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Abstract
Extensive research demonstrates that a qualified workforce is essential to out-of-school time program
quality, which, in turn, is essential for positive youth development. Recently, the in- and out-of-school
fields have witnessed an increase in attention to social and emotional learning practices and programs,
yet less is known about how to support the adults who are engaged in the social and emotional learning
process. A first step in supporting this workforce is to build the collective knowledge around what social
and emotional learning is and what the practices are that support social and emotional development. We
also believe there is a need to identify and describe the connection between what has been and what
could be—that is, connecting youth development as a foundation for intentional social and emotional
learning. We reviewed a selection of widely disseminated, research-based, practitioner-focused resources
to identify the specific practices that promote social and emotional learning. This process elevated a set
of 8 practices, which we delineated into 2 categories: foundational organizational practices and
programmatic practices that support social and emotional development. In addition, we completed a
comprehensive crosswalk of those practices with seminal youth development and out-of-school time
resources to demonstrate the alignment and progression from youth development to social and emotional
learning. This article describes the 8 social and emotional learning practices and highlights connections to
foundational youth development practices. We conclude with a set of recommendations for the field
leaders who must continue to support the workforce.
Key words: youth development, social and emotional learning, core knowledge and competencies

Extensive research (e.g., Eccles & Gootman, 2002; Smith, et al., 2012; Vandell, Larson,
Mahoney, & Watts, 2015; Vandell, Reisner, & Pierce, 2007) underpins our collective knowledge
about quality youth development (YD) programming in out-of-school time (OST), which includes
time spent before and after school, during the summer, and in other informal learning settings
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(e.g., libraries, museums). It is now widely accepted, for example, that YD programs should
ensure “physical and psychological safety, appropriate structure, opportunities to belong,
positive social norms, support for efficacy and mattering, opportunities for skill building,
integration of family, school, and community efforts, and nurturance and support” (Eccles &
Gootman, 2002, p. 90).
As an OST field, we have coalesced around what quality programming looks like in practice and
how quality programs can benefit young people. That quality OST programming supports a
litany of youth outcomes—from improved academic achievement and academic engagement,
reductions in behavioral problems, and improved social functioning—is evident and wellresearched (Durlak, Weissberg, & Pachan, 2010; Kataoka & Vandell, 2013; Vandell et al., 2015;
Vandell et al., 2007).
Gone are the days of equating OST programming with babysitting; we now know that simply
providing a safe space—while still essential—is not always enough. The field has matured and,
with that maturity, comes a refining and sharpening in scope and goals (Jones & Doolittle,
2017). We understand the settings, activities, and practices that work best for youth who
participate in OST programs. Moreover, research has demonstrated the need for systemic
supports and qualified staff (Every Hour Counts, 2014; McElvain, Moroney, Devaney, Singer, &
Newman, 2014; Smith et al., 2012). As an OST field, we have responded accordingly by
developing measures of process quality, articulating core knowledge and competencies, building
systems for professional learning, and ensuring these are aligned with YD principles and
practices that underpin our definitions of quality OST experiences.

Supporting the Workforce in Implementing Quality OST Programming
A qualified workforce is essential to OST program quality which, in turn, is essential for positive
youth development (Eccles & Gootman, 2002; Mahoney & Warner, 2014; Smith, et al., 2012;
Starr & Gannett, 2017), yet the OST workforce has struggled with issues of turnover,
compensation, and limited opportunities for professional learning (Starr & Gannett, 2017). A
national survey of 4,346 after-school workers revealed OST professionals have a range of
education levels, backgrounds, and prior experiences and that opportunities for professional
learning often vary greatly, with many OST professionals lacking formal education in the
content areas they lead (Nee, Howe, Schmidt, & Cole, 2006). It is this variety that, in many
ways, is a strength of the OST workforce, as the diversity of thought that stems from each
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person’s lived experiences may foster creative, complex, and compassionate relationships in the
OST setting. However, this variability also underscores the need to support the workforce in
ensuring they have the basic knowledge and competencies that are essential when working
with youth.
To better support the OST workforce, our field has witnessed both a litany of research-based
calls to action (e.g., Cole, 2011; Moroney, 2016; Starr & Gannett, 2017; Stone, Garza, &
Borden, 2004) and the development of resources in response to those calls. The National
AfterSchool Association (NAA) developed the Core Knowledge and Competencies (CKCs) for

Afterschool and Youth Development Professionals in 2011, for example, to address the needs
identified in the literature. The NAA CKCs present the knowledge, skills, and dispositions needed
by OST professionals to provide high-quality YD programming to support the learning and
development of children and youth (NAA, 2011). The NAA CKCs outline core knowledge (the
expertise needed by professionals to work effectively with school-age children and youth) and

competencies (concrete, observable, and achievable behaviors that establish standards of
practice) in 10 content areas:


child and youth growth and development;



learning environments and curriculum;



child/youth observation and assessment;



interactions with children and youth;



youth engagement;



cultural competency and responsiveness;



family, school, and community relationships;



safety and wellness;



program planning and development; and



professional development and leadership.

NAA provided the foundation for decisions and practices carried out by staff in OST programs
across the country by (a) defining what OST professionals needed to know and be able to do to
offer quality OST programming for youth and (b) aligning professional learning opportunities to
support staff development (Warner, Ham, & Fenton, 2017). This is not to say that the NAA

CKCs were the only resource in the field to move the OST workforce forward, however, the
development of the national CKCs was instrumental in distilling what we know from extensive
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research and practice into a practical resource that OST professionals nationwide could use to
transform their practice.
Since the development of the NAA CKCs in 2011, many statewide after-school networks (who
often serve to facilitate much of the OST professional learning) have adopted or developed staff
core competency guidance as well. And because the national CKCs are research-based, they are
often aligned with quality standards (see American Institutes for Research, 2017) and
continuous improvement processes (e.g., Smith, et al., 2012) and tools.1 The Youth Program
Quality Intervention, for example, describes a pyramid of instructional quality that includes
creating a safe and supportive environment with high levels of positive interaction and
engagement (Smith, et al., 2012), and many of these elements align with the CKCs and serve
as the guidepost for other resources for the OST workforce. There is room to improve, as there
always will be, but there exist systemic supports and a unified understanding of quality YD as a
foundation for OST programming.
In addition to the now consistent emphasis on quality YD programming in OST, there has also
been a focus on the role OST programs can play in skill development through quality
enrichment activities that promote collaboration, inquiry, and engagement (Durlak et al., 2010;
Smith, et al., 2012) and complement school-day learning (McCombs, Whitaker, & Yoo, 2017;
McElvain et al., 2014; Partnership for Children and Youth, 2017). Because learning happens
across multiple settings, and because learning includes academic, social, and emotional
development (Aspen Institute National Commission on Social, Emotional, & Academic
Development, 2018), we are now witnessing a cross-field increase in attention to the process of
social and emotional learning (SEL), including in OST. While we have made progress in
supporting YD professionals in their implementation of high-quality OST programming, less is
known about how to best support the OST workforce who endeavor to support (or are tasked
with supporting) SEL (Hurd & Deutsch, 2017).

What is Social and Emotional Learning?
The Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning ([CASEL]; n.d.) defines SEL as
“the process through which children and adults acquire and effectively apply the knowledge,
1

There exist several research-based OST program quality tools such as the David P. Weikart Center’s Program
Quality Assessment and the National Institute on Out-of-School Time’s Assessment of Program Practices
observation instrument. For an in-depth examination of assessments that measure program quality and serve
to facilitate professional learning for the OST workforce, see Measuring Youth Program Quality (Yohalem &
Wilson-Ahlstrom, 2009) and the second edition of Ready to Assess (American Institutes for Research, 2019).
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attitudes, and skills necessary to understand and manage emotions, set and achieve positive
goals, feel and show empathy for others, establish and maintain positive relationships, and
make responsible decisions” (para. 1). This definition is helpful in framing SEL as a process
whereby adults and youth engage in practices that support the development of knowledge,
attitudes, mindsets, and skills (what are often referred to, collectively, as “competencies”—
not to be confused with the NAA competencies described previously) that enable adults and
youth to succeed personally and socially throughout life.
There are myriad frameworks and practical resources available that define SEL practice and
articulate a set of social and emotional competencies. In fact, a recent review by Berg and
colleagues (2017) endeavored to identify the alignment between social and emotional
competency frameworks. In their search, Berg and colleagues cast a wide net which yielded
136 different frameworks. It is no wonder that OST professionals across the field may approach
SEL from a variety of perspectives and feel like more support is needed.
In 2015, NAA conducted a SEL-related survey of its members. Findings suggested that
programs and staff value and implement SEL practices yet many OST professionals do not feel
knowledgeable talking about SEL. In addition, findings emphasized the need for additional
training in SEL and access to more SEL-related resources, such as specific practice and activity
ideas (Moroney, Singer, & Newman, 2016). It is worth mentioning that the findings from this
survey mirror principal surveys conducted by CASEL which suggest principals also value SEL but
need more supports for implementation (DePaoli, Atwell, & Bridgeland, 2017).
It has become apparent that, while OST professionals see SEL as critical, the OST workforce
needs more support to be able to implement SEL practices intentionally and effectively. In
response to the 2015 survey findings, NAA issued a call to action: “field leaders should allocate
resources to build capacity and develop tools and materials so that practitioners will be
equipped to implement high quality social and emotional learning practices” (Moroney, Singer,
& Newman, 2016). In the sections that follow, we describe our efforts (in response to NAA’s call
to action) to (a) better understand SEL practice in OST and (b) articulate a set of
recommendations for supporting an SEL-focused OST workforce.
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Supporting Intentional SEL Practice Across the OST Workforce
In the last 5 years, the OST field has generated a plethora of SEL practice-focused resources.
Given this influx of materials, we posited that a critical first step in supporting intentional SEL
across the OST workforce was to take a step back and focus on building the collective
knowledge around what SEL is and what it looks like in OST settings. This shared understanding
could then drive future efforts around resource development and opportunities for professional
learning, coaching, and technical assistance. We began our quest to identify a set of shared SEL
practices with a search for research- and field-based resources that emphasized SEL practice.
We searched both peer-reviewed and published literature as well as “grey literature” (e.g., nonpeer-reviewed resource guides, tools, handbook chapters from thought leaders and
organizations in OST) to capture the breadth of resources that were most likely to be accessed
and used by the OST workforce. The search for resources included relevant terms including but
not limited to content terms (e.g., “social and emotional learning,” “social-emotional learning,”
“SEL,” “personal and social learning”) in combination with OST setting terms (e.g., “afterschool,” “out-of-school time,” “OST”, “informal learning”) in search engines such as PsycINFO,
JSTOR and ERIC, and Google Scholar. In addition to a formal search, experts in the field
recommended additional sources to include in the review. We chose final sources for inclusion
in the review based on recent publication dates (within the last 10 years) and the content of the
resource; namely, that practices to support SEL were the focus.
As shown in Table 1, our search process yielded 11 resources for review. Ultimately, the search
process was designed to be comprehensive; however, the knowledge base is rich, diverse, and
ever-changing (indeed, new resources have emerged since the review process for this project
began), and any search process has limitations. As such, the included resources represent an
effort to review a range of resources and SEL practices. The exclusion of any given source is
not intended to imply its lack of value to the field. Similarly, the inclusion of a source does not
represent any evaluation of its methodologies or findings.
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Table 1. Practices and Recommendations From Resources Selected for Review and
Inclusion
Resource

Practices

Social and emotional learning

Social Practices

practices: A self-reflection tool for



Youth-centered problem-solving

afterschool staff (Beyond the Bell,



Program staff language

2015)



Responsibility and choice



Warmth and support

Program Implementation Practices


Cooperative/group learning



Group discussions



Self-reflection/assessment



Balanced program activities



Encouraging grit and persistence



Competence-building (modeling, practicing, feedback, coaching)

Social and Emotional Competencies


Self-awareness



Self-management/emotion regulation



Social awareness



Relationship/social skills



Responsible decision-making
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Table 1. (continued)
Resource

Practices

Intentional practices to support

Equipping staff

social and emotional learning



Building understanding and fluency of SEL

(Blyth, Olson, & Walker, 2017)



Support SEL (or EQ) in practitioners



Develop a culture of coaching



Practice giving effective feedback

See also: Social and Emotional
Learning in Practice: A Toolkit of

Creating the learning environment

Practical Strategies and Resources



Spending time developing and using consistent routines

(Walker, Olson, & Herman, 2017)



Develop positive behavior expectations

Designing impactful learning experiences


Sequenced



Active



Focused



Explicit

Using data for improvement
Preparing youth to thrive:



Project content sequence

Assessing SEL curriculum design



SEL content sequence

(David P. Weikart Center for Youth



Safe space

Program Quality, 2016a)



Responsive practices



Supports for staff

Preparing youth to thrive:

Staff practices

Assessing SEL practices a (David P.



Structure

Weikart Center for Youth Program



Modeling

Quality, 2016b)



Facilitating



Scaffolding



Coaching



Reflection
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Table 1. (continued)
Resource

Practices

The impact of after-school

Skill development activity approach (“SAFE”)

programs that promote personal



Sequenced

and social skills (Durlak &



Active

Weissberg, 2007)



Focused



Explicit

See also: Durlak, Weissberg, &
Pachan (2010)
SEL-focused after-school programs
(Hurd & Deutsch, 2017)

Effective staff practices for promoting SEL


physical and psychological safety



appropriate structure



opportunities to belong



positive social norms



support for efficacy and mattering



opportunities for skill building



integration of family, school, and community efforts



nurturance and support

b

Youth–staff relationships
Supporting adult staff


Recruit young people who are more likely to benefit from
participation



Ensure multiple staff members have training in practices to promote
SEL



Offer collaborative planning time



Provide organizational supports (e.g., vacation, mental health
services, resources for professional learning)



Support continuous improvement
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Table 1. (continued)
Resource

Practices

Promoting social and emotional

(Recommendations)

competencies in elementary school



Focus more on teachers, classrooms

(Jones, Barnes, Bailey, & Doolittle,



Reflect development

2017)



Rethink measurement

Navigating SEL from the inside out:

Key features of effective SEL programs:

Looking inside and across 25



Occur within supportive contexts

leading SEL programs, a practical



Build adult competencies

resource for schools and OST



Acknowledge features of the broader community context (i.e.,

providers (Jones, Brush, et al.,
2017)

partner with families and community)


Target a key behaviors and skills across multiple contexts



Set reasonable goals



Incorporate “SAFE” elements

Program components that support effectiveness and address
challenges:


Activities beyond core lessons



Climate and culture supports



Applications to OST



Adaptability to local context



Professional development and training



Support for implementation



Tools to assess implementation and program outcomes



Family and community engagement
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Table 1. (continued)
Resource

Practices

MHA Labs Skill Building Practice

Planning and preparation

Guide (MHA Labs, 2017)



Review core skills (building blocks)



Engage in lesson-program planning



Identify skill expectations



Identify performance evidence



Identify potential feedback prompts



Identify instructional strategies



Examine results of planning process

Action and feedback


Full engage youth in skills development process



Make skills transparent



Conduct the activity as planned



Provide real-time skill-building feedback

Reflection and improvement


Engage in reflection and continuous improvement



Use appraisal tools
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Table 1. (continued)
Resource

Practices

Social and Emotional Learning in

Equipping staff

Practice: A Toolkit of Practical



Understanding and fluency of SEL

Strategies and Resources (Walker



Individual SEL (or EQ) and cultural values

et al., 2017)



Program sequencing to support skill-building



Features of high quality programs that support SEL

See also: Intentional practices to

Creating the learning environment

support social and emotional



Group and individual level expectations

learning (Blyth et al., 2017)



Effective feedback



Integrated reflection

Designing impactful learning experiences


Youth exploration of individual and community identity (Ways I Am)



Sharing gratitude and communicate one’s feelings (Ways of Feeling)



Learn about empathy and setting group norms (Ways of Relating)



Developing clear goals and working towards consensus (Ways of
Doing)

Using data for improvement

Social and emotional learning

a



Using reflective activities to measure change over time



Youth assessment and feedback for adults



Selecting SEL outcome measurement tools

(Recommendations)

programs for adolescents (Yeager,



Differentiate recommendations by age

2017)



Find ways to make environments more respectful



Think carefully about measurement

SEL practices include key youth experiences in addition to staff practices. For the purpose of this review, we

focused on the staff practices.
b

The authors attribute this list to the 2002 publication by Eccles and Gootman, Community Programs to Promote

Youth Development, and then elaborate upon each of those recommendations to discuss their application in
promoting SEL in afterschool.
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As shown in Table 2, we then synthesized practices across resources to determine commonalities and synergies. This synthesis
yielded eight SEL practices.

Creating a safe and supportive environment





Supporting belonging and relationship-building



Understanding social and emotional development to support
competence-building
Providing opportunities for youth agency and engagement
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Yeager (2017)





Walker et al. (2017)







MHA Labs (2017)

Building in coaching and reflection for continuous improvement



Jones, Brush, et al. (2017)



Jones, Barnes, et al. (2017)





Hurd & Deutsch (2017)

Planning for SEL programming

Durlak & Weissberg (2007)



learning contexts

Youth Program Quality (2016b)



Acknowledging the diverse characteristics of the community and other

David P. Weikart Center for



being

Youth Program Quality (2016a)

Blyth et al. (2017)



Supporting adult social and emotional competence, health, and well-

David P. Weikart Center for

Beyond the Bell (2015)

Table 2. Crosswalk of SEL Practice Resources With Eight SEL Practices
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Our examination of the literature about these eight practices suggests that many of them are
aligned with—if not completely grounded in—YD theory and practice. To highlight this
alignment, we created a crosswalk of the eight practices with three seminal YD-focused
publications: Eccles and Gootman’s (2002) publication Community Programs to Promote Youth

Development, the NAA CKCs (2011), and the instructional practices that underpin the Youth
Program Quality Intervention and widely disseminated quality assessment tools (Smith et al.,
2012). This crosswalk activity (Table 3) is illustrative in nature but highlights the connections
between YD and SEL: YD and SEL practices are both designed to foster a safe and supportive
environment, support relationship-building, be engaging, and provide opportunities for skillbuilding (Hurd & Deutsch, 2017; Jones, Barnes, et al., 2017; Jones, Brush, et al., 2017).

Table 3. Crosswalk of SEL Practices With Seminal Youth Development Resources
Eccles &
Gootman (2002)
Supporting adult social and emotional

the community and other learning contexts



continuous improvement
Creating a safe and supportive environment
Supporting belonging and relationshipbuilding

Association (2011)

Smith, et al.,
(2012)







a





a





















Planning for SEL programming
Building in coaching and reflection for

AfterSchool



competence, health, and well-being
Acknowledging the diverse characteristics of

National

Understanding social and emotional
development to support competencebuilding
Providing opportunities for youth agency
and engagement
a



Although not specific to SEL, the YPQI model emphasizes the role of assessment, planning, and improvement.
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While YD and SEL practices may be aligned, however, it is important to note that quality YD
alone is not enough to support the development of key social and emotional competencies
(Devaney & Moroney, 2018; Shernoff, 2013). Rather, it is only through intentional SEL
practice—of which, many YD principles should serve as the foundation—that the workforce will
be able to create learning environments that support the development of social and emotional
competencies (Blyth et al., 2017).
We believe there is a need to identify and describe the connection between what has been and
what could be—that is, connecting YD as a foundation for intentional SEL. Moreover, we see
that this creates a mechanism for supporting the OST workforce in their SEL practice. Rather
than treating SEL as something new and different (which is conceivably much harder to do), we
posit that OST professionals have the foundation (that is, YD) with which to focus on intentional
SEL. In the sections that follow, we describe the eight SEL practices for OST, highlighting how
YD principles and practices are foundational to intentional practices that foster SEL.

Eight SEL Practices for the OST Workforce
OST organizations and their leadership need to identify and be intentional about how they
prepare staff to engage in SEL (Moroney & Devaney, 2017). This may be accomplished through
intentional hiring, preparation, and ongoing staff supports (Vandell & Lao, 2016). Our
examination of recent and widely disseminated SEL practice-focused resources elevated eight
practices that are critical to the SEL process. To better understand the specific practices, we
have broken them out into two categories: foundational organizational practices and
programmatic practices that support social and emotional development.

Organizational Practices that Support SEL
The first four practices highlight organizational structures and processes that serve as a
foundation for programmatic practices that guide the interactions between adults and youth.

Supporting Adult Social and Emotional Competence, Health, and Well-Being
There is evidence to suggest that adult social and emotional competence is essential to
supporting both YD and SEL practice (see Schonert-Reichl, 2017). OST professionals who are
socially and emotionally competent are better able to develop supportive relationships with
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youth, create activities that build on the strengths of young people, and help them develop the
basic social and emotional skills necessary to participate in programs (Jennings & Greenberg,
2009). OST professionals should know and be able to articulate how their emotions, values, and
beliefs inform their practice (American Institutes for Research, 2015). Understanding what the
adults in the space “bring to the table” and how that may impact the youth they work with is
essential to cultivating a learning environment that is supportive of and conducive to social and
emotional growth (Blyth et al., 2017; Schonert-Reichl, 2017).
Relatedly, adult social and emotional health and well-being are related to healthy relationships,
effective program management, and the effective implementation of SEL. Adult stress and
burnout play a role in their social and emotional competence. Working with youth can be an
incredibly rewarding, albeit stressful job with many demands. Adults who are overly stressed
may not be able to connect with youth or effectively promote social and emotional practice. To
facilitate the most positive experiences for youth, it is important to remember the social and
emotional health of OST professionals working with them and on their behalf.

Acknowledging the Diverse Characteristics of the Community and Other Learning Contexts
It is also critical that OST professionals understand and acknowledge diverse characteristics of
the community and other learning contexts because cultural values and identity are directly
connected to YD and SEL (Blyth et al., 2017; Walker et al. 2017). The relationship between
cultural values and social and emotional skills is complex, as cultural values often influence
which of these skills are most important for individual youth (Walker et al., 2017). Contextually
relevant and culturally competent practice means that SEL will—and should!—look different for
different youth. Culturally competent practices start with a foundation of (a) recognizing one’s
own cultural influences and biases, (b) knowledge of youth cultural backgrounds, (c) awareness
of the broader social, economic, and political context, (d) ability and willingness to use culturally
appropriate management strategies, and (e) a commitment to building caring communities
(Blyth et al., 2017).

Planning for SEL Programming
Planning and intentionality are essential to effective implementation of SEL practices however,
the mechanisms for supporting SEL practice may vary. Organizations can adopt a program, set
of practices, curriculum, or framework that meets the needs of the youth and families served
and then create a plan for implementation (American Institutes for Research, 2015; Walker et
al., 2017). Using planning to align SEL with the school, families, and community is also
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important. Many districts, schools, and after-school and expanded learning providers have goals
that endeavor to align their SEL efforts, yet these efforts may not fully succeed because
educators may use different language and operate within separate initiatives (Partnership for
Children and Youth, 2017). By prioritizing SEL and integrating it into daily practice, OST
professionals can begin to create conditions that foster opportunities for SEL. OST professionals
should recognize and be able to capitalize on teachable moments that may occur during
program time and employ strategies for supporting competence-building as it happens (a
concept referred to as “taught and caught;” see Blyth, 2018).

Building in Coaching and Reflection for Continuous Improvement
As stated previously, SEL is a process and it is one that may, at times, require a level of
vulnerability as OST professionals reflect on their own social and emotional competence,
practices, areas of strength, and opportunities for growth. OST professionals will need to
engage youth in an intentional process of reflection as well (David P. Weikart Center for Youth
Program Quality, 2016b).
OST professionals will benefit when organizations adopt a culture of coaching and feedback that
is not only supportive of professional growth but also adult well-being and social and emotional
growth. The YD field has united around improvement systems that aim to improve quality at
the point-of-service, and this also holds true for SEL efforts. By creating a culture in which OST
professionals are collecting information in an ongoing manner and using it to drive decisions,
everyone plays a role in supporting the program and making it better and more conducive to
social and emotional growth. It is critical to include multiple stakeholders in those data
collection efforts—from youth to their families to program staff—and to strive for multiple
methods of data collection such as program observations, surveys, focus groups, and
administrative data. OST professionals can and should continuously reflect on whether and how
they are creating the right conditions for learning and development and how youth are
developing key social and emotional competencies.

Programmatic Practices that Support SEL
While the first four practices focus on what organizations can do to support SEL, the next four
highlight what the OST professional can do to support SEL. Although we have articulated four
separate practices in the sections that follow, it is important to note that many of these
practices overlap and may (and should) happen concurrently.
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Creating a Safe and Supportive Environment
Social and emotional development does not happen in isolation. Rather, it happens when OST
professionals understand and can create an environment that is safe, both physically and
psychologically (Jones, Barnes, et al., 2017; Jones, Brush, et al., 2017; Schonert-Reichl, 2017).
It is only when young people feel safe and secure that they may have the capacity to engage in
the learning process. Given the vulnerable nature of personal and social development, the
environment and conditions for learning are even more critical for SEL. OST professionals
therefore need to understand how to develop and implement policies and practices that ensure
safe, fair, and equitable treatment for all youth.
Once a safe environment is established, OST professionals should know and be able to create
an environment that is warm and welcoming (American Institutes for Research, 2015; David P.
Weikart Center for Youth Program Quality, 2016b; Schonert-Reichl, 2017). This is an element
that is fundamental to YD practice but is sometimes overlooked in OST SEL practice. Many OST
professionals are familiar with strategies and activities that are fun and can create a welcoming
space—trust circles, ice breaker activities, emotion reflections and discussions, to name a few—
but they may overlook the ways in which these mechanisms can also be used to foster
intentional SEL, by helping young people practice communication, active listening, appreciation
for similarities and differences, and collaboration.
Likewise, youth need to know that OST professionals care about them and it is essential for
OST professionals to understand that verbal communication and nonverbal body language
matters. Young people learn from the adults that surround them, from the ways in which
program staff speak to them to how they interact with other adults; staff language is critical in
that they are modeling for youth as well as creating (or detracting from) a warm and welcoming
space to grow and develop (Blyth et al., 2017).
OST professionals should also know and be able to ensure consistency through routines and
positive behavior expectations (Blyth et al., 2017). This may include, for example, codeveloping guidelines and adopting shared norms that youth and adults can agree on. When
issues arise, adults and youth, together, can reflect on those norms and discuss problemsolving strategies. Accordingly, OST professionals must understand logical consequences or, if
developmentally appropriate, understand how to encourage youth to suggest logical
consequences when a norm or a rule is broken. Encouraging youth to make connections
between the choices they make, and potential outcomes or consequences is essential to
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developing key social and emotional competencies. Finally, OST professionals can also create a
culture that supports making mistakes and thinking “outside the box.” Young people will learn
best from their mistakes when they are free to make them. Using mistakes as a learning
opportunity and encouraging persistence is key.

Supporting Belonging and Relationship-Building
OST professionals need support to be able to nurture developing relationships to sustain them,
so it is critical that OST professionals can support a young person’s sense of belonging and
build relationships (Jones, Barnes, et al., 2017).1 Relationships are essential to YD programs
(see Eccles & Gootman, 2002) because they support a safe and supportive environment and,
ultimately, youth engagement. However they are also paramount to intentional SEL because the
act of engaging in successful and positive relationships is often seen as an essential social and
emotional skill that young people can and should develop.
Because young people experience many types of relationships in OST—youth with staff, youth
with each other, staff with staff, youth developing their own sense of identity and therefore
relationship with themselves—OST professionals must be able to cultivate relationships
effectively because, in doing so, they are teaching young people why and how relationships
work. To that end, it is also critical that OST professionals identify seemingly innocuous
structures or practices that may unintentionally promote exclusion and restructure them to
promote inclusion and relationship-building instead (Jones, Barnes, et al., 2017).
Finally, OST professionals need the skills and strategies to engage with youth while
authentically learning about their interests and their lived experience (which may also include
engaging families and other members of the community). This enables OST professionals to use
youth interest to guide activities and align competence-building accordingly. This not only
fosters a sense of belonging and inclusion, but it also promotes youth engagement and boosts
competence-building efforts by ensuring their relevance.

1

While relationships are often seen as a critical component of creating a safe and supportive environment, our
review of SEL practice resources elevated these two concepts separately, suggesting the significance of each
practice individually.
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Understanding Social and Emotional Development to Effectively Support Social and Emotional
Competence-Building
OST professionals who work with youth must understand social and emotional development and
what developmentally appropriate practice (DAP) looks like for the specific age/grade range of
young people they are working with (Blyth et al., 2017; Schonert-Reichl, 2017). This knowledge
should underpin all efforts—both explicit and embedded—around competence-building. It is
worth noting that many states have now developed SEL standards for learning that specify what
young people should know and be able to do at different developmental periods (Dusenbury,
Dermody, & Weissberg, 2018). Although the standards are intended for use in schools, DAP
does not change based on setting and this may be a useful resource for OST professionals as
they aim to implement intentional SEL.
In addition to DAP, Durlak and Weissberg (2007) defined the now well-established acronym
“SAFE” to articulate the importance of engaging in skill-building that is sequenced, active,
focused, and explicit. OST professionals should be able to sequence each activity so that there
is a clear and logical flow and that each activity scaffolds (i.e., builds upon each other) over the
course of the program cycle (David P. Weikart Center for Youth Program Quality, 2016a).
Understanding developmentally appropriate SEL practice will also ensure staff are able to
scaffold activities appropriately, providing just the right amount of support for youth to learn,
and increasing the level of challenge as they continue mastery. This notion of scaffolded
programming is evident in many YD program quality resources that focus on skill-building
generally, and those same concepts should apply to intentional SEL as well.
OST professionals should also understand and be able to design activities and plan
programming that is active and engaging (David P. Weikart Center for Youth Program Quality,
2016a; Durlak & Weissberg, 2007; Jones, Brush, et al., 2017). Activities should be interactive
and hands-on, embedding competence-building into everyday practice when possible. SEL
practice expands when OST professionals understand when and how to capitalize on teachable
moments, recognizing when young people demonstrate social and emotional competencies
effectively, noticing when they may need support, engaging in an ongoing process of modeling
competencies for youth, and encouraging youth to practice while providing feedback, and inthe-moment coaching (Blyth et al., 2017; Newman, Dymnicki, Fergus, Weissberg, & Osher,
2018).
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Providing Opportunities for Youth Agency and Engagement in Learning and Development
The concepts of voice, choice, leadership, and agency are strongholds of the YD principles and
are often employed by OST professionals with the goal of ensuring that young people are heard
and know that they are valued. Hearing from young people serves to improve any OST
program—SEL-focused or otherwise—by ensuring that programming reflects their experience,
wants, and needs.
As these concepts relate to SEL, however, OST professionals can go deeper to support social
and emotional competence-building. Encouraging youth voice, choice, and leadership provides
youth with an opportunity to explicitly understand and then practice critical social and emotional
competencies such as self-awareness and self-management, effective communication, and
active listening. When youth share their voice and see change, OST professionals can work with
youth so they learn not only that their voice has value (essential to YD practice) but also that
there are effective (or less effective) ways to communicate (essential to SEL practice). In
addition, youth learn the critical skill of decision-making when they have opportunities to make
choices and they see the reality of cause and effect (two critical social and emotional skills).
When engaging in intentional SEL, OST professionals should understand and be able to provide
and help youth make choices about both process and content, in a developmentally and
authentic way; that may lead to a discussion about those choices and their impact, which can
help youth learn to make responsible decisions (yet another social and emotional skill).

Recommendations: Where Do We Go from Here?
As the OST field embraces SEL, understanding what SEL is and what it can look like in practice
is critical. We have taken preliminary steps to do that here, by reviewing the myriad resources
that are currently available to elevate eight SEL practices. We have also suggested that a
second mechanism for effectively supporting the OST workforce lies in reframing the discussion
around SEL, moving away from the notion that SEL is something new and refocusing on

intentional SEL that logically builds from the YD foundation that already underpins quality OST
programming.
The synthesis presented here is only the first step in supporting the OST workforce in their
efforts to engage in intentional SEL. There is still much to be learned about the barriers and
facilitators of intentional SEL and the most effective methods for providing professional learning
for an OST workforce that has historically had limited opportunities for training. At a high level,
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we recommend six steps that OST leaders can take to support the workforce in implementing
the intentional SEL practices described in this article:

1. Reflect on current YD practice to determine whether, where, and how programs and
staff can incorporate intentional SEL practice.

2. Foster a climate and culture that is supportive of social and emotional growth, not only
for youth but for OST professionals as well.

3. Align efforts to support SEL: Conduct a needs assessment, create an asset map, or
engage in other assessments to align practices and supports with youth, families, and
the community. This helps OST professionals understand context, provide programming
that supports growth and development, and engage with families and community
members in a way that reflects their values, acknowledges their lived experiences, and
works for them.

4. Plan for SEL: Ensure that appropriate time and resources are available for continuous
professional learning, including integrating SEL topics into meetings and providing
resource materials for all OST professionals.

5. Engage in professional learning: Provide training for practitioners in evidence-based
approaches to SEL and make the training opportunities available to OST professionals at
a variety of levels within the staffing structure. (This fosters conditions where OST
professionals are able to support each other as they learn new competencies, gain new
knowledge, and implement it across a variety of settings.)

6. Create structures for ongoing reflection and assessment that support ongoing
improvement: Implement routine practices so OST professionals can set goals and
incorporate use of a self-reflection tool into daily programming, developing individual
and group action plans to work toward goals.
As we continue to grow and evolve as a field of YD-focused OST professionals—many of whom
are on a path toward intentional SEL—the need to support the professionals engaged in this
work becomes increasingly clear. SEL for youth begins with the adults—be it from
organizational structures to professional learning, or from recognizing where, when, and how
learning happens to intentionally creating the conditions we all need to grow and develop. Now
comes the essential work of continuing to create and make available resources, materials, and
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opportunities for professional learning that strengthen the workforce, so they can effectively
engage in the SEL process.
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