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Introduction 
 
This compendium is a compilation of evidence-based and proven components and strategies 
for enhancing socioemotional learning (SEL) and executive functioning (EF). The purpose of 
the compendium is to identify essential evidence-based components that should be 
addressed in the design of teacher-training courses, and tools for children and parents. 
 
The compendium is based on the agreed cross-cultural criteria, presented in the Intellectual 
Output 1 (IO1) and developed by the International project team of REFLECT. Following these 
cross-cultural criteria, a literature review of research, reports and case studies was made, 
components and strategies were identified, discussed and agreed upon by the project 
partners, and this compendium was compiled.  
 
Social and emotional learning (SEL) is defined as “the process through which children and 
adults understand and manage emotions, set and achieve positive goals, feel and show 
empathy for others, establish and maintain positive relationships, and make responsible 
decisions” (CASEL, 2013). Executive functioning (EF) can be understood as neurocognitive 
functions involved in planning, attending, monitoring and regulating emotions, thinking and 
behavior. In the REFLECT project we also acknowledge self-regulation (SR) as an overlapping 
concept between SEL and EF. SEL and EF can be understood as two intertwined aspects – 
children’s capacities and competencies to regulate their feelings, thinking, and their prosocial 
and learning behaviours in a social and academic context. 
 

Method 
 
Since REFLECT is both a cross-cultural and a transdisciplinary project, it is important that the 
components and strategies used in designing teacher courses and interventions for enhancing 
SEL and EF in pupils aged 8 to 12 can be implemented in a variety of contexts and cultures. 
Research indicates that programmes adapted to cultural and contextual circumstances are 
significantly more effective than adopted programs with little adaptation (Sundell et al, 2016). 
 
The REFLECT project goals state that the analysis of the SEL and EF components and strategies 
should be evidence-based and proven in practice. Following a common model for Evidence-
Based Practice (Satterfield et al, 2009), three dimensions were highlighted in the review 
process: looking for the best research available, taking into account resources including 
practitioner’s expertise, and acknowledging the importance of understanding the culture, 
preferences and values of the clients and stakeholders. This means that each school and its 
staff also have to consider what the components and strategies mean in the local context they 
are to be implemented in a training concept, and to some degree adapt the implementation 
accordingly. 
 
To further define core components and elements for a new programme the team was inspired 
by the ASPE Research Brief Report (2013) which states that core components are those 



       

functions, principles and activities that are necessary to achieve outcomes of an intervention 
program. According to this, a well operationalized program should include a clear description 
of the context of the program, the core components, the activities and ingredients that should 
be taught and learned, and a practical strategy for assessing the performances, practices and 
outcomes. 
 
Following this, the Swedish partner Skolutvecklarna Sverige collected suggestions for 
research, reports and case studies from the six international partners (Portugal, Sweden, 
Belgium, Spain, Greece and UK) following the cross-cultural criteria as described in IO1, and 
the above described methodological considerations. The literature review was conducted 
with input from the partners, and several themes were identified, presented in this 
compendium under a number of sections/headings. At a transnational meeting, the final 
components and strategies were discussed and agreed upon. 
 

1. Implementation components to consider 
 
A number of aspects related to the implementation of successful SEL and EF programs are 
highlighted in research studies and reviews, as previously described in IO1. While some of 
these indicate more general aspects, like identifying what core competencies are crucial in 
promotion of SEL and EF, other studies indicate what should characterize a successful 
implementation at an organizational level: 
 

Five core competencies in SEL 
There is a long tradition of acknowledging the need to promote children’s socioemotional 
competencies and executive and self-regulatory abilities. The CASEL organisation (2013) has 
presented five core competencies related to SEL: Self-management, Self-Awareness, Social 
Awareness, Relationship skills and Responsible Decision Making. These core competencies 
should be promoted by SEL curriculum and instruction, through school-wide practice and 
policies, in family and community partnerships.  
 

The SAFE-framework 
Research reviews e.g. Durlak et.al  (2011) supports the need for a structured approach in 
implementation and indicates that using a so-called SAFE framework can contribute to 
successful and effective implementation of SEL interventions. The SAFE framework implies 
that training of SEL should be  

 

• Sequenced – activities should be connected and coordinated   

• Active forms of learning 

• Focused - emphasizing personal and social skills 

• Explicit - targeting specific social and emotional skills. 
 



       

Whole school/Community approach 
Furthermore, research supports the need of high-quality and school-wide implementation, 
involving principals, staff, pupils, parents and community in a partnership (Casel Guide, 2013). 
Surveys also show that addressing teachers’ beliefs about the role of SEL in pupils’ academic 
performance is important, and that many teachers acknowledge the role of SEL in school (Civic 
Enterprises, 2016). From an organisational perspective, the role of the principal and other key 
agents in the organisation is crucial for creating preconditions, implementing and following up 
a training program in a sustainable way. 
 

The role of the teacher as facilitator 
In their review, Durlak et. al. (2011) also concluded that school staff, compared to non-school 
staff, should deliver these programs. “Classroom by teacher” programs were most effective. 
Effective programs should be rigorously evaluated with key components identified and 
included, be embedded into the school curriculum (Clarke, et al 2015) and spread over a 
longer time period (Early Intervention Foundation, 2015). In this context, research also 
suggests that at the core of SEL lies developing a trusting relationship between students and 
teachers (Yeo & Graham, 2015) and that supporting development of self and social awareness, 
decision making, and self and relationship management - are important in implementation 
(Zins et al, 2007). 
 

The role of executive functioning and self-regulation in the context of SEL 
Similarly, in the field of executive functioning (EF) and self-regulation, research shows that 
executive functions have an association with academic outcomes (Huizinga, Baeyens & 
Burack, 2018) and that self-regulation influences learning (Panadero, 2017). Research in these 
areas have proposed that training of executive functions and self-regulation abilities and skills 
are possible, in order to achieve both domain-general effects on these abilities, but also 
domain-specific effects, for example in learning, academic achievement in different subject 
domains, and behaviour (Diamond & Ling, 2015; Scionti et al, 2020; Dignath & Büttner, 2008).  
 
With regards to training of EF and self-regulation, there are a number of training approaches, 
addressing both direct training of executive functions and self-regulation, and indirect or 
combined training approaches addressing emotional, social and physical needs. However, it 
has been proposed that development of executive functions needs to be understood in 
relation to essential persons and contexts in children’s lives, including teachers, parents and 
family situations (Huzinga et al, 2018). 
 

Integrating SEL, EF and SR 
In the REFLECT project, as we strive to integrate socioemotional learning, training of executive 
functioning and self-regulation, the team looked for training approaches that are possible to 
integrate into everyday curriculum and instruction, which give opportunities for active co-
construction, interaction and participation of both staff and pupils, and which are possible to 
manage as part of class-room daily activities. The team also looked for simple strategies that 
can be used by parents and children to further enhance SEL and EF skills and abilities. 



       

 

2. Content/knowledge areas to address 
 
Many research studies proposed by the partners identify recurring central concepts and lines 
of thought that should be addressed in the content of training courses. The following themes 
occur regarding content and knowledge areas to address in training of both staff and children 
and parents: 
 

1. There are some general concepts that need to be defined, including socioemotional 
learning, executive functioning, self-regulation of emotions, thinking and behaviour, 
and metacognition. Also, these concepts need to be understood in the school context, 
and among schoolchildren, and their association with both academic achievement and 
well-being should be highlighted. Another related topic is the role of brain 
development including neuroplasticity, from a developmental perspective.  
 

2. Training should include topics regarding how to develop positive and professional 
relationships with children and parents, and also support discussion of potentially 
sensitive topics that might arise in training. These topics also need to be presented 
within an interactional and contextual framework, i.e. with the purpose of increasing 
self-awareness of how for example socioemotional learning is modelled in the 
interaction between staff and children, and the role of self-efficacy (belief in the 
capacity of staff to meet diverse needs of children, and how to support children’s belief 
in their capacity to learn). To explicate, this suggests the need to increase staff 
awareness of how to model social and emotional learning in their own interactions, 
both with staff and students. An interactional approach should introduce mediated 
learning as a way of understanding qualities in the interaction between children and 
teachers and/or peers. 
 

3. A third theme concerns more didactical and concrete aspects of training. It is necessary 
to support teachers with materials and lesson structure for delivery of training. This 
includes a broad range of possible content, including: 

• how to support young children in setting goals, planning and monitoring 
progress 

• developing a language and awareness for both SEL, EF and self-regulation 

• the role of physical activity as part of a training regimen 

• Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) techniques for children to increase self-
regulation and awareness, 

etc. 
  

Regarding the parent’s role in supporting children, a topic identified has been the role of self-
regulation in homework situations. 
 



       

4. A fourth theme is concerned with the need to strengthen the link to the local 
community. The local community can be understood broadly to include all relevant 
and potentially important agents surrounding school, children and parents. A narrower 
definition should include at least all staff, parents and children at a school, adding 
potential organisations outside school that could contribute such as local NGOs, 
businesses, sports clubs, leisure groups and social welfare organisations. 

 
 

5. Concrete strategies/exercises in classroom/school training to consider 
 
Some of the research in the field of SEL, EF and self-regulation deal with more practical, 
concrete strategies and exercises to implement in training regimens, mainly in classroom 
context and during the school day. 
 

1. Teachers and staff are encouraged to use exercises that incorporate active learning 
and cooperative learning formats, where children are provided with opportunities to 
both take part in and show their learning from peers. There is a great deal of 
experience in f.ex SEL research on how to design lesson structure and delivery. This 
can include peer-to-peer discussions, small group discussions and whole-class 
discussions, with a high degree of structure and predictability, and with a focus on 
providing opportunities for reinforcement of positive behaviour. The cooperative 
learning format and use of, for example, games, role play and group work also should 
support the development of teamwork skills and help to build a positive peer culture.  

2. Another important theme is that children to a varying degree need to develop 
autonomy, agency and control; however, these require capacity in children. When 
necessary staff should identify the need of and teach explicit strategies for self-
regulation – to help children to plan, including set goals, learn to reflect and monitor 
and afterwards evaluate their behaviour. This requires that staff consider the 
appropriate level of teaching and challenge given the group of children.  

• Following this, scaffolding, metacognitive and mediated learning strategies are 
possible teaching strategies. These strategies give opportunities for staff to identify 
the needs of the children, and to move from guided practice to fostering independent 
practice during and between training sessions. Metacognitive and mediated inquiry 
and dialogue, as well as talk-aloud methods in interaction between staff and children 
are ways of modelling and gradually increasing self-regulation of emotions, thinking 
and behaviour in children. Since research also shows that scaffolding, i.e. a gradual 
release of responsibility to children is important in learning, a balance from explicit 
teacher-directed learning formats to child-centered teaching styles should be adopted, 
according to the needs of the particular group of children. 

3. Research from the field of positive behavior support and Cognitive Behaviour Therapy 
also shows that timely feedback and reinforcement from the teacher plays an 
important role in enhancing learning and creating a trustful climate in learning. 

 



       

 
 

6. Concrete strategies/exercises in parent/child interaction to consider 
 
Parents play an important part in the two life worlds of children (school and home). Also there 
are a number of arenas or life worlds where children learn and develop, like leisure time 
activities, social relationships with peers, etc. What is done at home will affect learning and 
attitudes to school and vice versa. While respect for the privacy of family’s, lifestyles and 
culture is important, parent’s perception of their children’s behaviour at school, their 
academic achievements and progress, as well as homework constitute intersections between 
home and school that are possible to use as common topics and part of the training regimen. 
Research also shows that participation and involvement is important in a whole school 
approach, promoting health, well-being and learning. 

 
1. It is important to regularly inform and involve parents, both generally about the 

training, but also about their child’s individual goals and successes, and how these also 
can be promoted at home. Using parent meetings, two-way communications and 
involve parents and children to generate some realistic and easily implemented goals 
is a way to promote participation and involvement. 

2. Following this, to design accessible information which can increase parents/caregivers 
understanding of child development in general, and SEL, EF and SR in particular is a 
way of promoting both development and participation. One possible area can be for 
example how parents can support homework from a self-regulatory perspective, 
including homework supporting styles to discuss and reflect on. 
 

 

7. Other contextual aspects, components and strategies to consider 
 
Other factors that have been addressed in the research on SEL, EF and self-regulation will be 
highlighted in this section: 
 

1. As the research shows, children from disadvantaged households, from communities 
with low socioeconomic status and those at risk of school failure might benefit 
particularly from training of SEL, EF and self-regulation skills. It is important to 
acknowledge these kinds of factors in the design of the training regime, and also to 
recognize that reasons for being at risk of school failure should not be understood 
merely due to individual factors, but rather as a mismatch between the individual 
child’s circumstances and conditions and the particular school culture, school climate 
and learning environments. Children’s needs arise in their meeting with school. It is 
important to try to create mixed groups with regards to these factors, in order to 
create a diverse group of children, that can benefit and learn from each other. 

2. Another important theme is to make sure that as part of the training, a team of 
professionals should cooperate, in order to create support for teachers. This can be 



       

done several ways such as promoting collaboration in teacher teams and teams of 
teachers working together with others e.g. student health and special education needs 
professionals. It is also important to make sure to build a network of staff to exchange 
good practices, between schools. 

 

8. Cultural factors to consider in the partners countries 
  
We can expect that when implementing a program, adaptations of an universal program or 
core components to national and local circumstances are important to consider. Factors to 
consider are promoting and hindering factors in the local circumstances of the schools, 
children and families participating, which might affect the possibility to implement a program, 
and also might give clues to how to adapt the program so that schools, staff, families and 
children can participate fully. Socioeconomic factors, surrounding local society, culture, 
language, habits, school culture, professional issues regarding the participation of school staff, 
their professional autonomy, ethical issues, etcetera are all factors to consider, that to a 
varying degree might affect the success and effectiveness of interventions.  
 

9. Concluding remarks  
 
The components, strategies and aspects that have been highlighted in this compendium are 
by no means exhaustive. Many of the components in SEL and EF research also overlap and 
represent similar phenomena, understood from different research and theoretical 
perspectives. A challenge for the REFLECT project, and for any school implementing a training 
concept, is to make it possible to implement in everyday activities in a sustainable way and 
with a high degree of agency, control and co-construction for teachers and staff.  A training 
concept also needs to be stringent, reliable and valid enough with regards to the components 
included, so that it will be effective and can be justified as evidence. Following the ASPE 
recommendations, it is important to regularly plan, monitor and evaluate the training program 
and reflect on the core components included, so that the program has a chance to truly 
contribute to the learning and development of the children included in the training. 
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