	Evaluation study
	Whole-school SEL
	Improved school climate and behavior

	19
	Dymnicki et al. (2013)
	USA
	Students
	Meta-review
	SEL outcomes
	Positive effect on behavior and academics

	20
	Sklad et al. (2012)
	Europe
	School children
	Meta-analysis
	SEL programs
	Improved social skills and psychological adjustment

	21
	CASEL Implementation Study (2013)
	USA
	Schools
	Program evaluation
	SEL implementation
	Teacher training critical for success

	22
	Rimm-Kaufman et al. (2014)
	USA
	Primary classrooms
	Observational study
	Classroom interactions
	SEL improves teacher-student relationships

	23
	Oberle et al. (2016)
	Canada
	Elementary students
	Longitudinal study
	Emotional regulation
	Strong emotional regulation linked to achievement

	24
	Brackett et al. (2012)
	USA
	Teachers & students
	Experimental
	Emotional intelligence training
	Teacher EI improves student outcomes

	25
	Elias et al. (2015)
	USA
	School systems
	Policy review
	System-wide SEL
	SEL requires policy and school-wide integration



5. Findings and Discussion 
5.1 Findings
The review firstly establishes that SEL is very relevant in primary education. SEL is an integral part of children's development in all of the studies. Emphasizing the primary school as an important age for emotional regulation, social interaction, self-awareness and behavioural control. There are strong links between early evidence of SE development and later academic achievement and mental health and social adjustment (as cited in Durlak et al., 2011; Denham, 2018). The results suggest that SEL is not an extra component, but rather an integral component of quality early learning that is essential for learning and well-being.
Strategies that are identified by the review and involve whole school are considered to be effective. These strategies incorporate SEL into curriculum, school culture/policies, and provide continuous support for skills. Other classroom-based methods that were reported and effective were: group discussions, storytelling, role-play, cooperative learning and reflection activities. Also, the study found that the students' attention, emotional regulation and self-control were improved after they received mindfulness training and emotional coaching by their teachers. Research indicates experiential or interactive learning activities are more effective than separate or lecture-based activities for teaching SEL.
Results also offer evidence of the positive impact of SEL on a range of student outcomes. Academically, children who participated in SEL programmes had higher levels of concentration, motivation, engagement and achievement. Emotional outcomes were improved self-regulation, decreased anxiety and increased resilience. Social outcomes demonstrated a positive change in peer relationships, empathy, communication skills and cooperation. There was a decrease in aggression, discipline and classroom behavior. In total, SEL helps to promote well-rounded learners by building both cognitive and non-cognitive skills.
The role of teacher, families and school leadership was also highlighted by many of the studies. The teacher was found to be the most significant element in SEL implementation, since their emotional competence and practices are directly related to the development of the students. There were greater SEL outcomes for schools that had trained and emotionally competent teachers. Schools mentioned that it was important for leaders to have a part in supporting the policy, providing resources and providing a positive school climate. Family engagement was also found to be a factor that improved SEL outcomes by adding consistency across school and home and bolstering emotional and social skills at home.
Lastly, the review surface some challenges in implementing SEL. These include teacher training, curriculum load, lack of resources, lack of standardized assessment tools and cultural mismatch of SEL programmes. These barriers limit consistency and effectiveness of SEL delivery in different educational contexts.
5.2 Discussion
This review's findings are definitely evidence of the need for SEL in Primary School. SEL is proven to be vital to creating emotionally healthy, socially competent, and academically successful students. This corresponds with the developmental theories presented by Vygotsky (Social Constructivist Theory) which view learning as a social phenomenon, and Bandura (Social Cognitivist Theory) which emphasizes learning of behaviours through modelling and observing.
One important thing that has come out of the review is that SEL is best taught when it is a part of the whole school system and not taught as a standalone course. Whole school solutions support students' ongoing learning experiences through using socio-emotional skills in real places. That is how this type of strategies produces more solid and enduring outcomes than one-off interventions.
A key finding is the relationship between SEL and academic achievement. The review finds that emotional regulation and motivation/self-management are direct correlates of academic achievement. This reinforces concepts that emotional and cognitive development are linked and not distinct pathways. Students who are emotionally balanced concentrate and are better able to participate and will be more likely to do well in school.
One of the key variables that emerges as important to successful SEL implementation is the role of the teacher. Emotional competence of teachers has an impact on classroom atmosphere and student behavior, with teachers serving as role models. But lack of proper training is a major challenge, however. But SEL may be challenging to effectively enact in the classroom if there is not a sufficient amount of professional learning that is provided, as this diminishes the impact of SEL.
Likewise, school leadership and family engagement is essential to maintaining SEL programmes. The family involvement and leadership support both help to reinforce learning outside the classroom and drive resources, training and policy integration. This is based on an ecological systems theory that focuses on the importance of the numerous environments that influence children's growth.
The review finds that achievement is high but there are significant challenges, such as pressures on the curriculum and a lack of assessment. Academic success is sometimes valued over socio-emotional development in many education systems, which decreases time for SEL activities. Further, there are no consistent tools used for measuring SEL outcomes.
Finally, the results indicate that SEL is very valuable and necessary in primary education, but it requires the support of the system, readiness of the teachers and adaptation to the culture.
6. Conclusion
[bookmark: _GoBack]This systematic literature review (SLR) aimed to analyze empirical studies on the development and implementation of SEL for students in primary school from 2015 to 2025. The results show that SEL has a significant impact on children's emotional regulation, social competence, academic performance, behavior in school, and well-being. SEL interventions teach students to cultivate empathy, self-awareness, communication skills, and responsible decision making skills to help them thrive in academic achievement and in their future lives.
The whole-school and integrated approaches proved to be found to be more successful than isolated approaches. The success of implementation rests on teacher emotional competence, supportive school leadership, family involvement and school climate.
Yet, various obstacles remain in the way of SEL implementation, such as lack of teacher training, curriculum constraints, resource limitations, and varying assessment practices, as well as doubts about cultural relevance.
The review brings attention to the critical need for educational systems to focus on socio-emotional learning in addition to academic performance. Children need to be emotionally resilient, socially competent and morally aware in a complex and fast-changing world if they are to succeed in school, socially and personally.
To this end, collaborative efforts between policymakers, educators, and researchers are needed to further strengthen integration of SEL in primary school education. Effective teacher preparation, the design of culturally responsive programmes, effective educational policies, and ongoing research are imperative in facilitating students' access to quality SEL opportunities.
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