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There are five core aspects of social-emotional functioning that are critical for 
a child’s educational success, long-term well-being, and ability to contribute  
to society. 

These social-emotional skills contribute to higher academic and long-term 
success, and fewer problems at school, in life and in work. The importance of 
these skills is widely recognized, and has been increasingly emphasized by 
employer and business groups as well as educators and neuroscientists.

Students can learn these social and emotional competencies just as they learn 
formal academic skills—through their regular interactions with peers, teachers, 
and school staff inside and outside of the classroom.

WHAT ARE SOCIAL-EMOTIONAL SKILLS AND COMPETENCIES?

• Self-awareness: students’ ability to identify and understand emotions and 
feelings—in themselves and others—and have an accurate sense of their 
own capacity for success, their learning styles and the areas where they are 
more likely to struggle. 

• Self-management: ability to set short- and long-term goals, plan, stay on 
task, manage stress and develop positive motivation and a sense of hope 
and optimism. Self-management skills also include strategies for dealing 
with anxiety, anger, depression, impulse control, aggression, and  
antisocial tendencies. 

• Social awareness: ability to take others’ perspectives into account and to 
empathize; the capacity to understand and predict others’ feelings  
and reactions. 

• Interpersonal relationship skills: ability to develop and maintain healthy 
friendships, deal with conflict, resist negative social pressures, seek help 
when necessary, and work well with others.

• Decision-making skills: capacity to solve academic, personal, and social 
problems; base decisions on moral, personal, and ethical standards, and 
recognize the importance of making responsible decisions. 

We have seen a revolu-

tion—or perhaps evolution 

would be a more appropri-

ate term—in educational 

thinking over the past 

twenty years...Instead of 

seeing reason and emotion 

as belonging to separate 

and independent faculties 

(the former controlling the 

latter), social, emotional 

and cognitive processes 

are all bound together in a 

seamless web. 

Dr. Stuart Shanker,  
York University, Mehrit Centre for 

cognitive and social neuroscience

THE NEW BASICS

SOCIAL-EMOTIONAL SKILLS
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For students, strong school-based health programs can improve academic out-
comes, reduce short- and long-term distress caused by mental health issues, 
and reduce the risk of chronic disease.

For society, comprehensive school-based health programs bring both economic 
and social benefits: Health care represents approximately 40% of all public 
spending, and nearly half of that is spent on treating chronic diseases. The 
majority of mental health disorders emerge during childhood and adolescence, 
and suicide is the second leading cause of death for youth aged 10 to 24. 

Teaching children to adopt healthy lifestyles from an early age, and teach-
ing them the habits and skills that provide a foundation for mental health, 
improves their chances for academic success and can reduce the risk of both 
chronic disease and mental illness. 

WHAT ARE THE SKILLS AND COMPETENCIES OF HEALTH?

• capacity to maintain physical health: movement and physical skills; per-
sonal health behaviours, including healthy eating and sleeping

• knowledge, attitudes and commitment to lifelong healthy active living

• capacity to manage day-to-day challenges: resilience, willingness to take 
risks, knowing when and how to seek help

• ability to create and maintain positive social relationships with  
peers and adults

• academic engagement: self-directed, interest driven

• capacity for self-advocacy

• school-wide commitment to student, parent and community engagement in 
promoting comprehensive health

To be effective, school 

health programs must be 

intensive, long-lasting and 

involve a multi-pronged 

approach that includes 

teaching about health, 

changes to the school 

environment, and creating 

partnerships with the wider 

community.” 

Bruce Ferguson and Keith Power

IMMEDIATE AND LONG-TERM BENEFITS

INVESTING IN STUDENT HEALTH
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While not denying the impact of students’ socio-economic status or the other 
factors that students “bring with them” to school, school practices and organi-
zational structures can be altered by educators to make a positive difference in 
student learning. 

Researchers have found that it is helpful to think of the school as set of inter-
connected social settings such as the classrooms, the hallways, the library and 
the school grounds. These settings or “contexts” continually interact. The inter-
actions between the settings and the activity within them have an impact on the 
overall quality of the learning environment. In this “school context” model, the 
three main groups in the school—leaders (both administrators and teachers who 
“lead for learning”), teachers and students—work in interrelated subsystems. 

The teaching and learning in classrooms is “nested” within the teacher com-
munities, which are nested within schools, which are nested within the wider 
community. As a result, what occurs beyond the classroom influences (and is 
influenced by) what occurs within the classroom.

Student success arises through a broad array of skills, experiences, opportuni-
ties and outcomes across all of the domains. 

The whole school environment has an impact on things like students’ opportu-
nities to participate in creative endeavours, on their social-emotional skills and 
health, and their opportunities to participate as engaged citizens in the school. 

The interactions and social processes occurring within and between settings 
are important determinants of the conditions and competencies articulated 
within and across each of the domains. 

Student and school suc-

cess cannot be defined 

solely by the measurement 

of student performance 

in literacy and numeracy, 

the accumulation of sub-

ject credits, or graduation 

rates. Schools are com-

plex, dynamic systems 

that influence students’ 

academic, affective, social, 

and behavioral learning.

Nina Bascia, Ontario Institute for 
Studies in Education

HOW SCHOOLS AFFECT STUDENT LEARNING

QUALITY LEARNING ENVIRONMENTS
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The public has a significant stake in the success of our 
education systems. 

Up to now —for the most part—the public has accepted 
literacy and numeracy scores as a sufficient proxy measure 
of overall educational success. But a year of public consul-
tation shows that the general public, parents and educa-
tors want to know more about how schools are supporting 
students for long-term success. 

Over the course of 2013/14, People for Education hosted 
face-to-face consultations with more than 1,000 people, 
and a further 4,000 responded to an online survey. Par-
ticipants expressed strong support for setting goals and 
measuring school progress in such areas as students’ 
social-emotional skills, creativity and innovation, health, 
and citizenship. There was also overwhelming support for 
measuring the quality of the learning environment itself.

While a majority still believe that they can probably tell if 
a school is doing a good job by its literacy and numeracy 
test scores, almost half (44%) would probably or definitely 
not assume that if a school has good literacy and numeracy 
scores it is doing a good job overall. 

The vast majority of respondents (84%) said the general 
public definitely or probably does not understand how 
schools contribute to students’ success in domains like 
social-emotional skills, creativity, health and citizenship. 

THE PUBLIC BELIEVES  
WHAT IS MEASURED, MATTERS

In your opinion, does the general public have a 
good understanding of how schools contribute 
to students’ success in areas like health, creativ-
ity, social-emotional skills and citizenship?

20%

40%

60%

0%

Definitely 
not

28%

Probably

14%

Definitely

1%

Probably 
not

56%

Health 88% 75%

Citizenship 84% 71%

Creativity 84% 74%

Social-Emotional 
Skills 89% 79%

Quality Learning  
Environments 96% 89%

PERCENTAGE OF RESPONDENTS WHO AGREE 
WITH EXPANDED GOALS AND MEASURES

We should  
set goals

We should 
measure  
progress
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Just as we need a new way of thinking about skills, we also need a new way of 
thinking about measurement. 

It is not enough simply to measure outcomes. 

The skills in each domain are intricately connected to the quality of learning 
experiences and supports available in classrooms, within the school and be-
yond the school—in school-community partnerships and at home. 

In fact, the ‘inputs’ or conditions of learning, may be as important as the ‘out-
puts’ or student outcomes.

The skills and competencies in each of the domains also exist across the cur-
riculum and are interconnected. For example, social-emotional learning in-
cludes the ability to take others’ perspectives into account and to empathize, 
which in turn requires a student to be receptive, inquisitive, empathetic, and 
value other perspectives—skills that are included in creativity and citizenship. 

For these reasons, some components of the domains might lend themselves 
well to large scale assessments whereas other areas may be more successfully 
measured through student experiences in classrooms.

Once a set of indicators for each of the domains has been established and 
agreed upon, different forms of measurement will be assessed, including large 
scale assessment (whole and sample population), student, teacher and school 
community surveys, team-based observation and student portfolios/work. 

Teachers and learners, like 

others, need to be held to 

account, but this requires 

intelligent systems of ac-

countability that do not 

distort primary activities.  
 

Intelligent accountability in 

education, as elsewhere, 

also needs to communi-

cate, not merely to dissemi-

nate, relevant evidence 

that can be assessed by 

those to whom profes-

sionals and institutions are 

accountable.

O’Neill, Onora  
Oxford Review of Education

A NEW WAY OF THINKING  
ABOUT MEASUREMENT
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People for Education is an independent, non-profit organization that works to support public education in On-
tario’s English, French and Catholic schools. Founded in 1996, the organization promotes civic engagement in 
the public education system, investigates the effects of policy and funding changes on schools, communicates 
about educational issues with a variety of audiences, and brings an independent voice to government policy 
tables. The goal of the organization is to ensure that every student has an equitable chance for success, and 
that public education is recognized as an essential part of a civil and prosperous society.

DOMAIN LEADS/SECRETARIAT 
To ensure that each step of the initiative is based on strong evidence, People for Education has recruited a 
secretariat of domain experts to oversee and conduct the research component of Measuring What Matters: 

Nina Bascia, Lead: Quality Learn-
ing Environments. Professor, 
Director, Collaborative Educational 
Policy Program, Ontario Institute 
for Studies in Education, University 
of Toronto

Lisa Bayrami, Director of Research, 
Roots of Empathy

Michelle Boucher, University of 
Ottawa, Advisor in French-language 
education

Ruth Childs, Professor, Ontario 
Institute for Studies in Education, 
University of Toronto

David Cameron, Research Director, 
People for Education

WHO IS LEADING THIS  
GROUNDBREAKING WORK?

Kadriye Ercikan, Professor, Mea-
surement, Evaluation and Research 
Methodology, University of British 
Columbia

Bruce Ferguson, Lead: Health. Pro-
fessor of Psychiatry, Psychology, 
Dalla Lana School of Public Health, 
University of Toronto; Community 
Health Systems Research Group, 
SickKids

Annie Kidder, Executive Director, 
People for Education

Marie-France LeFort, Executive 
Director, Proforem

Alan Leschied, Professor, Faculty 
of Education, University of Western 
Ontario

Susan Rodger, Associate Professor, 
Faculty of Education, University of 
Western Ontario 

MEASURING WHAT MATTERS ADVISORY COMMITTEE

This project is guided by an advisory committee, representing leading organizations from across Canada, the 
United States and Europe, and institutions in fields of relevance to the project. For more information about 
the advisory committee, go to: www.peopleforeducation.ca/mwm.

Alan Sears, Lead: Citizenship.
Professor of social studies and 
citizenship education, Uni-
versity of New Brunswick

Stuart Shanker, Lead: Social-Emo-
tional Skills. Research Professor, 
Philosophy and Psychology, York 
University; Director, Milton and 
Ethel Harris Research Initiative, 
York University; Canadian Self-
Regulation Initiative

Charles Ungerleider, Professor 
Emeritus, Educational Studies, The 
University of British Columbia 
and Director of Research, Direc-
tions Evidence and Policy Research 
Group

Rena Upitis, Lead: Creativity.  
Professor, Queen’s University
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People for Education is a registered charity that works to support 
public education in Ontario’s English, French and Catholic schools.

For more information, contact us:

phone: 416-534-0100 
email: info@peopleforeducation.ca
web: http://www.peopleforeducation.ca


