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A B S T R A C T

Emotion understanding (EU) describes the ability to identify, interpret, and communicate about emotions, and is 
often targeted by social-emotional learning (SEL) programs. Still, the theoretical framing of SEL programs and 
their impact on specific areas of social-emotional development, such as EU, for different age bands is not always 
transparent. This systematic review synthesized emotion-focused content in SEL programs used in quantitative 
outcome studies in middle childhood to identify which EU components are targeted and examine content 
congruence with an integrated EU development model drawing on the Pons EU developmental model and the 
Crick and Dodge social-information processing (SIP) model that posits emotion identification as fundamental to 
social decision-making in childhood. A total of 38 programs for Grades 3 to 5 across 54 studies in 20 countries 
were reviewed. Program aims, lesson topics, and activities were extracted and mapped to a 10-component EU 
framework integrating the nine Pons model components (‘recognition, external cause, reminder, desire, belief, 
hiding, regulation, mixed, morality’) with one based on the SIP model (‘decision/action’). At least 87 % of 
emotion-focused SEL content targeted EU components of recognition, regulation, and social decision-making. 
Findings indicate a good level of congruence between emotion-focused SEL program content and prevailing 
EU development models. Many programs emphasized the external causes of emotions, underscoring the 
importance of scenarios to explain emotions—discussed further in light of cross-cultural variation in emotion 
socialization. We encourage SEL intervention research to be more transparent in reporting SEL program content 
and activities to move toward causal explanations of program impact.

Understanding emotions is crucial to a child’s positive development 
as it relates to their self-awareness and interpersonal behavior. Emotion 
understanding (EU) is defined as the ability to identify, interpret, and 
communicate about emotions, whether experienced by the self or by 
others (Castro et al., 2016; Denham, 1998; Harris, 1989). EU is integral 
to emotional competence (Saarni, 1999) as it encompasses an in
dividual’s conceptual knowledge of emotion, including understanding 
the nature of emotions, their potential causes/external triggers and 
associated physiological reactions, and the awareness of strategies to 
regulate emotions.

The EU developmental model by Pons et al. (2004) outlines a 

trajectory for EU from ages 3 to 11, identifying nine components that 
emerge in three’s across three empirically-verified hierarchical levels: 
external, mental, and reflective. EU components within a level are 
intercorrelated. The external EU level begins at age 3 as children 
develop the ability to identify and label emotions (‘recognition’), and to 
understand that emotions can be ‘caused,’ in that they result from 
external events (‘external cause’), and are linked with memory 
(‘reminder’) in that a past emotional experience can be triggered by 
events in the present. The mental level also begins at age 3 with the 
‘desire’ component that describes understanding how people can have 
different emotions tied to the same stimulus depending on their desires, 
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followed at age 4 by the understanding that emotions are tied to indi
vidual beliefs (‘belief’) and may not necessarily match an individual’s 
outward facial expression (‘hiding’). At age 6, the reflective level begins 
as children understand emotions can be regulated through different 
strategies (‘regulation’), followed at age 8 by understanding one can 
experience simultaneous and even conflicting emotions (‘mixed’), and 
that morally-laudable actions are tied to positive emotional states and 
morally-reprehensible actions, to negative emotional states (‘morality’). 
Sprung et al. (2015) used the Pons EU model in their meta-analysis of 
child EU training studies finding robust effects on external (Hedge’s g 
=.62), mental (Hedge’s g =.31), and reflective EU levels (Hedge’s g 
=.64).

Childhood EU has been linked to academic success (Denham et al., 
2013; Franco et al., 2017; Ursache et al., 2020), especially through 
components of emotion recognition (Samos, 2018; Voltmer & von Sal
isch, 2017) and regulation (Djambazova-Popordanoska, 2016; Har
rington et al., 2020; see Andrés et al., 2017 for review), and is 
understood to support a child’s ‘school readiness’ (Miller et al., 2006) 
described as their ability to adjust to a school setting (Blair, 2002). 
White et al. (2021) found low ability to recognize emotional facial ex
pressions at 8 and a half years was associated with low academic 
achievement at age 16, mediated by peer problems in middle childhood 
(ages 10 to 11). Additional longitudinal evidence suggests higher 
emotion regulation at ages 4 and 8 is tied to better academic achieve
ment three years later (Wong et al., 2023), and that social-emotional 
competence (comprising EU) developed in childhood impacts on later 
outcomes, including postsecondary performance and adjustment as well 
as adult depression levels (Domitrovich et al., 2017). Consequently, how 
to support children’s EU is important for positive development and ac
ademic success not just in childhood, but across the lifespan.

Promoting emotion understanding through social-emotional 
learning

Structured conversations about emotional states have been found to 
promote EU in preschool children (Gavazzi & Ornaghi, 2011) and in 
middle childhood (Ornaghi et al., 2014), involving explanatory discus
sions for emotions (e.g., Roy-Charland et al., 2021) and encouraged use 
of emotion vocabulary (e.g., Michaud et al., 2021). Social-emotional 
learning (SEL) programs adopt a teaching and learning approach that 
is also often discussion-based, and include content dedicated to emo
tions concerned with student abilities to identify, label, and regulate 
internal states (that can be emotional, cognitive, or physiological). Some 
SEL programs even focus entirely on emotions (e.g., RULER Feeling 
Words Curriculum, Brackett et al., 2012; EMOScope, Papieska et al., 
2019).

When considering how to promote child EU, it is vital to consider the 
process of emotion socialization defined as the environmental influence 
shaping how emotions are expressed, regulated, experienced, and un
derstood from childhood to adolescence (Zahn-Waxler, 2010). Educa
tion settings are an important environment for emotion socialization 
wherein children experience different emotional experiences and social 
situations (Valiente et al., 2020). Incorporating a SEL program within a 
school can be seen as a contribution to a child’s emotion socialization 
process. Consequently, which EU components are emphasized in SEL 
programs will have an important influence on how children understand, 
experience, regulate, and express emotional states.

Emotion socialization has largely been researched in relation to 
caregiver practices, with cross-cultural differences being observed (Cho 
et al., 2022; Pintar Breen et al., 2018). There is also evidence of 
cross-cultural differences in the experience of emotions 
(Basnight-Brown & Altarriba, 2018) attributed to cultural differences in 
emotion regulation (De Leersnyder et al., 2013), as well as in emotion 
values and beliefs (Senft et al., 2022). Consequently, emotion-focused 
SEL content needs to be sensitive and adaptive to context-specific 
needs, including children’s age and cultural background. This aligns 

with CASEL’s updated definition of SEL—being “an integral part of ed
ucation and human development” to promote equity and excellence 
(CASEL, 2020)—that emphasizes the importance of environment 
(including relationships and individual realities) in shaping learning and 
social-emotional development. This updated definition draws on a form 
of SEL advanced by Jagers et al. (2019) termed ‘transformative SEL’ that 
is anchored in justice-oriented citizenship and issues of culture, agency, 
identity, engagement, and belonging as they relate to the five core 
CASEL social-emotional competencies of: self-awareness, self-manage
ment, social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible 
decision-making. The use of culturally responsive pedagogy within SEL 
can be beneficial to engage and support students (Jacob, 2021), also 
advanced in McCallops et al.’s (2019) systematic review, but can be 
better reinforced when SEL program content is consistently rooted in 
child development research.

The need for a developmental lens in SEL programs

Underlying an intervention’s design and potential impact is a theory 
of change (or action) that outlines specific intervention components or 
activities as well as how they interact to result in a positive outcome 
(Fraser et al., 2009). Having a theory of change based on 
research-informed theoretical models (that is to say, empirically tested 
and verified) is both a rigorous approach for designing and imple
menting a program, as well as basis for explaining program impact 
(Funnell & Rogers, 2011). Knowledge of how children understand 
emotions at different age bands—the developmental trajectory for 
EU—is crucial to the design of interventions to develop child EU, such as 
SEL programs. Denham (2018) underscores the importance of a devel
opmental lens for SEL to ensure tasks, content, and standards are age 
appropriate and to amplify impact. Consistency between SEL program 
components and developmental theory can ensure SEL programs are 
evidence-based, and also allow for research to be more effective in 
explaining SEL program impact on different social-emotional skills,1 let 
alone different child participants, that can also inform program adap
tations. Dussault and Thompson (2024) present a meaningful contri
bution to the SEL field with their proposed framework of fundamental 
themes in SEL to unify research on development, education, and mental 
health. Based on a narrative literature review, their hierarchy of 
social-emotional skills deconstructs SEL as a concept, narrowing down 
definitions across research fields, and constitutes a framework for the 
development of social-emotional skills that can be used by researchers, 
practitioners, and policy makers. Still, it is difficult to tease out emotion 
understanding as understood in child development research from within 
the social-emotional competencies identified by Dussault and Thompson 
(2024) of self-regulation, critical thinking, self-motivation, compassion, 
and collaboration, much like CASEL’s core competencies cited earlier. 
Consequently, further analysis of SEL programs is needed to unpack how 
EU is addressed.

The present research

The present research is a systematic review that synthesizes SEL 
program content dedicated to promoting EU in middle childhood to 
continue on a trend within the SEL field: building a body of evidence 
informed by child development research to support causal explanations 
of SEL program impact on specific social-emotional outcomes. The 
content of SEL programs at the level of lesson topics, aims, and activities 
is rarely analyzed in systematic reviews as the focus is more geared to
ward highlighting impact, but incorporating focus on SEL program 
components can be beneficial to contextualizing evidence of program 
effects. Wigelsworth et al. (2021) set an important precedent with their 

1 Also referred to as ‘social and emotional skills,’ ‘socio-emotional skills,’ and 
‘21st century skills’ in the global literature.
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review of SEL programs as they aimed to describe the relationship be
tween SEL program theory and program components by identifying both 
instructional and practice-based core components for SEL, as has Zieher 
et al. (2024) in their focus on pedagogies for SEL. The online taxonomy 
project ‘Explore SEL’ (EASEL Lab, n.d.) should also be noted as part of an 
effort within the SEL field to clarify what is meant by social-emotional 
skill (as done by Dussault and Thompson cited earlier) as the project 
indicates content overlap among SEL programs and offers tools that help 
educators, researchers, and parents to identify and compare how pro
grams target different SEL skill domains.

Different areas encompassed by SEL, such as EU, are often subsumed 
in composite assessments of overall social-emotional skill. Composite 
measures are more accurate in representing child social-emotional skill 
from a holistic perspective (McKown, 2017), but knowledge of how 
specific social-emotional skills are taught using SEL program content can 
allow researchers and practitioners to better understand evidence of SEL 
program impact. This review sets a precedent for research on EU pro
motion through SEL programs by synthesizing how emotions are taught 
across SEL programs in middle childhood and indicating program 
congruence with theoretical models of child EU development. At the 
time of this review’s search in December 2020, several reviews and 
meta-analyses of intervention studies using universal school-based SEL 
programs for typically developing children were available. Durlak et al. 
(2011) reviewed programs for students in kindergarten through high 
school to assess impact on social-emotional skills, attitudes, behavior, 
and academic achievement. Sklad et al. (2012) focused on studies aimed 
at primary and secondary school students to assess impact on 
social-emotional skills, positive self-image, anti/prosocial behavior, 
substance abuse, mental health disorders, and academic achievement. 
Corcoran et al. (2018) reviewed 50 years of research in SEL, including 
programs implemented in pre-Kindergarten through 12th grade, to 
solely assess impact on academic achievement. Taylor et al. (2017)
reviewed SEL interventions conducted in kindergarten through high 
school to assess impact on social and emotional assets (grouping social 
and emotional skills with attitudes toward the self, others, and school) as 
well as indicators of well-being, including: positive social behavior, 
academic performance, conduct problems, emotional distress, and sub
stance use. Siddiqui and Ventista (2018) reviewed studies conducted 
with a smaller age range of children (6 to 12 years) of interest to this 
review and focused on non-cognitive outcomes including motivation, 
social and communication skills, self-regulation, self-esteem, resilience, 
emotional literacy, and well-being. Connolly et al. (2018) also published 
a review protocol with a more constrained age range (3 to 11 years) of 
interest to this review, but their primary outcome was overall 
social-emotional competence and not EU skill. A publication on the 
completed systematic review as described by the protocol was also not 
found.

These previous reviews have not focused on SEL program impact on 
child EU specifically—a gap the present systematic review seeks to 
address. Furthermore, previous reviews have included a wide age range 
and as such, findings do not readily inform on specific developmental 
phases such as middle childhood as is done in the present review. Lastly, 
previous reviews do not include analysis of SEL program content—an
other focus of the present systematic review to address the following 
research questions: which components of child EU have been targeted in 
school-based SEL interventions for Grades 3 to 5? And does emotion- 
focused SEL program content align with established theoretical models 
of EU development?

Method

This review aimed to identify which specific components of EU have 
been targeted by SEL programs designed for children ages 8 to 11 to 
frame understanding of SEL program impact on EU skill for this age band 
and to determine congruence with theoretical models of child EU as 
summarized in an integrated EU framework. The 10-component EU 

framework (see supplementary material S1 for component descriptions) 
integrated the nine components of the Pons developmental model 
(2004) (as described earlier) with one component (‘decision/action’) 
from the Crick and Dodge (1994) social-information processing (SIP) 
model to capture the role of emotion in social cognition and behavior 
(Cooke, 2017; Lemerise & Arsenio, 2000). SEL programs administered to 
whole classrooms during the school day were the focus as integration 
within the daily curriculum is seen as one way to make SEL programs 
more effective in schools (Fenwick-Smith et al., 2018). As such, targeted 
‘pull-out’ or afterschool SEL programs were outside the review’s scope. 
Middle childhood was selected as it marks a dynamic period for edu
cation research from both developmental and pedagogical perspectives 
(Manning, 1998). Children ages 8 to 11 continue to acquire important 
social-emotional skills and develop more complex aspects of EU, 
including emotion concept differentiation (Eccles, 1999) and strategic 
emotion regulation (Eisenberg & Morris, 2002). More broadly, 
social-emotional competence at the start of middle childhood can buffer 
against adverse mental health, which in turn has been found to be 
directly linked to later academic success at the start of adolescence 
(Panayiotou et al., 2019). As such, there is potential for children’s 
social-emotional development to be meaningfully supported by SEL 
programs in middle childhood that can also help throughout adoles
cence, allowing for a positive transition to secondary school and beyond 
(Klein & Englund, 2021; Okano et al., 2019).

The year 2009 was selected as a starting point for the review as 
several reports were produced in the realm of social and public policy 
relevant to social-emotional development in that year. In the USA, the 
National Research Council & Institute of Medicine US (2009) released a 
report on how the prevention of mental, emotional, and behavioral 
disorders among young people could be accomplished, citing the pro
motion of mental health as a national top priority; and Elias (2009)
made a call for the social-emotional and character development of stu
dents to be a prominent concern in American educational policy making. 
Within the UK, the National Institute for Health and Care Excellence 
(NICE, 2009) produced public health guidance at the request of the 
Department of Health on how the social-emotional wellbeing of young 
people could be promoted via secondary education, and by 2010, the 
Social and Emotional Aspects of Learning (SEAL) program was to be 
implemented in 90 % of UK primary schools and 70 % of UK secondary 
schools (Humphrey et al., 2010). On a more global scale, UNESCO 
stressed the importance of student social-emotional development for 
schools in their review of initiatives in 16 countries, calling for the 
implementation of an inclusive school model to improve education 
(Govinda, 2009).

Search method for identification of studies

PRISMA guidelines were followed to report on this systematic review 
(see S9 for PRISMA checklist). Two approaches were adopted to search 
for and identify studies in December 2020 using predetermined search 
terms (see S2): the first (search strategy 1 in Fig. 1) was a search of 17 
online databases in psychology, education, and linguistics (see S3 for 
list), and the second (search strategy 2 in Fig. 1) involved searching 
meta-analyses of social-emotional interventions published during the 
same timeframe used for search strategy 1 to serve as a cross-reference of 
relevant studies. Names of specific SEL programs included in search 
strategy 1 were based on the list recommended by the CASEL (2013)
guide of effective and evidence-based SEL programs.

Study selection and quality rating

The search via online databases (search strategy 1) returned 11,249 
records that were uploaded to Rayyan QCRI (the systematic review web- 
based application) for pre-screening of titles and abstracts. A total of 68 
relevant records were identified through search strategy 2 from the 
reference lists of 18 different meta-analyses. After deduplication, the 
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total number of records for pre-screening was 11,225. Records were pre- 
screened using pre-set inclusion and exclusion criteria (see S4). Pre- 
screening of titles and abstracts reduced the number of records to 
n = 91, whose full texts were then assessed for inclusion. Fig. 1 reflects 
the study flow from article search to review to inclusion decisions. All 
assessed full-text articles underwent a quality rating process focused on 
relevancy, methodological rigor, and study risk of bias informed by 
Mertens’ (2015) criteria. Two independent reviewers assigned a quality 
rating on a scale of 1 to 4 for all full-text articles (1 = “poor”; 4 =

“good”). Studies assigned a quality rating of ‘1’ or ‘2’ were excluded (see 
S5 for description of rating values). In instances where there was 
disagreement in quality ratings, both reviewers discussed their 
reasoning before reaching consensus on final rating and subsequent.

inclusion decisions. The following information was then extracted 
from included studies (n = 54): study design, sample size, study country, 
sample age band and school grade, SEL program used, and SEL program 
lesson names, aims, and activities as reported in studies (either in main 
text or supplemental material), and input into an Excel spreadsheet. 
Extracted SEL program lesson topics and activities (see S6 for examples) 
were used for the program mapping exercise, described next.

SEL program content mapping

To address research questions, a mapping exercise of SEL program 
content to the integrated EU framework was completed. Extracted SEL 
program lesson names, aims, and activities were listed by program in a 
spreadsheet, and then coded to framework elements. Mapping was pri
marily based on the focus of a lesson’s topic, using additional informa
tion from description of lesson activities when reported. A value of 1 
indicated a SEL program component (e.g., lesson topic) targeted a 
particular framework component; one program component could be 
coded to multiple framework components. Two researchers trained in 
child social-emotional development and interventions independently 
coded all SEL programs to mitigate potential biases in the interpretation 
of reported SEL program content. Discussion also allowed coders to 
share instances of uncertainty and their rationale for coding decisions so 
that there was unanimous interpretation for all SEL program content 
reviewed. Coding disagreements were also discussed to reach final 
mapping decisions via consensus before mapping trends were analyzed 
by generating frequency tables reflecting which EU components were 
commonly targeted by reviewed SEL programs.

Fig. 1. PRISMA Search Flow Diagram of Studies Included in Review.
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Results

A total of 38 SEL programs were identified across 54 studies included 
in this systematic review. All studies fully reported lesson aims and 
topics. Activities to teach emotions were reported for 31 programs and 
included the use of boardgames, discussion, dramatization (e.g., skits), 
drawing, guided visualization/games to promote awareness of internal 
states, audio-recordings, meditation and breathing/muscle relaxation 
techniques, music, reading to children, roleplay, writing activities (e.g., 
creating a fear hierarchy), but they were not consistently linked to a 
specific lesson in a program and rather described in general statements. 
Studies were conducted from 2010 to 2020 (prior to the onset of the 
COVID-19 pandemic) in 20 countries across North America (35 % in the 
USA/Canada/Mexico combined), continental Europe (30 %), the UK 
and Oceania (each reflecting 13 % of studies), and 9 % collectively from 
South America (Chile and Brazil), Asia (Japan and South Korea), and the 
Middle East (Turkey) (see Table 1 for study characteristics). The total 
number of SEL programs was less than that of included studies as some 
intervention studies used the same SEL program. Specifically, two 
studies conducted in Canada and Portugal implemented MindUP, two 
studies in the USA used the RULER Feeling Words Curriculum (one of 
which was conducted by the US research team that developed the 
RULER program), three studies conducted in Australia.

implemented the Aussie Optimism Program: Positive Thinking Skills 
(two studies had the same research team), three studies conducted in 
England, Sweden, and Mexico used the FRIENDS for Life program, four 
studies (three in the USA and one in Portugal) used Positive Action, and 
eight studies conducted in the Netherlands, the UK (three studies in 
England, one in Northern Ireland) and the USA (two by the same 
research team) implemented the PATHS (Providing Alternative 
Thinking Strategies) program. All of these SEL programs were originally 
developed in English, either in Australia or the USA. Although lesson 
plans were translated when programs were implemented in a language 
other than English, there was no evidence of further content adaptation 
based on what was reported. As such, we cannot speak to whether 
emotion-focused content presented cultural differences across countries 
implementing the same SEL program.

The remaining 32 intervention studies used either programs devel
oped by research teams based in Australia, Portugal, Scotland, Turkey, 
and South Korea (5 studies) or different SEL programs already available 
(27 studies conducted across schools in Australia, Brazil, Canada, Chile, 
England, Finland, Germany, Japan, Poland, Portugal, Spain, the 
Netherlands, and the USA). Extracted emotion-focused SEL content was 
largely non-culture specific, except for a researcher-developed empathy 
program in South Korea that anchored lessons in the history, values, 
people’s life experience, and architecture during the ‘Three Kingdoms 
(Samhan)’ period (c. 57 BCE to 668 CE) on the Korean peninsula to teach 
about perspective-taking, connecting with and appreciating others 
without alienation or prejudice, and respect. Potential culture-specific 
references were found in 13 programs at the level of activi
ties—including mention of a ‘piggy bank’ as a metaphor for one’s 
reserve of resilience in the ‘You Can Do It! Education’ program used in 
Japan (originally developed in the USA), the use of specific storybooks 
(“Sasha and the Wriggly Tooth” in the Roots of Empathy program to 
discuss mixed feelings), story topics (in the SSIS-CIP program, ‘The King 
and the Falcon’ to teach emotion regulation and its importance, ‘The 
Magic Car’ to teach emotional autonomy by verbally expressing the 
importance of positive aspects/qualities we all possess, and ‘The Star 
Student’ to reinforce self-esteem and valuing one’s strength; in the 
InnerKids Program, imagining the trajectory of an apple from starting as 
a seed to being in a stomach once eaten as part of mindfulness practice), 
animals as main characters (‘Okki the Octopus’ in the KooLKids Whole 
of Class program), and games to promote empathic/collaborative be
haviors (musical chairs in the MSEL program, adapted so that it was a 
‘collaborative chair game’ that ensures all still have a seat after a round 
of music plays); and at the level of naming programs through the choice 

Table 1 
Studies Included in Systematic Review.

Study 
[Country]

Study Design na Age Band 
(Years)/ 
School Year

SEL Program

Ahlen et al. 
(2018) 
[Sweden]

Cluster- 
randomized 
Effectiveness 
Study

695 9 to 10/ 
Grades 3 and 
4

FRIENDS for Life

Akay (2019) 
[Turkey]

Single group 
pre-test/post- 
test

1224 6 to 10/ 
Grades 1 to 4

Researcher- 
developed 
emotional 
awareness/anti- 
bullying program

Amundsen et al. 
(2020) 
[UK—England]

Pre-test/Post- 
test (with 
waitlist & 
active 
controls)

108 9 to 10/Grade 
4

Living Mindfully 
Programme, UK

Bavarian et al. 
(2016) 
[USA]

Matched-pair 
CRT

1170 8 to 14/ 
Grades 3 to 8

Positive Action 
(PA)

Beaudoin et al. 
(2016) 
[USA]

Pre-test/post- 
test (with 
waitlist 
control)

353 8 to 10/ 
Grades 3 and 
4

Narrative Therapy

Berger et al. 
(2014) 
[Chile]

Quasi- 
experiment

647 8 to 10/ 
Grades 3 and 
4

BASE (Bienestar y 
Aprendizaje 
Socioemocional)

Brackett et al. 
(2012) 
[USA]

Quasi- 
experiment

273 9 to 13/ 
Grades 5 and 
6

RULER Feeling 
Words Curriculum

Carroll et al. 
(2020b) 
[Australia]

Pre-test/Post- 
test within 
subjects

524 8 to 12/ 
Grades 4 to 6

KooLKids Whole of 
Class

Cartmel et al. 
(2019) 
[Australia]

Mixed 
method 
evaluation 
study

185 10 to 12/ 
Grades 5 and 
6

Journey to the 
Island of Calm

Coelho et al. 
(2016) 
[Portugal]

Quasi- 
experiment

1237 9 to 10/Grade 
4

Program Positive 
Attitude

Coelho & Sousa 
(2017) 
[Portugal]

Quasi- 
experiment

982 10 to 12/ 
Grades 5 and 
6

Positive Action 
(PA)

Collins et al. 
(2014) 
[UK—Scotland]

Between 
subjects; 3 
(group) x 3 
(time) mixed 
design

317 9 to 10/Grade 
3

Researcher- 
developed CBT- 
based

Crean & 
Johnson (2013) 
[USA]

CRT 779 8 to 11/ 
Grades 3 to 5

Providing 
Alternative 
Thinking Strategies 
(PATHS)

Daunic et al. 
(2012) 
[USA]

RCT 1296 7 to 12/ 
Grades 2 to 6

Tools for Getting 
Along (TFGA)

de Carvalho 
et al. (2017) 
[Portugal]

Quasi- 
experiment

454 8 to 10/ 
Grades 3 and 
4

MindUp

Duncan et al. 
(2019) 
[USA]

CRT 1169 8 to 14/ 
Grades 4 to 9

Positive Action

Filella-Guiu 
et al. (2014) 
[Spain]

Quasi- 
experiment 
pre-test/post- 
test (with 
control)

651 6 to 12/ 
Grades 1 to 6

Social Skills 
Improvement 
System Classwide 
Intervention 
Program (SSIS-CIP)

Flook et al. 
(2010) 
[USA]

RCT 64 7 to 9/ Grades 
2 and 3

InnerKids Program

Fraser et al. 
(2014) 
[USA]

Sequential 
Cohort- 
Control

688 8 to 9/Grade 3 Making Choices 
Program

Gallegos et al. 
(2013) 
[Mexico]

Quasi- 
experiment 
(non- 

1030 8 to 13/ 
Grades 4 and 
5

FRIENDS for Life 
(Spanish Version)

(continued on next page)
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Table 1 (continued )

Study 
[Country] 

Study Design na Age Band 
(Years)/ 
School Year 

SEL Program

equivalent 
control 
group)

Goossens et al. 
(2012) 
[The 
Netherlands]

Quasi- 
experiment

1223 5 to 11/ 
Kindergarten, 
Grades 3 and 
7

Providing 
Alternative 
Thinking Strategies 
(PATHS)

Humphrey et al. 
(2016) 
[UK—England]

RCT 4516 7 to 9/Grades 
2 and 3

Providing 
Alternative 
Thinking Strategies 
(PATHS)

Humphrey et al. 
(2018) 
[UK—England]

CRT 5218 7 to 9/Grades 
2 to 4

Providing 
Alternative 
Thinking Strategies 
(PATHS)

Isensee et al. 
(2014) 
[Germany]

Two-arm 
Prospective 
CRT (with 
follow-up)

3444 10 to 12/ 
Grades 5 and 
6

Eigenständig 
werden 5 + 6

Johnstone et al. 
(2014) 
[Australia]

RCT 370 8 to 9/Grade 3 Aussie Optimism 
Program Positive 
Thinking Skills 
(AOP-PTS)

Joyce et al. 
(2010) 
[Australia]

Pre-test/Post- 
test within 
subjects 
(pilot)

743 10 to 13/ 
Grades 5 and 
6

Researcher- 
developed 
Mindfulness 
Program

Kiviruusu et al. 
(2016) 
[Finland]

CRT 3704 6 to 9/Grades 
1 to 3

Together at School

Kraag et al. 
(2009) 
[The 
Netherlands]

CRT (delayed 
intervention 
with random 
assignment)

1467 11 to 12/ 
Grades 5 and 
6

Learn Young, Learn 
Fair

Lee et al. (2018) 
[South Korea]

Pre-test/post- 
test (with 
control)

54 10 to 11/ 
Grade 5

Researcher- 
developed empathy 
program

Lewis et al. 
(2016) 
[USA]

CRT 1, 
178

8 to 14/ 
Grades 3 to 8

Positive Action

Mateu-Martinez 
et al. (2013) 
[Portugal]

Quasi- 
experiment, 
pre-test/post- 
test (non- 
equivalent 
control 
group)

94 8 to 12/ 
Grades 3 to 6

Researcher 
developed CBT 
program

Mira-Galvañ & 
Gilar-Corbi 
(2020) 
[Spain]

Quasi- 
experiment, 
pre-test/post- 
test (non- 
equivalent 
control 
group)

86 9 to 12/ 
Grades 3 to 5

OKAPI (emotional 
education 
program)

Panayiotou 
et al. (2020) 
[UK—England]

CRT 5218 7 to 9/Grades 
2 and 3

Providing 
Alternative 
Thinking Strategies 
(PATHS)

Papieska et al. 
(2019) 
[Poland]

Quasi- 
experiment, 
pre-test/post- 
test

339 8 to 9/Grade 3 EMOScope

Pophillat et al. 
(2016) 
[Australia]

RCT 206 6 to 9/Grades 
1 to 3

Aussie Optimism 
Program: Feelings 
and Friends (AOP- 
FF)

Raimundo et al. 
(2013) 
[Portugal]

Quasi- 
experiment

318 9 to 10/Grade 
4

Slowly but Steadily

Rivers et al. 
(2013) 
[USA]

CRT 3824 10 to 12/ 
Grades 5 and 
6

RULER Feeling 
Words Curriculum

Table 1 (continued )

Study 
[Country] 

Study Design na Age Band 
(Years)/ 
School Year 

SEL Program

Rooney et al. 
(2013a) 
[Australia]

Nested 
cohort (with 
1 random 
factor and 2 
fixed factors)

910 9 to 10/Grade 
4

Aussie Optimism 
Program Positive 
Thinking Skills 
(AOP - PTS)

Rooney et al. 
(2013b) 
[Australia]

Longitudinal 
RCT

910 9 to 10/Grade 
4

Aussie Optimism 
Program Positive 
Thinking Skills 
(AOP - PTS)

Santos & Langill 
(2020) 
[Canada]

Stratified 
RCT (no 
treatment 
control)

98 7 to 9/Grade 3 MindMasters 2

Schonert-Reichl 
& Lawlor 
(2010) 
[Canada]

Quasi- 
experiment

246 9 to 13/ 
Grades 4 to 6

MindUP

Schonert-Reichl 
et al. (2012) 
[Canada]

Quasi- 
experiment

585 8 to 12/ 
Grades 4 to 7

Roots of Empathy 
(RoE)

Schonert-Reichl 
et al. (2015) 
[Canada]

RCT 99 9 to 11/ 
Grades 4 and 
5

Mindfulness 
Education (ME)

Schonfeld et al. 
(2012) 
[USA]

Longitudinal 
RCT

1394 8 to 12/ 
Grades 3 to 6

Providing 
Alternative 
Thinking Strategies 
(PATHS)

Schonfeld et al. 
(2015) 
[USA]

CRT 705 8 to 12/ 
Grades 3 to 6

Providing 
Alternative 
Thinking Strategies 
(PATHS)

Sheard et al. 
(2012) 
[UK—Northern 
Ireland]

Longitudinal 
RCT

1711 4 to 10/Pre-K 
to Grade 1, 
Grades 3 and 
4

Providing 
Alternative 
Thinking Strategies 
(PATHS)

Sibinga et al. 
(2016) 
[USA]

RCT 300 10 to 14/ 
Grades 5 to 8

Mindfulness-Based 
Stress Reduction 
(MBSR) program, 
adapted

Stallard et al. 
(2014) 
[UK—England]

CRT 1448 9 to 10/Grade 
4

FRIENDS for Life

Terjestam et al. 
(2016) 
[Sweden]

Pre-test/post- 
test (with 
control)

358 10 to 14/ 
Grades 5, 7, 
and 8

COMPAS 
(Compassion and 
Attention in the 
Schools)

Viguer et al. 
(2017) 
[Spain]

Pre-test/post- 
test (with 
control)

228 10 to 11/ 
Grade 5

EDI Program

von Marees & 
Petermann 
(2010) 
[Germany]

Quasi- 
experiment

372 6 to 10/ 
Grades 1 to 4

Verhaltenstraining 
in der Grundschule

Waldemar et al. 
(2016) 
[Brazil]

Pre-test/post- 
test (waitlist 
control)

132 10 to 11/ 
Grade 5

Mindfulness and 
Social-Emotional 
Learning (MSEL)

Wang & 
Goldberg 
(2017) 
[USA]

Quasi- 
experiment

84 8 to 9/Grade 3 Bullying Literature 
Project (BLP)- 
Moral 
Disengagement 
(MD)

Yamamoto et al. 
(2017) 
[Japan]

Quasi- 
experiment, 2 
(group) x 2 
(time) 
between- 
subjects

125 9 to 10/Grade 
4

You Can Do It! 
(YCDI) Education 
Program – 
Resilience Lessons

Note. CRT = cluster-randomized trial; RCT = randomized controlled trial. See S7
for study references.

a reflects only number of child participants included in study
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of acronym and other abbreviation techniques (‘BASE,’ ‘COMPAS,’ 
‘EMOScope,’ ‘FRIENDS,’ ‘KooLKids,’ ‘MindUP,’ ‘OKAPI,’ ‘PATHS’) that 
might not easily translate in other languages. It is possible more (if not 
all) SEL programs incorporated elements familiar to children’s contexts 
to discuss emotions, but this level of detail was not reported in studies 
except for the aforementioned and as such, cross-cultural analysis of 
emotion socialization practices (such as rules tied to emotional displays 
and expression) was not possible.

Mapping SEL programs to an integrated emotion understanding 
framework

Six EU components out of the 10 in the integrated framework were 
targeted by at least half of SEL programs (n = 19 programs) in this re
view (see Table 2), suggesting a degree of consistency in emotion- 
focused content across programs despite the variety in intervention 
study setting, sample, and choice of SEL program implemented. 
Commonly targeted components, in order of frequency, were: ‘recog
nition’ (n = 38 programs)—the ability to recognize and identify 
emotional states via facial expressions and emotion term labels; ‘regu
lation’ (n = 33 programs)—understanding that emotions can be regu
lated via the use of different strategies; ‘decision/action’ (n = 33 
programs)—understanding the role of emotion in social decision- 
making, whether by representing others’ emotions or considering the 
emotional consequences of a decision; ‘external cause’ (n = 30 pro
grams)—understanding that external events give rise to emotional 
states; ‘belief’ (n = 26 programs)—understanding that emotions are 
linked to beliefs (e.g., about situations, other people); and ‘desire’ 
(n = 20 programs)—understanding that emotional states are linked to 
individual desires.

The least commonly targeted EU components were: ‘mixed’ (n = 4 
programs)—understanding that one can simultaneously experience 
emotions of opposing valence (both positive and negative) or that are 
contradictory in nature; ‘reminder’ (n = 4 programs)—understanding 
that although the emotional intensity of an event can diminish over 
time, aspects of the present can trigger emotional states experienced in 
the past; and ‘hiding’ (n = 1 program) that describes how an in
dividual’s outward physical emotion expression may not match their 
internally experienced emotional state. The ‘morality’ compo
nent—capturing the understanding that morally laudable actions give 
rise to positive emotions and morally reproachable actions give rise to 
negative emotions—was targeted by a third of SEL programs (n = 12) 
(see S8 for mapping by program).

Discussion

This systematic review mapped emotion-focused content of 38 SEL 
programs used in 54 school-based intervention studies in Grades 3 to 5 
across 20 countries to address two research questions: which EU com
ponents are targeted by SEL programs in middle childhood? And does 
emotion-focused SEL program content align with established theoretical 
models of child EU? Components of the Pons model and SIP model were 
integrated to form at 10-component EU framework to which SEL pro
grams were mapped to address research questions. The review’s aim was 
to add to the growing trend within the SEL field to analyze the content of 
SEL programs (at the level of lesson aims, topics, and activities) and 
better align with child development research as a way to frame 

understanding of SEL program effects and move toward causal expla
nations of program impact. In contrast to other SEL program reviews, 
this review narrowed its focus to EU, that is to say one area of social- 
emotional development, as well as one age band to set precedent and 
provide initial evidence for research on how SEL programs promote EU 
in middle childhood specifically.

For the first research question, the review found SEL programs pri
marily focused teaching on emotion recognition (all programs focused 
on this component), emotion regulation, and accounting for emotions in 
social decision-making, followed by teaching understanding that 
external events can cause or give rise to emotional states and that peo
ple’s emotions are based on their individual beliefs and desires. A third 
of SEL programs focused on teaching the link between emotions and 
morality, and less than 10% focused on the link between memory and 
emotion, understanding emotions can be experienced simultaneously 
(even when contradictory), and that people’s emotional states may not 
match their physical expressions. Regarding the second research ques
tion, this review’s synthesis supports a high level of congruence between 
the focus of emotion content across SEL programs and components of 
prevailing models of child EU development as summarized in the re
view’s integrated 10-component EU framework. All 10 EU components 
were addressed by at least one SEL program, and at minimum half of all 
SEL programs targeted 60% of components in the framework. This is a 
striking finding given the variety of SEL programs used with differing 
theories of change for child social-emotional development. A little over 
half of studies (59%) used 32 different programs (84% of programs 
reviewed) while the rest of studies (n = 22) used one of six programs 
(PATHS being the most common, implemented in six studies).

The finding that all programs focused on emotion recognition is not 
surprising as knowing how to recognize and name an emotion lays the 
foundation for overall EU development (Bassett et al., 2012; Herba & 
Phillips, 2004), and has an important role as it relates to self-regulation 
(Gross, 2015). The link between emotion recognition, regulation, and 
decision-making in social situations was central to SEL program lessons, 
which is also not surprising as these components can be considered 
essential to managing both classroom behavior and school social in
teractions. SEL programs encouraged children to identify their own 
emotions and to regulate them as a way to avoid negative social in
teractions with peers and adults, and disrupting learning in the class
room. The uneven SEL program emphasis on certain EU components is 
not necessarily problematic as it aligns with past research supporting a 
link between EU and social skill wherein an individual’s emotion 
knowledge has been linked to their level of social competence through 
emotion regulation ability (Trentacosta & Fine, 2010). A prominent 
focus of emotion-related SEL program content on recognition and 
regulation is thus both relevant and likely to be effective to promote EU 
development in middle childhood. Moreover, SEL programs empha
sizing only some EU components may reflect assumptions about or ev
idence of what can be trained or improved upon in children’s EU 
development.

Overall, this review found SEL programs implemented in Grades 3 to 
5 often targeted EU components that begin to develop prior to Grade 1 as 
well as those children may have just begun to acquire before Grade 3. 
From a pedagogical and interventions perspective, combining develop
mentally varied EU components within one program can be deemed 
appropriate as it blends a) reinforcing components children may have 
acquired but can further develop with b) components children are only 
beginning to grasp. Reviewed SEL programs often targeted under
standing the external causes of emotions, that is to say specific situations 
or scenarios likely to give rise to certain emotions, highlighting the 
importance of context to a child’s understanding of emotional states. 
This has important implications for the design of emotion-focused SEL 
program content, namely which scenarios and facial expressions are 
included to illustrate emotional states. Emotions do have a social 
dimension in their experience and expression (van Kleef, 2016) and as 
such, emotion-focused SEL content needs to be mindful of what children 

Table 2 
Frequency Table of Mapping to EU Framework by Total Number of SEL 
Programs.

Recognition External cause Reminder Belief Desire

38 30 4 26 20
Hiding Regulation Mixed Morality Decision/Action
1 33 4 12 33
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may be familiar with in their context, especially in terms of rules tied to 
displays and expressions of emotion.

Furthermore, there has been a call for culture-grounded SEL pro
grams (Hoffman, 2009; Ramirez et al., 2021; Savina & Wan, 2017; 
Sharxhi et al., 2024) and for SEL practice to be inclusive (Cipriano & 
McCarthy, 2023), transformative in the service of education equity 
(McGovern et al., 2023), and more person-centered (Cipriano et al., 
2024; Lerner et al., 2024; Reicher, 2010), that is taken up by CASEL’s 
updated definition of SEL described earlier. In addition to better incor
porating cultural sensitivity within SEL program content tied to EU, 
implementing SEL programs going forward also requires factoring in the 
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on children’s emotional experiences 
(Maftei et al., 2022) and that of their caregivers (Spinelli et al., 2021), 
child ability to regulate emotions in an adaptive way 
(Domínguez-Álvarez et al., 2020; Karaaslan et al., 2023; Moran et al., 
2023), and how teachers act as a source of emotional support 
(Frei-Landau et al., 2024). Turning to child development research can be 
a fruitful approach to inform such adaptations and sustain SEL within 
the classroom (Meland & Brion-Meisels, 2024). As highlighted by this 
review, SEL programs across the world before the pandemic already 
largely focused on EU components of recognition, regulation, and social 
decision-making aligned with established theoretical models of child EU 
development. Future emotion-focused SEL program content can poten
tially address emotions tied to global events that have impacted child 
EU, such as the COVID-19 pandemic and climate change, to support 
their ability to understand, regulate, and cope with emotions in a 
culturally relevant way.

Limitations and areas for future research

SEL programs included in the mapping exercise were constrained to 
those included in reviewed SEL intervention studies. The search also did 
not include unpublished work. Consequently, the present review cannot 
be said to reflect the true focus and variety of all emotion content of SEL 
programs designed for middle childhood. The review’s SEL program 
mapping was further limited by being surface level, relying on infor
mation reported in studies versus consulting complete implementation 
manuals (often held behind payment walls). Studies were also often 
limited in their description of specific activities tied to lessons which 
directly impacted the level of depth of analysis possible for this present 
review. As such, this review provides a preliminary answer to ‘how’ 
emotions are taught in middle childhood via school-based SEL programs 
by identifying which areas are commonly targeted versus not. A detailed 
linking of lesson activities to EU components should be taken up in 
future research to nuance understanding of the impact of SEL program 
participation on child EU. Future SEL studies could also support evi
dence synthesis efforts through more detailed reporting of SEL program 
content. It would also be of interest to understand how emphasis on 
emotion recognition ability in middle childhood as indicated by this 
review of SEL programs may influence later social-emotional develop
ment as Rowsell et al. (2016) found a reciprocal developmental influ
ence model between emotion identification skill and perceived social 
support in their three-year longitudinal study with adolescents in Years 
10 to 13.

Conclusions

The goal of this review was to provide an initial synthesis of trends 
across SEL programs in how they teach emotions in middle childhood by 
identifying which EU components are commonly targeted by SEL pro
grams. The review is the first, to the researchers’ knowledge, to un
dertake SEL program mapping to an integrated component-based EU 
framework derived from child development literature to uncover trends 
in emotion-focused content and alignment with developmental models 
of child EU. The review also offers a glimpse of how emotions have been 
taught across roughly a decade in classrooms across the 

world—evidence of a global trend supporting SEL in education tied to 
the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (Brush et al., 2022) 
and echoed by institutional and governmental calls previously 
discussed.

This review supports that SEL programs in middle childhood include 
emotion-focused content that is developmentally appropriate and rele
vant based on theoretical models of child EU development. Findings 
stress the importance of which scenarios are selected in SEL programs to 
broach emotions in classroom discussion to establish links between 
specific situations and emotions for children participating in SEL pro
grams. This study’s synthesis of trends in emotion-focused SEL program 
content reinforces the perspective that lived experiences are used to 
promote EU in middle childhood. Consequently, emotion-focused SEL 
content needs to be flexible enough to be localized to the children and 
larger community in which they are implemented as opposed to relying 
solely on strictly scripted content, aligning with a child’s context and 
their emotional experiences to positively support their ability to recog
nize, regulate, and use emotions in social situations—the foundation for 
their EU underpinning well-being and interpersonal relationships 
throughout childhood and beyond.
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