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In this policy brief, we set out the importance of focusing 
on students’ socio-emotional learning, especially in the 
context of the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic. We first 
consider the role of socio-emotional learning in students’ 
education and development and also their mental health 
and wellbeing, and then identify specific areas that 
we suggest have particular importance in supporting 
students’ education and development during and beyond 
the COVID-19 pandemic.

Summary
Following the rapid expansion of education access across 
many Southern contexts, the importance of students’ 
learning outcomes has gained much attention in recent 
years, exemplified by the focus on the learning crisis. 
Yet, less attention has been paid to students’ socio-
emotional learning (SEL) in research policy and practice, 
aimed at improving students’ education and development. 
This is a significant shortcoming, given the integral role 
that SEL is found to have on students’ outcomes in the 
Global North, where more research in this area has been 
undertaken. Such evidence identifies the important role 
of SEL for students’ development, both inside and outside 
of school. It also finds that improving students’ SEL can 
help to remediate for deficits in academic learning and 
outcomes. In addition, evidence suggests that SEL 
may also help to improve students’ mental health and 
wellbeing. More evidence is urgently needed from the 
Global South to better understand the role played by SEL 
in students’ education and development, and the factors 
that influence SEL in such contexts. Incorporating SEL in 
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Key Points
• Focusing on the impact of the COVID-19 school

closures on students’ socio-emotional learning
(SEL)—in addition to focusing on academic learning
(e.g., literacy and numeracy)—can help to establish
a more expansive and accurate definition of learning
that has particular relevance both during and beyond
the current crisis.

• Supporting students’ SEL can help students to return
to school, catch up on lost learning, and adapt to new
circumstances. For example, supporting students’
self-efficacy may help to boost their confidence in their
ability to catch up on lost learning, and re-engage with
learning.

• SEL has particular relevance for disadvantaged groups
(e.g., girls, students with disabilities, students from
low-income families) who received limited support
during the school closures. To address the widening
inequalities between students, there is a need to tailor
support to the holistic needs of students, alongside
efforts to address inequalities between groups.

• Supporting students’ SEL is also relevant for
supporting students’ mental health and wellbeing,
an important area of concern during the pandemic.
For example, supporting students’ ability to regulate
their emotions may help them to deal and cope with
unexpected and difficult circumstances.

• The majority of evidence on the role of SEL in students’
education and development focuses on the Global
North, which limits our understanding of SEL in other
contexts. More evidence is needed from the Global
South to better understand the role played by SEL,
especially in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic.
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our understanding of students’ education and development can help to provide a more expansive and accurate definition 
of learning.

The COVID-19 pandemic has brought the essential role of SEL into focus and has drawn attention to the need to take 
a more holistic approach to students’ learning and development. SEL may have particular relevance in the context of 
the Global South, both during and beyond the COVID-19 pandemic where even greater challenges have been faced 
in supporting students’ distance learning. Specifically, there is an urgent need to understand how students’ learning 
(academic and SEL) was impacted during the COVID-19 school closures, while also taking account of the impact of the 
school closures on students’ mental health and wellbeing. In addition, a better understanding of how SEL has helped 
to mitigate the impact of the school closures, and the role of students’ SEL beyond the pandemic, are important areas 
for further investigation. 

The pressing need to bring SEL, mental health, and wellbeing to the fore in children’s learning and development in the 
Global South, stems from the following consequences of the global pandemic: 

1. During school closures arising from the pandemic, evidence suggests that support for learning through
distance education did not reach all students. Understanding the level of support that students received during
the school closures, and the impact of these closures on their learning and development is imperative.

2. It is likely that the school closures have impacted different groups of students in different ways, with those
who are most marginalised experiencing the most adverse effects. Understanding how the school closures
impacted different groups of students, while also taking account of the age and development stage of students will
be crucial.

3. Students’ mental health and wellbeing are a pressing concern, which has become even more urgent in
the context of the current crisis. However, this issue is often missing from research, policy, and practice in the
Global South. Understanding more about how students’ mental health and wellbeing has been affected during the
pandemic—including both the risk and protective factors—is critical, and efforts must be made to prioritise students’
mental health both during and beyond the current pandemic.

4. The COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted the important role that schools play in supporting other aspects of
children’s development, beyond numeracy and literacy. It has become apparent that many students, especially
those who are disadvantaged, may have missed out on additional supports as a result of the school closures. As
schools reopen, it is vital that we focus on the varied roles that schools play in students’ development.

5. As schools reopen, there are likely to be many challenges, and considerable efforts will be needed to
ensure that students return to school, catch-up on lost learning, and adapt to new circumstances. This will
require a range of integrated approaches. In particular, it will be essential to ensure that students have the skills
that they need to benefit from a combination of both in-person and distance learning and to catch-up on what they
missed. In addition, it will be vital to ensure that they receive the support that they require, from teachers, parents,
and caregivers.

In summary, understanding more about the integral role of SEL provides the opportunity for a more expansive definition 
of learning, that has greater relevance for students’ education and development, both during, and beyond the pandemic.  
Enhancing the evidence-base on this broader definition of learning will further provide national and global policy actors 
with important information with which to develop effective strategies, particularly for those children who are most at risk 
of being left behind.

Socio-emotional learning, mental health and wellbeing 

Different approaches and definitions 

Socio-emotional learning (SEL) broadly refers to the acquisition of a wide range of skills and attributes, which are 
considered critical to students’ development, with myriad terms used interchangeably to refer to this conceptual space1 

1 e.g. socio-emotional learning, non-cognitive skills, psychosocial skills, and twenty-first century skills
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(Duckworth & Yaeger, 2015). Although precise definitions vary, SEL generally refers to a set of skills and attributes that 
are both different from, but also integral to, students’ academic learning. 

In addition to the range of definitions and terms used to describe SEL, the frameworks for understanding and discussing 
SEL also vary. The Ecological Approaches to Social Emotional Learning (EASEL) Laboratory at the Harvard Graduate 
School of Education has created a taxonomy of outcomes, which maps skills from 40 international SEL frameworks 
to enable their effective comparison.2 This includes, for example, the widely used Collaborative for Academic, Social, 
and Emotional Learning (CASEL) framework, which describes SEL as comprising self-management, self-awareness, 
social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision-making (CASEL, 2020). Another commonly recognised 
framework draws on the ‘Big Five’ factors of (i) task performance; (ii) emotional regulation; (iii) collaboration; (iv) engaging 
with others; and (v) open-mindedness (OECD, 2018). Across the different frameworks, there are both crossovers and 
divergences, but generally, they capture three broad areas which can be understood as: the ability to regulate and 
manage one’s emotions; the ability to set and achieve goals; and the ability to develop interpersonal skills that are vital 
for school, work, and success in life (Elias et al., 1997). 

While the availability of different frameworks can provide flexibility when seeking to operationalise research in this area, 
it can also pose difficulties for meaningful discussions between stakeholders—including researchers, policy makers, 
and practitioners—and for putting the various theories into practice. Cognisant of these challenges, in this Insight Note 
we focus on the three broad aspects of students’ SEL, linked to the aforementioned three broad domains identified by 
Elias et al. (1997) as noted in Figure 1 below (i.e., emotional regulation, self-efficacy, and social skills). These broad 
areas are also linked to many of the existing frameworks as illustrated by the EASEL taxonomy. As we will further 
demonstrate, these areas are particularly important for students’ academic learning, mental health, and wellbeing in 
the time of COVID-19.

Figure 1: Areas of interest related to students’ socio-emotional learning 

Why focus on students’ socio-emotional learning?

Socio-emotional learning is important for students’ education and development and has been shown to further influence 
an individual’s achievement and outcomes. This includes the level of education that students achieve, their academic 
progress while they are in school, their pathways beyond education including entry into the labour market, and future 
earnings (INEE, 2016; Brunello and Schlotter, 2010; Caspi, 1998; Dercon and Krishnan, 2009). Although researchers 
have avoided identifying direct causality between academic learning and SEL, it is widely accepted that SEL has a 
mutually reinforcing relationship with academic learning, whereby gains in one domain are said to bring about gains 
in the other (Brunello and Schlotter, 2010; Dercon and Krishnan, 2009; Gutman and Schoon, 2013; Heckman, 2007). 
From this perspective, improving students’ SEL is regarded as a potential area of intervention for improving students’ 
academic learning, and it may even help to remediate for deficits in academic outcomes (Borghans et al., 2008). While 

2 See:  http://exploresel.gse.harvard.edu/ 

http://exploresel.gse.harvard.edu/ 
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more evidence is needed to understand the role of students’ SEL in the Global South, suffice to say that focusing only 
on students’ numeracy and literacy, while no doubt important, almost certainly limits our understanding of student’s 
learning and development.  

What are the links between socio-emotional learning and mental-health and wellbeing?

According to the World Health Organisation (WHO), “mental health is a state of well-being in which an individual 
realizes his or her own abilities, can cope with the normal stresses of life, can work productively, and is able to make a 
contribution to his or her community.”3 An individual’s mental health and wellbeing are believed to be determined by a 
range of social, psychological, and biological factors; and, as such, can be actively promoted through specific actions 
and interventions, including through the creation of an enabling and supportive environment both inside and outside of 
school. For example, the Inter-agency Network for Education in Emergencies (INEE) has emphasised the importance 
of education in providing children with a stable environment in the midst of crises, and in providing a channel through 
which to provide support for children’s SEL, mental health, and wellbeing.4    

Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, evidence suggests that mental health problems affected around 20 percent of children 
and adolescents in Sub-Saharan Africa (Atilola, 2017; Cortina et al., 2012). However, children’s mental health and 
wellbeing are often not given priority in the Global South in research policy and practice. Although more evidence is 
urgently needed, there are strong indications that improving children’s socio-emotional skills may also help to improve 
their mental health and wellbeing, and help to prevent adverse outcomes (Figure 2). Specifically, building social and 
emotional learning skills can help children respond to difficult and unexpected situations in a calm and emotionally 
regulated manner, enabling them to set out and develop strategies for dealing with difficult circumstances, and to interact 
and work with others to address problems (Arslan and Demirtas, 2016; Education Links, 2018). 

Figure 2: Hypothesised relationship between students’ socio-emotional learning and mental health and wellbeing

Box 1: Potential benefits of focusing on socio-emotional learning (SEL)

•	 A more expansive and accurate definition of learning beyond the acquisition of academic 
learning (e.g., numeracy and literacy). 

•	 More attention to the processes of learning and how they are impacted by the wider 
environment, which may be particularly important for disadvantaged groups.

•	 A stronger link between what children learn while they are in school and their trajectories 
beyond education (e.g., entry into the labour force and democratic participation).

3 https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/mental-health-strengthening-our-response [accessed 27th January 2021]

4 https://inee.org/collections/psychosocial-support-and-social-and-emotional-learning 

https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/mental-health-strengthening-our-response
https://inee.org/collections/psychosocial-support-and-social-and-emotional-learning


Students’ socio-emotional learning, mental health, and 
wellbeing in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic 

Recognising the limited attention that students’ SEL, mental health, and wellbeing have received to date, in this section 
we identify three specific aspects of SEL—emotional regulation, self-efficacy, and social skills—together with students’ 
mental health and wellbeing, which we believe are of particular relevance in the time of COVID-19 (see Table 1).  

Table 1. Important identified areas of students’ socio-emotional learning, mental health, and wellbeing in the context of COVID-19

Definition Relevance in the context of COVID-19
Emotional 
Regulation

Emotional regulation refers to the process by 
which individuals influence which emotions 
they have, when they have them, and how they 
experience and express them (Gross, 1998).

May have relevance for how students cope 
with unexpected and difficult circumstances 
such as school closures, and may also impact 
their motivation for returning to school and 
learning.

Self-Efficacy This refers to an individual’s belief in his or her 
capacity to execute behaviours necessary to 
produce specific performance attainments 
(Bandura, 1977).

May have relevance for students’ return to 
school and catching up on lost learning, but 
may also have relevance in the context of 
future school closures.

Social Skills These are the tools we use to communicate 
our thoughts and feelings to others, and 
which guide our interaction with each other 
(Gresham, Sugai and Horner, 2001).

The lack of interaction caused by school 
closures may affect students’ social skills. 
Social skills may be important for eliciting 
support from others in times of crisis.

Mental Health Mental health is a state of well-being in which 
an individual realises his or her own abilities, 
can cope with the normal stresses of life, 
can work productively, and is able to make a 
contribution to his or her community (WHO, 
2018)

May be negatively impacted by the COVID-19 
pandemic. 

Addressing students’ mental health needs 
is important to enable them to engage with 
education and learning. 

Although we do not focus on methodological issues in this paper, it is important to note the importance of contextualising 
approaches to students’ SEL, mental health, and wellbeing, especially in the context of crises (e.g., INEE, 2016; Banati, 
Jones and Youssef, 2020; Savina and Wan, 2017; UNESCO, 2020). As such, we plan to explore the role of the family, 
the school environment, the community, and the wider socio-economic and political context, to help understand students’ 
SEL, mental health, and wellbeing. Further discussion of the challenges and approaches to measuring students’ SEL, 
mental health, and wellbeing in the Global South will feature in an upcoming methodological paper, including insights 
and lessons learned from recent research in Ethiopia. 

During the COVID-19 school closures, evidence suggests that support for distance learning did not reach all 
students. Following the onset of the pandemic, the closure of schools was a nearly universal response across countries, 
affecting approximately 1.6 billion students worldwide.5  Education systems attempted to mitigate the effects of these 
closures through remote learning, including online teaching/lessons, educational programmes being broadcast on 
radio and television, and the use of take-home packages for those who do not have access to technology. However, the 
effectiveness of these measures has been questioned and it is estimated that around 40 percent of the poorest countries 
struggled to support at-risk learners during the COVID-19 crisis (UN, August 2020). Any interruption in schooling will 
ultimately lead to some level of learning loss and the six-month closures are estimated to have had a significant impact 
on students’ learning outcomes. Azevedo et al. (2020) suggest that globally, COVID-19 could result in a loss of between 
0.3 and 0.9 years of school (depending on the mitigation strategies adopted), thus reducing the overall level of education 
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that students achieve and will no doubt have serious consequences for students’ learning. Understanding the level of 
support that students received during the school closures and the impact of the school closures on their learning and 
development will be imperative. 

It is likely that the school closures have impacted different students differently, with those who are most 
marginalised experiencing the most adverse effects. Emerging evidence suggests that the pandemic may have 
exacerbated existing inequalities and created new inequalities. Students who are disadvantaged—including children 
from poor families, girls, children with disabilities, and those living in rural and disadvantaged regions—may have faced 
the biggest challenges in terms of continuing their learning. In Ethiopia, emerging evidence indicates that many students, 
especially those living in rural remote areas where access to basic resources and infrastructure is limited, were not 
supported during the school closures (Kim et al., 2020; Wieser et al., 2020; Yorke et al., 2021). School principals and 
teachers in Ethiopia and Rwanda reported difficulties in reaching disadvantaged students (Carter et al., 2021; Yorke et 
al., 2021). Moreover, teachers in Ethiopia were not confident in the ability of parents and caregivers to provide support for 
students due to factors such as parents’ and caregivers’ high work demands and low literacy levels (Yorke et al., 2021). 
More generally, students whose education was interrupted at a critical stage of their learning may fare much worse, with 
possible impacts on their long-term learning outcomes (Azevedo et al., 2020; UN, August 2020). It will be crucial to take 
account of the differential impact of the school closures on students who face multiple disadvantages, while also taking 
account of the age and development stage of students.

Students’ mental health and wellbeing are a pressing concern, which has become even more urgent in the 
context of the current crisis. However, this is often missing from research, policy, and practice in the Global 
South. Crises, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, can have an adverse impact on children’s mental health and wellbeing 
and can provoke strong, negative emotional responses, such as panic, stress, anxiety, anger, and fear (Education Links, 
2018; UNESCO, 2020). Education can be a major protective factor for children and their families in crisis and conflict 
situations, while the loss of education can be a significant stressor (INEE, 2016). According to the United Nations, 
the COVID-19 crisis is also a mental health crisis, which has both immediate and long-term impacts. In Ethiopia, it is 
suggested that mental health issues have increased as a result of the pandemic (UN, May 2020). Along with numerous 
difficulties that students may have faced due to the pandemic (e.g., food insecurity, work burden, etc.), the loss of the 
support received in the school environment is a compounding factor, and it is likely that their mental health and wellbeing 
may have been impacted (Banati, Jones and Youssef, 2020; UN, May 2020; World Bank, 2020). This in turn can have a 
negative impact on students’ learning and development and may limit students’ ability to focus and re-engage in learning 
(Immordino-Yang and Damasio, 2007; UNESCO, 2020). Understanding more about how students’ mental health and 
wellbeing has been affected during the pandemic—including both the risk and protective factors—is critical, and efforts 
must be made to prioritise students’ mental health both during and beyond the current pandemic.

The COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted the important role that schools play in supporting children’s 
development beyond the acquisition of academic learning. The closures of schools have helped to illustrate how 
many students rely on the physical setting of the school to support their essential needs, including food and nutrition, 
materials, and emotional and psychosocial support (ICFE, 2020; Srivastava et al., 2020; UN, Aug 2020). According to 
school principals and teachers in Ethiopia, some of the additional support that disadvantaged students are likely to have 
missed out on include school-feeding for students from low-income families,6  emotional support for girls and children 
with disabilities, and peer-to-peer support for low-performing students and rural students (Yorke et al., 2021). At home, 
especially during times of confinement or quarantine, it is likely that some children may have faced various forms of 
abuse and violence (ICFE, 2020). Going forward, while much of the focus has been on the loss of student’s academic 
learning, such as numeracy and literacy, it will be vital to consider the additional support that students have missed 
out on, such as social interaction and the support from teacher and peers, who in turn ensure students’ safety, health, 
nutrition, and wellbeing (ICFE, 2020). As schools reopen it will be critical to focus on the multiple roles that schools play 
in students’ development and to adopt a holistic approach to students’ learning.

6 As of August 2020, the World Food Programme estimates that by the end of the year, the number of people experiencing hunger 

will have increased to 270 million (UN, Aug 2020).



As schools reopen, they are likely to face additional challenges. Considerable effort will be needed to ensure 
that students a) return to school, b) catch-up on lost learning, and c) adapt to new circumstances. Given the 
twin shocks of the school closures and the resulting economic crisis, it is estimated that dropout rates will increase 
as a result of the pandemic, although estimates vary by region and level of education (Akmal et al., 2020: Azevedo et 
al., 2020; UNESCO, 2020). In addition, students may experience reduced educational aspirations and disengagement 
from school, which may make it less likely for them to return and harder to catch up on the learning that they lost (UN, 
Aug 2020; UNESCO, 2020). Disadvantaged groups may face the biggest challenges due to the limited support they 
received during school closures and the likelihood that they will face additional economic pressures (UN, Aug 2020). 
Moving ahead, significant attention will be needed to help students catch up on lost learning and efforts will be needed 
to identify the individual needs of different groups of students, and to adapt responses for these groups. Considering 
that many countries have seen a resurgence of the COVID-19 virus, it is likely that going forward, there may be 
successive closures and reopenings that require shifting between in-person and remote learning, or a combination 
of both approaches (Dreesen et al., 2020; UNESCO, 2020; UN, Aug 2020; Srivastava et al., 2020). This will require 
ensuring that students themselves have important skills that can help them to benefit from distance learning and to 
catch-up on what they missed. For example supporting students’ self-efficacy may help to boost their belief in their ability 
to catch up on lost learning. In addition, it will be imperative to ensure that students receive the support that they require, 
especially those who were not supported during the school closures. 

Conclusion 

The COVID-19 crisis has revealed the significant shortcomings of education systems around the world and has revealed 
the deeply entrenched, and often hidden inequalities that different groups of students face (UN, August 2020; UNESCO, 
2020). In particular, it has highlighted the range of factors that influence students’ learning and development at different 
levels, including with respect to individuals, the family, the school and community, and the wider context (UNICEF, 2020). 
More generally, the COVID-19 pandemic prompts us to assess the value and purpose of education, including what 
sort of skills and capabilities we are expecting education and learning to deliver (ICFE, 2020; UN, Aug 2020). Part of 
improving the resilience and effectiveness of education systems going forward will be ensuring that education is more 
flexible and can respond to, and accommodate, the needs of all students (UNICEF, 2020). There will also be a need 
to strengthen the education system and support students’ SEL, mental health, and wellbeing, in the effort to improve 
equitable and quality learning, and reduce the negative impacts of the crisis. 
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