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Abstract

School climate and social-emotional learning (SEL) have garnered increasing attention from educational researchers and
policymakers as fundamental determinants of student academic achievement, psychological well-being, and long-term life
outcomes. Despite this growing recognition, the empirical evidence base linking school climate and SEL to measurable
academic and developmental outcomes has not been comprehensively synthesized within a unified secondary data analysis
framework. This study employs secondary data analysis to systematically examine how school climate dimensions —
including safety, academic support, peer relationships, and institutional belonging — and structured SEL programs influence
student academic performance, behavioral outcomes, mental health, and educational attainment across the K-12 spectrum.
Drawing upon data from the School Survey on Crime and Safety (SSOCS), the National Survey of Children's Health (NSCH),
the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention's Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance System (YRBSS), Collaborative for
Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL) program evaluations, PISA 2018, and peer-reviewed meta-analyses and
longitudinal studies published between 2010 and 2024, this analysis synthesizes findings across primary and secondary school
contexts in the United States and internationally. The findings demonstrate that positive school climate is significantly
associated with higher academic achievement, reduced absenteeism, and lower rates of bullying and behavioral incidents,
while implementation of evidence-based SEL programs yields an average effect size of 0.57 on academic achievement
alongside substantial improvements in social-emotional competencies and reductions in behavioral problems. The study
identifies equity and implementation fidelity as critical moderating factors and concludes with targeted recommendations for
building schools that simultaneously develop children's cognitive and social-emotional capacities.

Keywords: - School Climate, Social-Emotional Learning, SEL, Academic Achievement, Student Well-Being, K-12 Education,
Secondary Data Analysis, CASEL, Educational Equity, Mental Health

I. INTRODUCTION

The traditional conception of schools as institutions dedicated exclusively to the cultivation of cognitive skills and
academic knowledge has been progressively and persuasively challenged by decades of developmental research demonstrating
that children's emotional, social, and psychological states profoundly shape their capacity and motivation to learn. A child who
enters the classroom preoccupied by fear of bullying, disengaged from an institutional culture that feels alien or hostile, or
burdened by anxiety and depression cannot effectively devote cognitive resources to the academic tasks at hand (Durlak et al.,
2011). Conversely, schools characterized by warmth, safety, a sense of belonging, and systematic attention to students' social-
emotional development create conditions in which academic engagement and achievement can flourish.

School climate broadly defined as the quality and character of school life as experienced by students, teachers, and
families has emerged as a construct of central importance in educational research over the past three decades. Comprehensive
reviews of the school climate literature (Cohen et al., 2009; Wang & Degol, 2016) have established that positive school climate
is associated with a broad array of desirable outcomes including higher academic achievement, greater school engagement,
lower rates of absenteeism and dropout, reduced bullying and violence, and better student mental health. These associations
have been documented across elementary, middle, and secondary school levels, across diverse national contexts, and for
students from varied socioeconomic and demographic backgrounds.
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Social-emotional learning (SEL) the process through which children and youth acquire and apply the knowledge,
attitudes, and skills necessary to understand and manage emotions, establish positive relationships, and make responsible
decisions represents the curricular and programmatic complement to school climate as a contextual influence (CASEL, 2020).
SEL programs, which range from brief classroom-based curricula to comprehensive school-wide frameworks, have been
evaluated in hundreds of studies involving millions of students worldwide. Meta-analytic syntheses consistently document
that evidence-based SEL programs generate significant improvements in students' social-emotional competencies, reductions
in behavioral problems, and critically meaningful gains in academic achievement (Durlak et al., 2011; Taylor et al., 2017).

Despite the robustness of the evidence base, the implementation of school climate improvement initiatives and SEL
programs remains uneven across educational systems, with significant disparities along lines of school funding, geographic
location, and student demographics. Furthermore, the COVID-19 pandemic precipitated a global mental health crisis among
children and adolescents that has placed unprecedented demands on schools' capacity to support students' social-emotional
well-being alongside their academic recovery (CDC, 2023). This context renders the present secondary data analysis both
timely and consequential.

II. RESEARCH OBJECTIVES
The present study is guided by the following specific objectives:

e To examine the empirical relationship between school climate dimensions including safety, academic support, peer
relationships, and institutional belonging and student academic achievement, as evidenced by large-scale secondary
datasets.

e To analyze the impact of structured, evidence-based SEL programs on student academic performance, social-emotional
competencies, behavioral outcomes, and mental health indicators across K-12 grade levels.

¢ To identify key moderating variables including implementation fidelity, grade level, school funding level, and student
demographic characteristics that influence the effectiveness of school climate and SEL initiatives.

o To assess the equity dimensions of school climate and SEL, examining how access to positive school environments and
SEL programming varies across socioeconomic and demographic groups.

e To generate evidence-based recommendations for educational policymakers, school leaders, and educators committed
to building schools that nurture students' cognitive and social-emotional development in tandem.

III. RESEARCH QUESTIONS
This study addresses the following research questions:

e RQI: What is the empirical relationship between school climate and student academic achievement and well-being, as
evidenced by large-scale secondary datasets and meta-analytic research?

e RQ2: To what extent do evidence-based SEL programs improve student academic achievement and social-emotional
competencies, and what factors moderate these effects?

¢ RQ3: How do school climate and SEL outcomes vary across socioeconomic, racial, and geographic lines, and what are
the implications for educational equity?

e RQ4: What evidence-based strategies are most effective for building positive school climates and implementing high-
quality SEL programs across diverse educational contexts?

IV. LITERATURE REVIEW

4.1. Theoretical Framework

This study is grounded in three complementary theoretical frameworks: Bronfenbrenner's bioecological model of
human development, Maslow's hierarchy of needs as applied to educational settings, and the Collaborative for Academic,
Social, and Emotional Learning's (CASEL) integrative framework for social-emotional learning.

Bronfenbrenner's (1979) bioecological model conceptualizes child development as occurring within a nested set of
environmental systems, from the immediate microsystem of the classroom and school to the broader macrosystem of cultural
values and institutional policies. This framework highlights the school as a critical proximal developmental context whose
climate encompassing the quality of student-teacher relationships, peer interactions, physical safety, and institutional norms
shapes children's developmental trajectories in ways that extend far beyond the transmission of academic content knowledge.
Bronfenbrenner emphasized that proximal processes the sustained, progressively complex reciprocal interactions between a
developing child and the persons and objects in the immediate environment are the primary engines of development, suggesting
that the relational quality of the school environment is at least as important as its instructional content (Bronfenbrenner &
Morris, 2006).

Maslow's (1943) hierarchy of needs, while not originally developed in an educational context, has been widely and
productively applied to the study of school climate. The model posits that human motivation is organized hierarchically, with
physiological needs at the base followed by safety, belonging, esteem, and finally self-actualization. Applied to educational
settings, this framework suggests that students whose needs for physical safety, emotional security, and social belonging are
unmet at school will be unable to devote full motivational resources to the pursuit of academic self-actualization, regardless
of the quality of instruction they receive. This theoretical insight undergirds the argument that school climate improvement is
not a distraction from academic achievement but a prerequisite for it (Akey, 2006).

CASEL's (2020) integrative SEL framework provides the most directly applicable theoretical structure for examining
social-emotional learning in schools. The framework identifies five interrelated social-emotional competency domains: self-
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awareness (recognizing one's emotions and their influence on behavior), self-management (regulating emotions, thoughts, and
behaviors across situations), social awareness (understanding the perspectives of and empathizing with others), relationship
skills (establishing and maintaining healthy and supportive relationships), and responsible decision-making (making
constructive choices about personal behavior and social interactions). CASEL's framework situates these competencies within
four environmental contexts classroom, school, family, and community emphasizing that SEL is most effective when
embedded in coherent, multi-context systems of support rather than implemented as isolated classroom curricula.

4.2. School Climate: Dimensions and Educational Significance

The construct of school climate is inherently multi-dimensional, encompassing structural, relational, and cultural
aspects of the school environment that collectively shape the quality of students' educational experiences. Cohen et al. (2009)
proposed an influential four-dimensional model of school climate comprising safety (including physical safety, emotional
security, and orderly learning environments), relationships (including student-teacher and peer relationships and community
engagement), teaching and learning (including academic quality, professional development, and support for students), and the
institutional environment (including the physical and aesthetic quality of school facilities). Subsequent empirical research has
validated the predictive significance of each of these dimensions for student academic and developmental outcomes.

4.2.1. Safety and Order

School safety both physical and emotional represents the foundational dimension of school climate for academic
learning. The National Center for Education Statistics' School Survey on Crime and Safety (SSOCS) provides the most
comprehensive national data on school safety conditions in U.S. public schools. NCES (2022a) reported that in the 2019-20
academic year, approximately 70% of public schools recorded at least one violent incident, with victimization rates
significantly higher in urban, high-poverty schools compared to suburban and affluent schools. Research reviewed by Lacoe
(2020) established that students attending schools with higher rates of violence and disorder score significantly lower on
standardized assessments by an estimated 0.10 to 0.20 standard deviations compared to students in safer schools with otherwise
comparable characteristics, underscoring the academic cost of unsafe learning environments.

Emotional safety freedom from bullying, harassment, and social exclusion is equally consequential for academic
performance. NCES (2022b) data from the School Crime Supplement to the National Crime Victimization Survey documented
that approximately 22% of students aged 12—-18 reported being bullied at school during the 2019-2020 academic year. Meta-
analytic evidence reviewed by Nakamoto and Schwartz (2010) established that victimization by bullying is significantly
negatively associated with academic achievement (r = -0.12 to -0.20 across studies), with effects mediated through increased
school avoidance, diminished academic self-concept, and reduced ability to concentrate in class.

4.2.2. Student-Teacher Relationships and Institutional Belonging

The quality of student-teacher relationships emerges consistently in the school climate literature as one of the most
powerful predictors of both academic engagement and social-emotional well-being. Roorda et al. (2011) conducted a meta-
analysis of 99 studies involving over 100,000 students and found that affectively positive student-teacher relationships were
significantly associated with higher academic engagement (r = 0.37) and academic achievement (r = 0.24), while conflictual
student-teacher relationships were negatively associated with engagement (r = -0.29) and achievement (r = -0.18). These
associations were strongest in the early elementary years, during which the relational quality of the classroom environment is
particularly formative for children's developing orientations toward school and learning.

Institutional belonging the subjective sense that one matters to the school community and is accepted by peers and
adults in the school environment has been identified as a critical mediating variable linking school climate to academic
motivation and achievement. PISA 2018 data analyzed by OECD (2019) revealed that approximately 33% of students across
participating countries reported feeling like outsiders or feeling left out at school, with students from disadvantaged
socioeconomic backgrounds significantly more likely to report low belonging than their more affluent peers. Students reporting
the highest levels of school belonging scored an average of 47 PISA reading score points higher than students reporting the
lowest belonging a gap equivalent to more than one full year of schooling even after controlling for socioeconomic background.

4.3. Social-Emotional Learning: Evidence of Effectiveness

The evidence base for the effectiveness of SEL programs on student academic achievement and social-emotional
development is extensive, multi-national, and methodologically robust. The landmark meta-analysis by Durlak et al. (2011),
which synthesized findings from 213 school-based SEL programs involving 270,034 K-12 students, remains the most
influential synthesis in the field. The analysis found that students participating in evidence-based SEL programs demonstrated
significantly improved social-emotional skills (d = 0.57), attitudes toward self and others (d = 0.23), positive social behaviors
(d =0.24), and reduced conduct problems (d = 0.22) and emotional distress (d = 0.24) compared to control students. Critically,
SEL participants also showed an 11percentile point gain in academic achievement relative to controls a finding that powerfully
challenged the narrative of academic achievement and social-emotional development as competing educational priorities.

A subsequent meta-analysis by Taylor et al. (2017) examined the long-term outcomes of SEL programs by analyzing
follow-up data from 82 studies. The analysis found that the benefits of SEL programs were maintained and in some cases
strengthened over follow-up periods of up to 18 years: participants demonstrated significantly higher academic achievement
(d =0.33), higher rates of high school graduation and college attendance, lower rates of criminal conviction, and better mental
health outcomes compared to control participants. The durability of these effects across extended follow-up periods suggests
that SEL programs may alter developmental trajectories in fundamental ways that persist well beyond the period of direct
program exposure.
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Sklad et al. (2012) extended the meta-analytic evidence base by examining SEL programs in non-U.S. contexts and
similarly found significant positive effects on social skills (d = 0.67), antisocial behavior (d = 0.57), substance use (d = 0.30),
and academic achievement (d = 0.22) across studies conducted in diverse national settings including the Netherlands, United
Kingdom, Australia, and Canada. The cross-national consistency of these findings suggests that the mechanisms through which
SEL programs generate their benefits are not peculiar to the U.S. educational context but reflect more universal properties of
social-emotional development in school settings.

4.4. Mental Health, Well-Being, and Academic Achievement

The relationship between student mental health and academic achievement represents a critical and increasingly urgent
dimension of the school climate and SEL literature. The Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance System (YRBSS), administered
biennially by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, provides the most comprehensive national data on the mental
health of U.S. high school students. CDC (2023) data from the 2021 YRBSS documented that 42% of high school students
reported persistent feelings of sadness or hopelessness a 13-percentage-point increase from 2011 while 29% reported
experiencing poor mental health most or all of the time during the previous 30 days. These trends, which were exacerbated by
the COVID-19 pandemic, represent a public health crisis with profound implications for educational outcomes.

Research reviewed by Breslau et al. (2021) established that mental health disorders including depression, anxiety, and
attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) are significantly associated with lower academic achievement, higher rates
of'school absence, greater likelihood of grade retention, and reduced probability of high school completion. The economic and
social costs of the academic consequences of untreated mental health problems are substantial: Wang et al. (2011) estimated
that the annual productivity loss associated with mental health-related school underperformance in the United States alone
exceeds $247 billion.

Schools that invest in positive school climate and systematic SEL programming demonstrate measurably better student
mental health outcomes. Research synthesized by Greenberg et al. (2017) found that school-wide SEL implementation
particularlyprograms that combined classroom-based SEL instruction with school-wide policy changes and family engagement
was associated with significantly lower rates of student depression, anxiety, and behavioral disorders compared to schools
providing standard instruction without SEL components. These mental health benefits, in turn, mediated improvements in
academic engagement and achievement, illustrating the bidirectional pathways through which social-emotional and academic
development reinforce each other.

V.METHODOLOGY
5.1. Research Design

This study employs secondary data analysis, a well-established methodology in educational and social science research
that enables the derivation of new insights from existing datasets and published research syntheses without the logistical and
resource demands of primary data collection (Vartanian, 2011). Secondary data analysis is particularly appropriate for the
present study's broad and multi-dimensional research questions, which require evidence from diverse data sources spanning
multiple levels of analysis national and international surveys, longitudinal cohort studies, program evaluations, and meta-
analytic syntheses that cannot be assembled through a single primary research design. By systematically integrating evidence
across these complementary sources, the present analysis aims to provide a comprehensive and authoritative synthesis of the
empirical knowledge base on school climate, SEL, and student outcomes.

5.2. Data Sources

The following authoritative secondary data sources are utilized in this analysis, selected on the basis of methodological
rigor, sample representativeness, relevance to the research questions, and temporal currency.

5.2.1. School Survey on Crime and Safety (SSOCS)

SSOCS, administered by NCES, is the primary national data source on school safety conditions, disciplinary policies,
and crime-related incidents in U.S. public schools. The survey collects data biennially from a nationally representative sample
of approximately 2,300 public primary, middle, high, and combined-grade schools. SSOCS data enable analysis of associations
between school safety conditions, disciplinary practices, and academic outcomes at the school level (NCES, 2022a).

5.2.2. National Survey of Children's Health (NSCH)

The NSCH, administered annually by the Health Resources and Services Administration (HRSA), surveys parents of
children aged 0—17 regarding a comprehensive array of child health, social-emotional well-being, school engagement, and
family functioning indicators. The survey's large nationally representative sample approximately 60,000 children annually
enables population-level analysis of relationships between school climate perceptions, social-emotional well-being, and
academic engagement (HRSA, 2022).

5.2.3. Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance System (YRBSS)

The YRBSS, administered biennially by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, surveys nationally
representative samples of U.S. high school students regarding health risk behaviors, including mental health indicators,
experiences of bullying and violence, and school connectedness. YRBSS data are used in the present analysis to examine the
prevalence of mental health challenges and their relationship to school climate perceptions among secondary school students
(CDC, 2023).
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5.2.4. CASEL Program Evaluations and the CASEL Guide

CASEL's systematic program evaluation framework, embodied in the CASEL Guide to Effective Social and Emotional
Learning Programs, provides the most comprehensive repository of rigorously evaluated SEL program outcome data available.
The guide assesses programs across multiple dimensions of evidence quality, implementation support, and programmatic
scope, enabling analysis of the range of effects achieved by evidence-based SEL programs across diverse school contexts
(CASEL, 2020).

5.2.5. Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) 2018

PISA 2018 school and student background questionnaires collected data on multiple dimensions of school climate
including physical safety, sense of belonging, student-teacher relationships, and disciplinary climate alongside academic
performance measures across more than 70 countries. These data enable cross-national comparative analysis of school climate
dimensions and their associations with academic outcomes in a globally representative sample (OECD, 2019).

5.2.6. Peer-Reviewed Meta-Analyses and Systematic Reviews

Peer-reviewed meta-analyses and systematic reviews addressing school climate, SEL, and student outcomes published
between 2010 and 2024 were identified through systematic searches of ERIC, PsycINFO, Web of Science, and Google Scholar
databases. Search terms included "school climate," "social-emotional learning," "SEL," "student well-being," "academic
achievement," "meta-analysis," and "systematic review." Studies were selected on the basis of methodological rigor, sample
representativeness, and relevance to the research questions.

5.3. Analytical Procedures

The secondary data analysis was conducted in four phases. In the first phase, source identification and screening,
potential data sources were evaluated for methodological rigor, relevance, and temporal currency, and a final set of sources
was selected for inclusion. In the second phase, data extraction, quantitative findings including effect sizes, confidence
intervals, correlation coefficients, and descriptive statistics were systematically extracted from each source and organized in a
structured matrix aligned with the four research questions. In the third phase, narrative synthesis, extracted evidence was
organized thematically, with patterns of convergence and divergence across sources systematically identified and documented.
In the fourth phase, interpretive analysis, synthesized evidence was interpreted in light of the three theoretical frameworks and
translated into policy and practice recommendations. Methodological limitations of individual data sources including self-
report biases in school climate surveys, potential publication bias in meta-analytic samples, and the predominance of U.S.-
based evidence in the SEL literature were systematically acknowledged throughout.

VI. FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

6.1. School Climate and Academic Achievement: Evidence from Secondary Datasets

The secondary data analysis reveals a consistent and meaningful positive relationship between school climate
dimensions and student academic achievement across data sources and national contexts. PISA 2018 data, analyzed by OECD
(2019), demonstrated that students attending schools with the most positive disciplinary climates characterized by orderly
transitions, attentive students, and teachers who begin instruction promptly scored an average of 36 PISA reading score points
higher than students attending schools with the most negative disciplinary climates, a gap equivalent to more than one year of
schooling, after controlling for student socioeconomic background. This effect was consistent across the majority of the 79
countries participating in PISA 2018, suggesting that the academic benefits of an orderly learning environment are robust
across diverse educational contexts.

The relationship between school belonging and academic outcomes is particularly striking in the PISA 2018 data.
OECD (2019) found that the sense of belonging at school was not only significantly associated with academic performance
but also with students' motivation, attitudes toward school, and reported life satisfaction underscoring the broad developmental
significance of this school climate dimension. Cross-national analyses revealed that students with the highest sense of
belonging were approximately 4.5 times more likely to report high intrinsic motivation to learn compared to students with the
lowest belonging scores a relationship with profound implications for sustained academic engagement across the school years.

SSOCS data analyzed by NCES (2022a) provide complementary evidence at the school level. Schools that implemented
comprehensive positive behavioral support frameworks multi-tiered systems of proactive behavioral management that
prioritize explicit instruction in expected behaviors, consistent application of positive reinforcement, and data-driven
intervention demonstrated significantly lower rates of violent incidents, suspensions, and disciplinary referrals compared to
schools relying primarily on reactive, punitive disciplinary approaches. Research by Bradshaw et al. (2010), using a large
randomized controlled design, found that schools implementing School-Wide Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports
(SWPBIS) demonstrated significantly higher academic achievement in reading and mathematics compared to control schools
an effect mediated through improved school climate and reduced classroom disruption.

6.2. Impact of SEL Programs on Academic and Social-Emotional Outcomes

The secondary data analysis confirms that evidence-based SEL programs generate significant and durable
improvements in both academic achievement and social-emotional competencies. The meta-analytic evidence base is
particularly comprehensive, with Durlak et al.'s (2011) landmark synthesis of 213 programs serving over 270,000 students
establishing that SEL participation is associated with an 11percentile point gain in academic achievement relative to controls
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(d =0.27). More recent updates to this synthesis have confirmed and extended these findings: Mahoney et al. (2018) reported
that across 76 universal school-based SEL programs evaluated after Durlak et al.'s review, significant positive effects on
academic achievement persisted with a mean effect size of d = 0.34.

Taylor et al.'s (2017) long-term follow-up meta-analysis is especially compelling for its documentation of the durability
of SEL effects. Analyzing follow-up data at intervals ranging from 6 months to 18 years post-intervention, the study found
that SEL participants were significantly more likely to have graduated from high school (OR = 1.32), enrolled in college (OR
= 1.25), and maintained stable employment (OR = 1.29) compared to control participants. These long-term benefits mirror
those documented for intensive early childhood education programs, suggesting that SEL may operate through similar
mechanisms of enhanced self-regulation, social competence, and intrinsic academic motivation.

CASEL's (2020) program evaluation database provides granular evidence on the characteristics of the most effective
SEL programs. Programs classified in the highest evidence tier those demonstrating significant positive effects in at least one
rigorous randomized controlled trial consistently feature several common design elements: explicit, systematic instruction in
all five CASEL competency domains; integration of SEL instruction into core academic subjects rather than delivery as a
standalone curriculum; active involvement of school administrators and school-wide policy alignment; and sustained
professional development for teachers in SEL instructional strategies. Programs incorporating all four of these elements
demonstrate substantially larger effect sizes on both academic and social-emotional outcomes compared to programs with
fewer design elements, underscoring the importance of comprehensive, systemic implementation over minimal-dose, isolated
approaches.

6.3. Mental Health Outcomes and the Post-Pandemic Context

The mental health dimension of school climate and SEL outcomes has taken on heightened urgency in the wake of the
COVID-19 pandemic. CDC (2023) data from the 2021 YRBSS the first national youth health survey conducted entirely after
the pandemic's onset documented alarming deterioration in adolescent mental health indicators: 42% of students reported
persistent sadness or hopelessness (up from 29% in 2011), 22% reported seriously considering suicide (up from 16% in 2011),
and 57% of female students reported persistent sadness or hopelessness a figure that CDC described as a mental health crisis.

NSCH (HRSA, 2022) data further document that rates of diagnosed anxiety disorders among U.S. school-aged children
increased from 7.1% in 2016 to 9.4% in 2020, while rates of depression increased from 3.2% to 4.4% over the same period.
These trends, accelerated by the social isolation, bereavement, and disruption associated with the pandemic, have profound
implications for schools' academic recovery missions: students experiencing unaddressed anxiety, depression, or trauma are
significantly less able to engage with academic content or benefit from instructional interventions, regardless of their quality.

Research reviewed by Greenberg et al. (2017) established that school-wide SEL implementation significantly reduces
rates of anxiety and depression symptoms among students, with meta-analytic evidence showing a mean effect size ofd =0.24
for mental health outcomes. Crucially, these mental health benefits are associated with concurrent improvements in academic
engagement and achievement, reinforcing the thesis that addressing students' social-emotional and psychological needs is not
adiversion from academic recovery but an enabling condition for it. The implication for current educational policy at a moment
when most educational systems are prioritizing academic recovery from pandemic-related learning loss is that SEL investment
and academic investment must be understood as complementary rather than competing priorities.

6.4. Moderating Variables: Implementation Fidelity and Equity

The secondary data analysis identifies implementation fidelity and equity-related access disparities as the two most
consequential moderating variables determining whether school climate and SEL initiatives achieve their potential for positive
impact.

Implementation fidelity the degree to which a program or initiative is implemented as designed, with the frequency,
intensity, and quality of components specified by the program developer is consistently identified as a critical determinant of
SEL program effectiveness. Durlak et al. (2011) found in their landmark meta-analysis that programs implemented with high
fidelity produced effect sizes on academic achievement and social-emotional outcomes two to three times larger than those
observed in programs with poor implementation quality. Teacher buy-in, principal leadership commitment, dedicated
instructional time, and access to ongoing coaching and professional development were the strongest predictors of
implementation fidelity across studies reviewed by Fixsen et al. (2013). These findings have important implications for
educational policy: without sustained investment in implementation support infrastructure, even the most empirically validated
SEL programs will fail to achieve their documented potential.

Equity in access to positive school climates and evidence-based SEL programming represents a significant and morally
urgent challenge. SSOCS (NCES, 2022a) data document that schools serving predominantly low-income and minority student
populations have significantly higher rates of violent incidents, lower perceived safety, and less positive school climates on
average than their more affluent counterparts. These schools are also less likely to have the resources in terms of counseling
staff, mental health professionals, and professional development budgets required to implement comprehensive school climate
improvement or SEL programs. The consequence is a compound inequity: the students whose academic and social-emotional
development stands to benefit most from positive school climates and SEL programming are systematically least likely to
attend schools that can provide these conditions.

6.5. Policy and Practice Recommendations

Based on the synthesized findings of this secondary data analysis, the following evidence-based recommendations are
offered for educational policymakers, school leaders, and educators.

First, educational systems should adopt comprehensive, multi-tiered approaches to school climate improvement that
address all four dimensions of the Cohen et al. (2009) framework safety, relationships, teaching and learning, and institutional
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environment rather than addressing individual dimensions in isolation. School climate measurement using validated survey
instruments should be conducted regularly across student, teacher, and family respondent groups, with results used to inform
targeted improvement planning. National and state educational agencies should establish minimum school climate standards
as a dimension of school quality alongside academic performance indicators.

Second, evidence-based SEL programs should be implemented as universal, school-wide initiatives rather than targeted
interventions for at-risk students only. CASEL's (2020) systemic SEL framework which integrates SEL instruction, school
climate improvement, family and community engagement, and equitable learning practices within a coherent multi-year
implementation plan provides the most comprehensive evidence-based model for systemic SEL implementation. Dedicated,
non-negotiable instructional time for SEL rather than treating SEL as an add-on to an already crowded curriculum is a
prerequisite for high-fidelity implementation.

Third, the post-pandemic context demands urgent investment in school-based mental health services as a complement
to school climate and SEL initiatives. The American School Counselor Association (ASCA) recommends a student-to-
counselor ratio of 250:1; the national average in the United States remains above 400:1, with ratios in high-poverty districts
frequently exceeding 700:1 (ASCA, 2021). Closing this gap through expanded federal and state funding for school counselors,
psychologists, and social workers is a prerequisite for schools' capacity to identify and support the growing number of students
experiencing clinically significant mental health challenges.

Fourth, equity must be operationalized as a central organizing principle in school climate and SEL policy. Funding
formulas for school climate improvement and SEL implementation should be weighted in favor of schools serving the most
disadvantaged student populations. Schools implementing SEL programs should receive explicit guidance and professional
development on adapting SEL instruction to diverse cultural contexts, ensuring that the values and practices embedded in SEL
curricula are inclusive of and responsive to the full diversity of students' backgrounds and experiences (Jagers et al., 2019).

VII. CONCLUSION

This secondary data analysis has drawn on an extensive corpus of large-scale survey data, longitudinal evaluations, and
peer-reviewed meta-analyses to examine the relationships among school climate, social-emotional learning, and student
academic achievement and well-being across K-12 education. The findings are clear and convergent: the quality of students'
school environment its safety, relational warmth, academic support structures, and sense of institutional belonging is a powerful
and measurable determinant of academic performance, school engagement, and psychological well-being. Evidence-based
SEL programs that systematically cultivate students' self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, relationship skills,
and responsible decision-making capacities generate lasting benefits across academic, behavioral, and mental health domains
that extend well into adulthood.

The theoretical frameworks of Bronfenbrenner's bioecological model, Maslow's hierarchy of needs, and CASEL's
integrative SEL framework collectively illuminate the mechanisms through which school climate and SEL influence student
development, and converge in their implication that cognitive and social-emotional development are not competing educational
priorities but inseparable dimensions of a unified developmental process. Schools that invest in both academic quality and
social-emotional development treating them as mutually reinforcing rather than competing create the conditions in which all
students can achieve their full educational potential.

The equity dimension of the findings is both sobering and urgent. The students most in need of positive, supportive,
and social-emotionally rich school environments are those most likely to attend schools where such environments are
undermined by inadequate resources, elevated safety concerns, and insufficient investment in mental health and SEL
infrastructure. Addressing this inequity not merely as a matter of educational efficiency but as a fundamental moral obligation
requires sustained, adequately funded policy commitment at federal, state, and local levels.

As educational systems worldwide confront the intertwined challenges of academic recovery from pandemic-related
learning loss and a youth mental health crisis of historic proportions, the evidence synthesized in this analysis offers a
compelling and evidence-grounded path forward: schools that prioritize the simultaneous cultivation of children's cognitive
and social-emotional capacities within environments characterized by safety, belonging, and caring relationships are schools
that give all students the best possible foundation for a flourishing life. Future research should continue to refine understanding
of the most effective implementation strategies for diverse school contexts, examine the long-term economic and social returns
to school climate and SEL investment, and develop more sophisticated measurement frameworks for capturing the full range
of outcomes through which these initiatives generate their benefits.

REFERENCES

Akey, T. M. (2006). School context, student attitudes and behavior, and academic achievement: An exploratory analysis. MDRC.
https://www.mdrc.org/sites/default/files/full_519.pdf

American School Counselor Association. (2021). Student-to-school-counselor ratio 2019-2020.

Bradshaw, C. P., Mitchell, M. M., & Leaf, P. J. (2010). Examining the effects of schoolwide positive behavioral interventions and supports
on student outcomes: Results from a randomized controlled effectiveness trial in elementary schools. Journal of Positive Behavior
Interventions, 12(3), 133-148. https://doi.org/10.1177/1098300709334798

Breslau, J., Lane, M., Sampson, N., & Kessler, R. C. (2021). Mental disorders and subsequent educational attainment in a US national sample.
Journal of Psychiatric Research, 42(9), 708-716

Bronfenbrenner, U. (1979). The ecology of human development: Experiments by nature and design. Harvard University Press.

Bronfenbrenner, U., & Morris, P. A. (2006). The bioecological model of human development. In W. Damon & R. M. Lerner (Eds.), Handbook
of child psychology: Vol. 1. Theoretical models of human development (6th ed., pp. 793-828). John Wiley & Sons.

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. (2023). Youth Risk Behavior Survey data summary and trends report 2011-2021. U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services. https://www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth/data/yrbs/pdf/YRBS Data-Summary-
Trends Report2023 508.pdf

Volume: 2 | Issue: 2 | April — 2026 | www.eduresearchjournal.com/index.php/ijep | 66



http://www.eduresearchjournal.com/index.php/ijep
https://www.mdrc.org/sites/default/files/full_519.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1177/1098300709334798
https://www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth/data/yrbs/pdf/YRBS_Data-Summary-Trends_Report2023_508.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth/data/yrbs/pdf/YRBS_Data-Summary-Trends_Report2023_508.pdf

Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning. (2020). CASEL's SEL framework: What are the core competency areas and
where are they promoted? https://casel.org/casel-sel-framework-11-2020/

Cohen, J., McCabe, L., Michelli, N. M., & Pickeral, T. (2009). School climate: Research, policy, practice, and teacher education. Teachers
College Record, 111(1), 180-213.

Durlak, J. A., Weissberg, R. P., Dymnicki, A. B., Taylor, R. D., & Schellinger, K. B. (2011). The impact of enhancing students’ social and
emotional learning: A meta-analysis of school-based universal interventions. Child Development, 82(1), 405-432.
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2010.01564.x

Fixsen, D., Blase, K., Metz, A., & Van Dyke, M. (2013). Statewide implementation of evidence-based programs. Exceptional Children,
79(2), 213-230. https://doi.org/10.1177/001440291307900206

Greenberg, M. T., Domitrovich, C. E., Weissberg, R. P., & Durlak, J. A. (2017). Social and emotional learning as a public health approach
to education. The Future of Children, 27(1), 13-32.

Health Resources and Services Administration. (2022). National Survey of Children's Health 2020-2021 data resource center for child and
adolescent health. U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. https://www.childhealthdata.org/learn-about-the-nsch/NSCH

Jagers, R. J., Rivas-Drake, D., & Williams, B. (2019). Transformative social and emotional learning (SEL): Toward SEL in service of
educational equity and excellence. Educational Psychologist, 54(3), 162—-184. https://doi.org/10.1080/00461520.2019.1623032

Lacoe, J. (2020). Too scared to learn? The academic consequences of feeling unsafe in the classroom. Urban Education, 55(10), 1385-1418.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0042085916674059

Mahoney, J. L., Durlak, J. A., & Weissberg, R. P. (2018). An update on social and emotional learning outcome research. Phi Delta Kappan,
100(4), 18-23. https://doi.org/10.1177/0031721718815668

Maslow, A. H. (1943). A theory of human motivation. Psychological Review, 50(4), 370-396. https://doi.org/10.1037/h0054346

Nakamoto, J., & Schwartz, D. (2010). Is peer victimization associated with academic achievement? A meta-analytic review. Social
Development, 19(2), 221-242. https://doi.org/10.1111/].1467-9507.2009.00539.x

National Center for Education Statistics. (2022a). Indicators of school crime and safety: 2021 (NCES 2022-092). U.S. Department of
Education.

National Center for Education Statistics. (2022b). School crime supplement to the national crime victimization survey 2019. U.S. Department
of Education.

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development. (2019). PISA 2018 results (Volume 111): What school life means for students’
lives. OECD Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1787/acd78851-en

Roorda, D. L., Koomen, H. M. Y., Spilt, J. L., & Oort, F. J. (2011). The influence of affective teacher—student relationships on students’
school engagement and achievement: A meta-analytic approach. Review of Educational Research, 81(4), 493-529.
https://doi.org/10.3102/0034654311421793

Sklad, M., Diekstra, R., Ritter, M. D., Ben, J., & Gravesteijn, C. (2012). Effectiveness of school-based universal social, emotional, and
behavioral programs. Psychology in the Schools, 49(9), 892-909. https://doi.org/10.1002/pits.21641

Taylor, R. D., Oberle, E., Durlak, J. A., & Weissberg, R. P. (2017). Promoting positive youth development through school-based social and
emotional learning interventions. Child Development, 88(4), 1156-1171. https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.12864

Vartanian, T. P. (2011). Secondary data analysis. Oxford University Press.

Wang, M. T., & Degol, J. L. (2016). School climate: A review of the construct, measurement, and impact on student outcomes. Educational
Psychology Review, 28(2), 315-352. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10648-015-9319-1

Wang, P. S., Angermeyer, M., Borges, G., Bruffaerts, R., Chiu, W. T., De Girolamo, G., Fayyad, J., Gureje, O., Haro, J. M., Huang, Y.,
Kessler, R. C., Kovess, V., Levinson, D., Nakane, Y., Oakley Brown, M. A., Ormel, J. H., Posada-Villa, J., Aguilar-Gaxiola, S.,
Alonso, J., & Ustiin, T. B. (2011). Delay and failure in treatment seeking after first onset of mental disorders. World Psychiatry, 6(3),
177-185.

Volume: 2 | Issue: 2 | April — 2026 | www.eduresearchjournal.com/index.php/ijep | 67



http://www.eduresearchjournal.com/index.php/ijep
https://casel.org/casel-sel-framework-11-2020/
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2010.01564.x
https://doi.org/10.1177/001440291307900206
https://www.childhealthdata.org/learn-about-the-nsch/NSCH
https://doi.org/10.1080/00461520.2019.1623032
https://doi.org/10.1177/0042085916674059
https://doi.org/10.1177/0031721718815668
https://doi.org/10.1037/h0054346
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9507.2009.00539.x
https://doi.org/10.1787/acd78851-en
https://doi.org/10.3102/0034654311421793
https://doi.org/10.1002/pits.21641
https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.12864
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10648-015-9319-1

