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Conclusions 

Parents and caregivers play an important role in 
developing their child’s social and emotional skills. As 
such, the current study examined their perceptions of 
Social and Emotional Learning (SEL), or in-school 
programming designed to teach social and emotional 
skills. Consistent with past research, we found other 
program labels, such as “life skills,” were ranked 
more highly than “social-emotional learning.” Despite 
this relatively lower ranking, the term social-emotional 
learning was still highly supported by both 
Democratic and Republican parents/caregivers. 
Additionally, while parents/caregivers generally 
understood the skills a social-emotional learning 
program would teach, they thought of a life skills 
program as teaching skills such as financial literacy 
and cooking. Taken together, results provide little 
support for adoption of the term life skills.  

So What? 

Inconsistent with recent research by the Fordham 
Institute, results from this study caution against the 
use of the term life skills to describe a course on 
social and emotional skills. Parents/caregivers do not 
necessarily think of social and emotional skills when 
they see the term life skills. As such, use of this term 
could lead to confusion. Additionally, high levels of 
support for social-emotional learning and a greater 
understanding of what this term entails support the 
continued use of this term.  

Now What? 

Overall, parents/caregivers had relatively low 
familiarity with SEL-related programs. As such, 
defining terms related to SEL is critical when trying to 
accurately gauge parent/caregiver perceptions. 
Additionally, the high levels of support for teaching 
SEL-related programs in schools from 
parents/caregivers aligns well with the growing 
movement to incorporate SEL in student education.  



ACT Research | Research Report | September 2022 3 

 © 2022 by ACT, Inc. All rights reserved. | R2271 

Social and Emotional Skills 
Social and emotional (SE) skills are interpersonal, self-regulatory, and task-related behaviors 
that are important for adaptation to and successful performance in educational and workplace 
settings (Casillas et al., 2015). While core academic skills such as math and writing have long 
been recognized as important to student success, more recent research also provides support 
for SE skills. For instance, a recent meta-analysis including 267 studies found a positive 
relationship between SE skills and academic achievement from elementary school through 
postsecondary education (Mammadov, 2022). In addition to benefits to academic achievement, 
SE skills are related to other important outcomes such as job satisfaction (Judge et al., 2002) 
and life span (Roberts et al., 2007).  

A robust body of research also shows that students can develop these skills through social and 
emotional learning (SEL) interventions or programming designed to teach SE skill development 
to students in school settings (e.g., Mahoney et al., 2018). These interventions lead to greater 
SE skills and other positive outcomes such as improved well-being and positive attitudes. These 
benefits persist for years after the initial intervention (Taylor et al., 2017). Taken together, 
research supports the use of SEL interventions to support student development of SE skills.  

The Role of Parents and Caregivers in SEL 
Most SEL interventions aim to improve student SE skills in school settings, but there is also 
recognition that parents play an important role in this process. For instance, the Collaborative 
for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL) includes families and caregivers in their 
framework for SE skills. This inclusion emphasizes the important role that families and 
caregivers can play in developing their child’s SE skills. This approach is also consistent with a 
growing emphasis in the field on how school-family partnerships can support student 
development of SE skills and increase the effectiveness of SEL interventions (Albright et al., 
2011; Patrikakou & Weissberg, 2007). More broadly, research shows that parental engagement 
has various benefits for students, such as increased academic achievement (Erdem & Kaya, 
2020; Kim & Hill, 2015). Taken together, parents/caregivers play a key role in developing their 
students’ SE skills by extending learning opportunities to students’ home environments and 
modeling SE skills to support their children’s SE skill development.  

Perceptions of Parents and Caregivers 

Parents and caregivers can play a critical role in their students' SE development, and they are 
more likely to participate willingly if they perceive SE skills and SEL interventions as beneficial. 
Several surveys have directly examined the perceptions of parents and caregivers towards SEL. 
For instance, two surveys found that parents generally had positive views toward SE skills and 
the perceived benefits of SEL, such as having a positive impact on academics and helping their 
children be more successful in the future (Hubbard, 2019 McGraw-Hill Education, 2021). 
Similarly, a recent survey found that families see value in SEL and think developing SE skills is 
important for themselves and their children (Daley et al., 2021). 
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In addition to these surveys, a recent report from the Fordham Institute examined parent 
perceptions of SEL-related programming (Tyner, 2021). This survey found parents agree that 
schools should be teaching specific SE skills, such as goal setting and approaching challenges 
in a positive way. However, they also concluded that the label Social-Emotional Learning itself 
was unfavorable and that the label Life Skills was preferable (Tyner, 2021). This conclusion was 
based on the study having asked parents to select three school programs in which they would 
most and least want their child to be enrolled from a list of 12 programs related to aspects of 
their child’s development beyond academic skills. They then created a support index by 
subtracting the percentage of parents who indicated the program is one in which they would 
least want their child enrolled from the percentage that reported the program is one in which 
they would most want their child enrolled. This index found that Life Skills was the highest 
ranked program label and Social-Emotional Learning was the second lowest rank. Based on 
their findings, they concluded that the best way to sell SEL to parents is to “Discuss it 
concretely, honor the role of families in its development, and—whatever you do—do not call it 
social and emotional learning” (Tyner, 2021, p. 2). The current study aimed to follow up on the 
Fordham report and determine if the results would differ depending on the way in which parents 
were asked about their perceptions.  

Current Study 
The current study aims to replicate the main findings from the Fordham report (Tyner, 2021) and 
examine how the rank-order method used in the study may have influenced the interpretation of 
parents’/caregivers’ support for SEL. Replication of their findings is an important first step to 
establishing the robustness of the results (for recommendations on the importance of direct 
replication, see Pashler & Harris, 2012; Schmidt, 2009; Simons, 2014). Similar results between 
their study and the current study can provide some initial evidence for the comparability of 
results across samples and survey contexts.  

Aside from replication, our first goal was to examine if the results would differ based on the 
response options provided for the rank-order questions. Specifically, both Social-Emotional 
Learning and Social-Emotional & Academic Learning were included in the list of 12 programs as 
response options. The inclusion of the similar label Social-Emotional & Academic Learning may 
have led to fewer parents selecting Social-Emotional Learning, given that Social-Emotional & 
Academic Learning may appear to be a more comprehensive term. That is, parents may be 
more likely to select this label simply because that program would teach everything included in a 
Social-Emotional Learning program and more. As such, we compared results when the label 
Social-Emotional & Academic Learning was and was not included as an option.  

Our second goal was to examine what parents and caregivers knew about the program labels 
examined. Without definitions provided in the previous study, parents are assumed to have 
knowledge of each of the program labels. However, comparing the relative level of support for 
different programs is dubious if respondents lack knowledge of some or all the program labels 
or if respondents think some of the programs taught skills unrelated to SEL. To evaluate 
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parents’ and caregivers’ knowledge, we asked them about their familiarity and asked them to 
report on the skills they thought would be taught in a course for several of the program labels. 

Our third goal was to provide a direct measure of support for each of the program labels. Due to 
the rank-order nature of the questions in the previous study, the overall level of support for each 
of the programs was unclear because individuals could only select up to three of the 12 
programs. As such, support for all programs may be fairly low or relatively high. In the current 
study, we directly asked parents and caregivers about the extent to which they support each of 
the program labels being taught in school.  

Finally, a fourth goal of the current study was to examine potential subgroup differences based 
on political affiliation. We focused on political affiliation instead of other subgroup differences for 
two main reasons. First, Tyner (2021) found the largest and most consistent subgroup 
differences in political affiliation versus other variables examined, such as race, class, and 
religion. Specifically, the report concluded that Republicans had an especially negative 
perception of the term Social-Emotional Learning and were more wary than Democrats about 
SEL potentially diverting schools’ attention away from core academic skills. Additionally, our 
sample was primarily White (73.4%) and female (84%), making it difficult to examine differences 
by race/ethnicity or gender meaningfully. We used a mixed-method survey approach to achieve 
these four goals.  

Method 
Participants 
A total of 25,000 parents/caregivers of ACT® test takers were invited to participate in a survey 
following the April 2nd, 2022, National ACT test administration. The initial invitation email told 
parents/caregivers the survey was being conducted to learn more about their familiarity and 
perceptions of programs that teach skills that contribute to student success. Parents/caregivers 
were informed that the survey was voluntary and unincentivized. In total, 1,383 
parents/caregivers began the survey, 1,084 respondents completed at least one block of the 
survey, and 485 completed the entire survey. Partial responses were included in the analyses 
below. Regarding gender, 83.9% of respondents were female, 12.4% were males, .2% were 
another gender, and 3.5% preferred not to respond. Regarding race/ethnicity, 73.4% identified 
as White, 7.2% identified as Black/African American, 3.9% identified as Hispanic/Latino, 2.5% 
identified as Asian, 1.4% identified as American Indian/Alaska Native, .2% identified as Native 
Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander, 1.2% identified as two or more races, and 9.3% chose not to 
respond. The average age of parents/caregivers was 48.02 years (SD = 7.2). 
Parents/caregivers were also asked to report their political affiliation, and 22.5% selected 
Democrat, 24.4% selected Republican, 18.4% selected independent, and 34.7% preferred not 
to respond.  
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Materials 
Parents/caregivers were randomly assigned to answer one of two versions of the survey. The 
first version of the survey was an exact replication of the ranking item in the Fordham study. The 
first item stated: 

The following school programs could relate to aspects of child development beyond 
academic skills. Based on the names only, which of these programs would you most 
want your child enrolled in? Please select the programs you would most want your child 
enrolled in. You may choose up to three. 

The response options included the following programs: Social-Emotional Learning, Character 
Education/Development, Life Skills, Soft Skills, Emotional Intelligence, Positive Youth 
Development, 21st-Century Skills, Social-Emotional & Academic Learning, Whole Child 
Development, Behavioral Skills, Success Factors, and Developing Grit and Growth Mindset. 
Response options were displayed in a random order for this question and all other closed-ended 
questions. The next question asked:  

The following school programs could relate to aspects of child development beyond 
academic skills. Which would you least want your child enrolled in? Please select the 
programs you would least want your child enrolled in. You may choose up to three. 

The same 12 response options were provided. The second version of the survey was similar 
and included the same questions with one exception, namely the option for Social-Emotional & 
Academic Learning was omitted. 

The remaining questions were identical for both versions of the survey and went beyond the 
forced-choice questions asked by the Fordham study to further understand perceptions of SEL-
related programs. To examine overall familiarity, respondents were asked: “How familiar are you 
with each of the following school programs?” The 12 programs listed above were included for 
ratings, and respondents rated their familiarity on a 4-point scale: 1 (not familiar) to 4 (very 
familiar). Following this item, respondents were asked, “How supportive are you of each of the 
following programs being taught in school?” The 12 programs listed above were included, and 
respondents rated their support on a 6-point scale: 1 (very unsupportive) to 6 (very supportive). 
Afterward, respondents were asked several open-ended questions with the following prompt: 
“Please list three skills you think you would be taught in this program.” The programs included 
Life Skills, Soft Skills, Social-Emotional and Academic Learning, Social-Emotional Learning, and 
Behavioral Skills. These programs were chosen based on their ranking in the previous study 
(i.e., Life Skills and Soft Skills were ranked lowest and highest respectively), as well as our 
interest in understanding perceptions about and knowledge of the term Social-Emotional 
Learning and related terms (i.e., Social-Emotional & Academic Learning and Behavioral Skills). 
Respondents were provided with three blanks to fill in with their chosen skills for each program. 
Finally, respondents answered several demographic questions, including gender, race/ethnicity, 
age, and political affiliation. 
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Data Analysis Procedure 

Each survey contained a screening question to identify respondents as a student, parent or 
guardian, school counselor, or other participant in the ACT registration process. Only parent or 
guardian responses were included in the survey. Cases were also eliminated from the data set 
when respondents did not complete at least the first survey block, which included the two rank-
choice questions. All individuals who completed at least the first block were retained for the 
remaining analyses. Relevant sample sizes are reported for all results. Descriptive information 
for the close-ended survey items is presented below. In addition, to examine differences as a 
function of the inclusion of the response option Social-Emotional and Academic Learning in the 
proportion of parents that selected each of the programs, we ran chi-square tests of 
independence.  

For the open-ended responses, we used a binary coding scheme to differentiate skill responses 
that could or could not be categorized as an SE skill. To determine whether a skill fell into the 
SE skill category, we used the definitions provided by the behavioral skills framework within the 
ACT® Holistic Framework® (Casillas et al., 2015). We then calculated the overall percentages of 
SE skills included across all responses for each of the programs examined. We used this 
approach for each of the five programs included as open-ended questions. We also examined 
the data by individual skill responses for the Life Skills label given our particular interest in this 
program label. We computed the number of times each unique skill was listed by respondents 
across all three possible skill responses.  

For the subgroup comparisons, we compared responses for those who identified as Democrat 
versus Republican. Those who identified as independent were excluded. Chi-square tests of 
independence were used to examine potential subgroup differences in the proportion of parents 
who selected each program. For familiarity and favorability, independent samples t-tests were 
used to examine potential differences by political affiliation. We also report effect sizes for all 
comparisons in the form of Hedge’s g (standardized mean differences) or φ (2x2 contingency 
tables).  

Results 
Replication of Previous Results 
We first aimed to replicate the basic pattern of findings with the rank-order items from Tyner’s 
(2021) study. As Figure 1 shows, consistent with the previous study, we also found that parents 
and caregivers had the greatest support for the label Life Skills and the least support for the 
label Soft Skills. In addition, the label Social-Emotional Learning had relatively low levels of 
support, with more parents/caregivers selecting it as a program they would least want their child 
enrolled in versus one they would most want their child enrolled in. Although we found some 
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differences in terms of the rank-order of the programs, these results replicate the main findings 
from the Fordham study. 

Figure 1. Support Index for Various Program Labels 
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Note. N = 532. For consistency with the Tyner (2021) study, the “support index” represents the 
percentage of respondents who indicate that the program is one they would most want their child 
enrolled in minus the percentage responding to it as the one they would least want their child enrolled 
in. Responses are ordered from most to least support. 

Perceived Importance of Social and Emotional Skills for Academic 
Success 
Next, we examined the impact of including both Social-Emotional Learning and Social-
Emotional & Academic Learning in the list of program labels. Chi-square tests of independence 
were carried out to examine potential differences in terms of the proportion of individuals who 
selected each program as one they would most and least want their child enrolled in based on 
whether individuals were assigned to the direct replication survey with the label Social-
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Emotional & Academic Learning or the version in which this label was omitted. All the results 
from these analyses are presented in Table A1 in the Appendix.  

We found that 10% of parents and caregivers selected the program Social-Emotional Learning 
as one they would most want their child enrolled in when the program Social-Emotional & 
Academic Learning was also included. In contrast, more than double that percentage (20.5%) 
selected the program Social-Emotional Learning when the program Social-Emotional & 
Academic Learning was excluded from the options, X2 (1, N = 1084) = 22.14, p < .01, and φ = 
.14. In addition to this difference, we also saw a greater proportion of parents/caregivers 
selecting the program Emotional Intelligence when the program Social-Emotional & Academic 
Learning was excluded (27.2%) versus included (21.1%, X2 [1, N = 1084] = 5.54, p = .02, and φ 
= .07). None of the differences based on survey version were statistically significant for the 
other program labels parents/caregivers would most want their child enrolled. Additionally, none 
of the differences based on survey version were statistically significant in terms of the programs 
they would least want their child enrolled. These results suggest including Social-Emotional & 
Academic Learning likely resulted in a less positive interpretation of the program Social-
Emotional Learning in the Fordham report.  

Knowledge of Program Labels 
Our second goal was to examine what parents and caregivers know about the program labels. 
We examined this in two ways. First, we examined reported familiarity with each of the program 
labels. Figure 2 shows overall familiarity with each of the program labels, specifically, the 
percentage of people who said they were somewhat or very familiar with the program label. 
Familiarity was fairly low across programs. Additionally, familiarity varied substantially between 
programs; for example, only 35% of individuals were familiar with the program Soft Skills, and 
66% of individuals were familiar with the program Life Skills. 
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Figure 2. Percentage of Respondents Who Were Familiar With Each SEL-Related Program 
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Note. The sample size for familiarity ratings was 773. 

Open-Ended Responses: Conceptualizations of Program Labels 

In addition to examining familiarity, we also examined conceptualizations of these programs 
through a series of open-ended responses. We asked parents/caregivers to list three skills that 
they thought would be taught in each program. We categorized responses based on if the skill 
fell into the SE skill category provided by the behavioral skills framework within the ACT Holistic 
Framework (Casillas et al., 2015). We calculated the number of responses representing an SE 
skill for each program label. Table 1 shows the percentage of responses within each program 
category that represented an SE skill.  
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Table 1. Percentage of SE Skill Responses within Each Program Category 

Program Title N Responses Percent of SE Skill 
Responses 

Behavioral Skills  794 67.0% 
Social-Emotional Learning 725 64.8% 
Social-Emotional and 
Academic Learning 865 62.6% 

Soft Skills 1,077 53.1% 
Life Skills 1,664 17.5% 

Given the low percentage of SE skills reported in the Life Skills program category, we examined 
individual responses to the open-ended question about Life Skills to try to ascertain what people 
believe a Life Skills program entails. Respondents were asked to list three skills they thought 
would be taught in a Life Skills program. Figure 3 shows the most frequent responses that were 
listed by respondents, and we highlight skills that are SEL-related versus those that are not 
(e.g., communication versus taxes). As shown in Figure 3, the majority of skills respondents 
reported were not related to SE skills. 
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Figure 3. Top 30 Most Frequent Responses Listed by Parents/Caregivers for the Life Skills 
Program Category 
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Overall Support for Programs 
Our third goal was to examine the overall level of support for each of the programs. Figure 4 
shows overall support for each of the program labels, specifically those who said they were 
somewhat supportive, supportive, or very supportive of the program being taught in school. The 
overall support was high for all the programs. Support ranged from 77.8% for Soft Skills to 
90.7% for Life Skills, and 84.5% of parents/caregivers reported some level of support across 
programs. Additionally, 81.8% of parents/caregivers supported the Social-Emotional Learning 
program. In contrast to the forced-choice format, these results suggest parents are generally 
supportive of SEL-related programs.  

In addition to examining overall support, we also conducted exploratory analyses to examine the 
relationship between familiarity and favorability. Overall, level of support and familiarity were 
related across all programs (r = .22, p < .01, n = 9,276). These results suggest familiarity may 
be playing a role in ratings of support for these programs.  

Figure 4. Percentage of Respondents Who Supported Each SEL-Related Program 
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Note. The sample size for support ratings was 773. 
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Subgroup Differences by Political Affiliation 
Selection of Programs Most/Least Wanted 

Chi-square tests of independence were carried out to examine potential differences based on 
political affiliation in the proportion of individuals who selected each program as one in which 
they would most and least want their child enrolled. Table A2 in the appendix shows these 
comparisons. Significant differences in terms of the percentage who selected each program as 
one they would most want their child enrolled occurred for four programs. Social-Emotional 
Learning was selected by a greater proportion of Democrats (26.9%) versus Republicans 
(10.3%); X2 (1, N = 225) = 10.38, p < .01, and φ = .22. Similarly, Emotional Intelligence was 
selected by a greater proportion of Democrats (33.3%) versus Republicans (19.7%); X2 (1, N = 
225) = 5.43, p = .02, and φ = .16. Additionally, Social-Emotional & Academic Learning was
selected by a greater proportion of Democrats (32.7%) versus Republicans (14.3%); X2 (1, N =
108) = 5.14, p = .02, and φ = .21. In contrast, Character Education/Development was selected
by a greater proportion of Republicans (29.9%) versus Democrats (17.6%); X2 (1, N = 225) =
4.68, p = .03, and φ = .14.

For the programs they would least want their child enrolled, significant differences were found 
for six programs. Social-Emotional Learning was selected by a greater proportion of 
Republicans (29.9%) versus Democrats (8.3%); X2 (1, N = 225) = 16.63, p < .01, and φ = .27. 
Similarly, Emotional Intelligence was selected by a greater proportion of Republicans (23.1%) 
versus Democrats (5.6%); X2 (1, N = 225) = 13.78, p < .01, and φ = .07. Additionally, Whole 
Child Development was selected by a greater proportion of Republicans (35.0%) versus 
Democrats (21.3%); X2 (1, N = 225) = 5.21, p = .02, and φ = .15. In contrast, Success Factors 
was selected by a greater proportion of Democrats (13.9%) versus Republicans (4.3%); 
X2 (1, N = 225) = 6.41, p = .01, and φ = .17. Additionally, Character Education/Development 
was selected by a greater proportion of Democrats (15.7%) versus Republicans (6.8%); 
X2 (1, N = 225) = 4.51, p = .03, and φ = .14. Finally, 21st-Century Skills was selected by a 
greater proportion of Democrats (26.9%) versus Republicans (15.4%); X2 (1, N = 225) = 
4.47, p = .04, and φ = .14. 

Familiarity 
We also examined potential differences based on political affiliation on reported familiarity. 
Levels of perceived familiarity were important to examine because any differences in familiarity 
by political affiliation may help to interpret potential differences in support for these labels. Table 
A3 in the appendix shows familiarity for each of the programs by political affiliation. In general, 
familiarity was similar for Democrats and Republicans. For Emotional Intelligence, familiarity 
was higher for Democrats (2.75) versus Republicans (2.37); t(223) = 2.53, p = .01, and g = .34. 
Conversely, for Success Factors, familiarity was higher for Republicans (2.39) versus 
Democrats (2.02); t(223) = 2.67, p = .01, and g = .36. 
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Support 
Table A4 in the appendix shows support for each of the programs by political affiliation, and 
Figure 5 displays these results. In terms of support, subgroup differences based on political 
affiliation emerged for five programs. In each case, support was higher for Democrats versus 
Republicans. For Social-Emotional Learning, support was higher for Democrats (4.75) versus 
Republicans (4.10); t(223) = 3.43, p < .01, and g = .46. Additionally, for Emotional Intelligence, 
support was higher for Democrats (4.87) versus Republicans (4.36); t(223) = 2.81, p = .01, and 
g = .37. For 21st-Century Skills, support was higher for Democrats (4.70) versus Republicans 
(4.33); t(223) = 2.07, p = .04, and g = .27. For Whole Child Development, support was higher for 
Democrats (4.58) versus Republicans (4.15); t(223) = 2.47, p = .01, and g = .33. Finally for 
Social-Emotional and Academic Learning, support was higher for Democrats (4.90) versus 
Republicans (4.25); t(223) = 3.53, p < .01, and g = .47. In addition to examining support by 
political affiliation, we also conducted exploratory hierarchical regression analyses for the five 
terms that significantly differed in support based on political affiliation. In each of these 
analyses, we predicted support based on political affiliation when controlling for familiarity. For 
all five terms, political affiliation remained a significant predictor when accounting for familiarity 
(Social-Emotional Learning: β = -.21, p = .001; Emotional Intelligence: β = -.16, p = .017; 21st-
Century Skills: β = -.14, p = .036; Whole Child Development: β = -.17, p = .013; Social-
Emotional and Academic Learning: β = -.22, p = .001). Additionally, for three of the five terms, 
familiarity remained a significant predictor when accounting for political affiliation (Emotional 
Intelligence: β = -.16, p = .019; 21st-Century Skills: β = .20, p = .003; Social-Emotional and 
Academic Learning: β = .16, p = .011). These results suggest political affiliation predicts support 
for these five programs independent of familiarity. 
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Figure 5. Percentage of Respondents Who Supported Each SEL-Related Program Across Political Parties 
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Discussion 
The focus of the current report was to examine parent/caregiver support for SEL and related 
programs as a replication and extension of a recent Fordham Institute report examining these 
issues in a national sample of parents (Tyner, 2021). Among the conclusions of that report were 
(a) the term Social-Emotional Learning is unpopular among parents, (b) the term Life Skills is
the most supported SEL-related program label among parents, and (c) Republicans are
“especially turned off” by the term Social-Emotional Learning (Tyner, 2021, p. 11). These
conclusions were based on the results of a forced-choice ranking task in which parents were
provided with a list of SEL-related programs and asked to choose the three they most supported
and the three they least supported. We surmised that some modifications to the survey
methodology could lead to different results and conclusions, which was the impetus for the
current study.

First, both Social-Emotional Learning and Social-Emotional & Academic Learning were provided 
in the list of programs. Parents/caregivers may have been disinclined to choose Social-
Emotional Learning as a preferred program simply because another program listed included the 
same content and more. It is analogous to asking a car buyer, “Do you prefer a car with air 
conditioning and satellite radio, or do you prefer a car with air conditioning, satellite radio, and 
self-driving capabilities? And by the way, these two cars are the same price.” Second, no 
program definitions were provided. Because of this, it is unclear whether parents/caregivers 
were even thinking about SEL-related content when rating all programs. Third, rank-ordering 
does not provide information about absolute levels of support. That is, the simple fact that one 
program is rated over another does not imply that the lower rated program is disliked. To 
provide another analogy, this is like asking a person, “Would you prefer a free vacation to 
Europe or a free ice cream cone?” Although we predict that most people would choose the 
vacation, we would not interpret this finding to mean these same people do not like ice cream.  

We were motivated to conduct the current study for several reasons. First, the finding that the 
term Social-Emotional Learning is not popular is inconsistent with our own research findings and 
previous research findings (e.g., Hubbard, 2019; Daley et al., 2021; McGraw-Hill Education, 
2021) or with the fact that SEL is a growing movement (Schwartz et al., 2022). Furthermore, 
misinterpretations of the results have been found in national media, and proliferation of these 
misinterpretations may be harmful to the field. For example, an Education Week article on the 
report stated that parents react negatively to the term Social-Emotional Learning and 
Republican parents especially disliked it (Prothero, 2021). These misinterpretations have the 
potential to be especially damaging if one concludes that dislike for the term equates to dislike 
for the entire field of SEL, which could potentially lead to harmful policy implications.  
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Summary of Findings 

Our study expanded on Tyner’s (2021) work. Key findings are summarized below. 

• We replicated the Fordham institute finding that other programs, such as Life Skills, were
more highly supported in a rank-ordering item than Social-Emotional Learning. However,
support for Social-Emotional Learning doubled when the term Social-Emotional &
Academic Learning was removed from the list, suggesting the inclusion of the latter term
made the former less likely to be chosen.

• We found that familiarity was relatively low across programs. Furthermore, when we
asked parents/caregivers to list three skills they thought were taught in each program,
only 18% of skills listed for Life Skills programs were SE skills, with the most frequently
listed skills related to financial literacy and cooking. Financial literacy and cooking are
indeed important skills to learn, but these are not included in SE skill frameworks. In
contrast, 65% of the skills listed for Social-Emotional Learning were SE skills.

• Although other program terms such as Life Skills were rated ahead of Social-Emotional
Learning in the rank-ordering question, the term Social-Emotional Learning was still
highly supported by parents/caregivers. Eighty-two percent of parents/caregivers
indicated at least some level of support for the term Social-Emotional Learning. Thus, a
conclusion that the term Social-Emotional Learning is unpopular based on the rank-order
item alone would be unwarranted.

• Consistent with the Fordham Institute report, we found that Democrats were more
supportive of SEL than were Republicans. However, Republicans were still highly
supportive of SEL, with 82% of Republicans indicating support across all SEL-related
programs and 72% of Republicans indicating support for the specific term Social-
Emotional Learning. Note that this is essentially the same issue as the rank-order versus
absolute levels of support issue above. Although Democrats are “ranked” ahead of
Republicans in terms of their support for SEL, it is not appropriate to conclude from this
finding alone that Republicans are unsupportive of SEL.

Overall, contrary to some of the conclusions of the Fordham Institute report and subsequent 
media attention, we found that parents/caregivers (including Republicans) were strongly 
supportive of the term Social-Emotional Learning. Furthermore, our analysis suggests that 
comparisons between Social-Emotional Learning programs and other programs that 
superficially appear to be related to SEL may be inappropriate. 

Limitations and Future Research 

The current study has several limitations, with most related to sample characteristics. First, 
although our sample was large, our response rate was low. People who respond to surveys may 
have different characteristics than those who do not respond. For example, they may be more 
supportive of SEL in general. Second, our email distribution list was limited to 
parents/caregivers of ACT test takers. As with the response rate issue, parents/caregivers of 
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ACT test takers may have different characteristics than the general population. Additionally, our 
sample was primarily White and female, limiting the generalizability of our findings. Furthermore, 
our sample size for the political affiliation analyses were relatively small because the majority of 
the sample chose not to report their political affiliation. Finally, we had a limited number of 
survey questions we could ask. One implication of this limitation was that we were unable to ask 
open-ended items about every SEL-related program listed in the survey.  

Future research should work to address these limitations by surveying a more diverse sample 
that more closely represents the population of the United States. Indeed, one of the major 
strengths of the Fordham Institute study was the representativeness of surveyed parents. 
Another avenue for future research would be to diversify the types of items asked to further 
explore parent/caregiver motivation to support SEL. For example, parents/caregivers can be 
asked to indicate how much they would be willing to contribute financially to provide their 
students with SEL programing. Finally, future research can do more to understand exactly why 
Republican parents/caregivers tend to be less supportive of SEL than Democratic 
parents/caregivers.

Conclusion 
SE skills are important determinants of success in school, work, and life in general (e.g., 
Mammadov, 2022) and these skills can be taught in school (e.g., Mahoney et al., 2018) via SEL 
programs. Many research studies clearly demonstrate these conclusions. The current study 
shows that parents/caregivers seem to agree on the importance of SEL and support its inclusion 
in school. As SEL grows in popularity, however, it will also be a target of criticism. To advance 
the field, it is imperative that we continue to rigorously research how SEL is best implemented, 
how SE skills are best measured, the consequences of implementation and assessment, and 
how these practices are perceived. Just as important is continuing to critically digest research in 
the field as it is released to avoid unintended negative consequences. We hope that this paper 
has both advanced our knowledge of parent/caregiver perceptions of SEL and SEL-related 
programming and aided in the interpretation of existing research.  
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Appendix 
Table A1. Chi-Square Tests of Independence Based on the Inclusion of Social-Emotional and Academic Learning 

 Program 

With Social-
Emotional & 

Academic Learning 
%Selected Most 

Without Social-
Emotional & 

Academic Learning 
% Selected Most 

χ2 N p φ 

Social-Emotional Learning 10.0% 20.5% 22.14 1084 <.01 0.14 
Emotional Intelligence 21.1% 27.2% 5.54 1084 0.02 0.07 
Success Factors 31.8% 35.3% 1.54 1084 0.22 0.04 
Character Education/Development 22.0% 18.8% 1.66 1084 1.66 0.20 
Life Skills 56.6% 60.3% 1.57 1084 0.21 0.04 
Soft Skills 8.6% 8.9% 0.02 1084 0.89 0.00 
Positive Youth Development 13.2% 10.7% 1.58 1084 0.21 −0.04 
21st-Century Skills 28.0% 27.7% 0.01 1084 0.95 0.00 
Whole Child Development 7.0% 9.1% 1.62 1084 0.20 0.04 
Behavioral Skills 3.9% 5.1% 0.80 1084 0.37 0.03 
Developing Grit and Growth Mindset 42.7% 46.0% 1.23 1084 0.27 0.03 
Social-Emotional Learning 21.0% 21.6% 0.08 1084 0.78 0.01 
Emotional Intelligence 14.3% 13.2% 0.26 1084 0.62 −0.02 
Success Factors 11.1% 11.4% 0.03 1084 0.87 0.01 
Character Education/Development 12.0% 15.2% 2.06 1084 0.15 0.04 
Life Skills 7.1% 7.1% 0.00 1084 0.96 0.00 
Soft Skills 17.8% 37.1% 0.09 1084 0.77 0.01 
Positive Youth Development 12.6% 13.9% 0.43 1084 0.51 0.02 
21st Century Skills 21.0% 19.6% 0.28 1084 0.59 −0.02 
Whole Child Development 22.0% 25.5% 1.69 1084 0.19 0.04 
Behavioral Skills 32.3% 31.9% 0.03 1084 0.88 −0.01 
Developing Grit and Growth Mindset 11.1% 11.0% 0.10 1084 0.76 −0.01 
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Table A2. Chi-Square Tests of Independence Based on Political Affiliation 

Program 
% Selected Most 

Democrat Republican χ2 N p φ 

Social-Emotional Learning 26.9% 10.3% 10.38 225 < 0.01 −0.22 
Emotional Intelligence 33.3% 19.7% 5.43 225 0.02 −0.16 
Success Factors 25.0% 35.9% 3.14 225 0.08 0.12 
Character Education/Development 17.6% 29.9% 4.68 225 0.03 0.14 
Life Skills 52.8% 63.2% 2.53 225 0.11 0.11 
Soft Skills 10.2% 11.1% 0.05 225 0.82 0.02 
Positive Youth Development 8.3% 8.5% 0.00 225 0.95 0.00 
21st Century Skills 26.9% 21.4% 0.93 225 0.34 −0.06 
Whole Child Development 8.3% 4.3% 1.59 225 0.21 −0.08 
Behavioral Skills 7.4% 6.8% 0.03 225 0.87 −0.01 
Developing Grit and Growth Mindset 44.4% 44.4% 0.00 225 1.00 0.00 

Program % Selected Least 
Democrat Republican χ2 N   p   φ 

Social-Emotional Learning 8.3% 29.9% 16.63 225 < 0.01 0.27 
Emotional Intelligence 5.6% 23.1% 13.78 225 <0 .01 0.25 
Success Factors 13.9% 4.3% 6.41 225 0.01 −0.17 
Character Education/Development 15.7% 6.8% 4.51 225 0.03 −0.14 
Life Skills 8.3% 2.6% 3.70 225 0.05 −0.13 
Soft Skills 30.6% 39.3% 1.89 225 0.17 0.09 
Positive Youth Development 13.9% 13.7% 0.00 225 0.96 0.00 
21st Century Skills 26.9% 15.4% 4.47 225 0.04 −0.14 
Whole Child Development 21.3% 35.0% 5.21 225 0.02 0.15 
Behavioral Skills 37.0% 31.6% 0.73 225 0.39 −0.06 
Developing Grit and Growth Mindset 19.4% 11.1% 3.04 225 0.08 −0.12 
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Table A3. Political Differences in Familiarity 

Program 
Democrat 

 M N SD 
Republican 

M N SD p g lower upper 

Social-Emotional 
Learning 2.62 108 1.13 2.37 117 1.11 0.09 0.23 −0.04 0.49 

Emotional 
Intelligence 2.75 108 1.16 2.37 117 1.10 0.01 0.34 0.07 0.60 

Success Factors 2.02 108 1.01 2.39 117 1.08 0.01 −0.36 −0.62 −0.09 
Character Education/ 
Development 2.40 108 1.16 2.38 117 1.09 0.93 0.01 −0.25 0.27 

Life Skills 2.66 108 1.11 2.83 117 1.10 0.25 −0.15 −0.42 0.11 
Soft Skills 1.89 108 1.06 1.89 117 1.10 1.00 0.00 −0.26 0.26 
Positive Youth 
Development 1.95 108 1.02 2.18 117 1.03 0.10 −0.22 −0.48 0.04 

21st Century Skills 2.13 108 1.17 2.14 117 1.11 0.96 −0.01 −0.27 0.26 
Whole Child 
Development 2.19 108 1.08 2.25 117 1.03 0.66 −0.06 −0.32 0.20 

Behavioral Skills 2.36 108 1.15 2.50 117 1.03 0.33 −0.13 −0.39 0.13 
Developing Grit and 
Growth Mindset 2.36 108 1.20 2.23 117 1.09 0.40 0.11 −0.15 0.37 

Social-Emotional and 
Academic Learning 2.53 108 1.11 2.38 117 1.08 0.33 0.13 −0.13 0.39 
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Table A4. Political Differences in Support 

Program 
Democrat 

 M N SD 
Republican 

M N SD p g lower upper 

Social-Emotional 
Learning 4.75 108 1.36 4.10 117 1.46 <0.01 0.46 0.19 0.72 

Emotional Intelligence 4.87 108 1.37 4.36 117 1.36 0.01 0.37 0.11 0.64 
Success Factors 4.65 108 1.28 4.70 117 1.16 0.75 −0.04 −0.30 0.22 
Character Education/ 
Development 4.55 108 1.40 4.55 117 1.25 1.00 0.00 −0.26 0.26 

Life Skills 4.96 108 1.30 4.98 117 1.25 0.91 −0.02 −0.28 0.25 
Soft Skills 4.25 108 1.38 4.16 117 1.29 0.62 0.07 −0.20 0.33 
Positive Youth 
Development 4.45 108 1.36 4.51 117 1.20 0.73 −0.05 −0.31 0.22 

21st Century Skills 4.70 108 1.30 4.33 117 1.38 0.04 0.27 0.01 0.54 
Whole Child 
Development 4.58 108 1.35 4.15 117 1.30 0.01 0.33 0.07 0.59 

Behavioral Skills 4.68 108 1.31 4.40 117 1.15 0.10 0.22 −0.04 0.48 
Developing Grit and 
Growth Mindset 4.69 108 1.44 4.56 117 1.33 0.45 0.10 −0.16 0.36 

Social-Emotional and 
Academic Learning 4.90 108 1.33 4.25 117 1.43 0.00 0.47 0.20 0.73 
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