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ABSTRACT

The chapter addresses the relevance of focusing on the building blocks of inclusive
communities, and ultimately, societies. These include the development of the necessary
knowledge and skills to ensure an adequate mindset that will allow for today’s children and
future adolescents and adults, to live their lives with well-being, mental health, and success,
in communities that value diversity. Identifying needs and opportunities associated with
key socioemotional learning (SEL) dimensions, such as social awareness, and skills such as
empathy, is essential for any educational agent and/or professional that wants to contribute
for significant changes towards more inclusive educational contexts. Recent research sup-
ports and underlines the importance of SEL in adequately preparing children, adolescents,
and adults to better manage every dimension of their lives, from education to their careers,



266 FRANCISCO MACHADO; ANDREIA VALQUERESMA; HELENA AZEVEDO
MONICA SOARES; CARLA PEIXOTO & VERA COELHO

including relationships. This chapter’s objective is to provide a framework, underlining
how early SEL can be used by educational agents and professionals to foster lifelong inclu-
sion, learning and career development. Starting by presenting key theoretical aspects, we
proceed to underline methodological solutions, and finish by presenting examples of best
practices that can offer important insights for improving educational systems.
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INTRODUCTION

educational settings due to its potential to enhance students’ emotional com-

f ;OCI_AL AND EmoTioNaL LEarNING (SEL) has gained significant attention in

petence, interpersonal relationships, and academic performance (e.g., Col-
laborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning [CASEL], 2021; Durlak
ct al., 2011; Jones et al., 2015; Mahoney et al., 2021). SEL models encompass a
range of dimensions and skills designed to foster emotional awareness. Addition-
ally, recent literature has underpinned that early childhood is a critical period for
brain development and learning and that SEL provides the foundation for children
to develop essential emotional and social skills that are fundamental to their fu-
ture academic and personal success (e.g., Durlak et al., 2022; Coclho ct al., 2023;
Djamnezhad et al, 2021; Jones et al., 2017; Mahoney et al., 2018; Taylor ct al.,
2017; Wigelsworth et al., 2020). It is now undeniable that socioemotional skills
set the ground for positive social interactions, academic achievement, and overall
well-being, not only during childhood but across adulthood (Durlak et al., 2011;
Cipriano et al., 2023). Overall, investing in SEL since early childhood sets the
stage for a brighter and more successful future for children as social competencies
lay the foundation for future active citizenship behaviours, positive democratic val-
ues, and inclusive societies. By nurturing empathy, communication, critical think-
ing, and responsible decision-making, SEL interventions provide children with
the tools they need to become engaged and empowered citizens who work towards
building equitable, just, and inclusive communities. As these children grow into
adults, their SEL experiences contribute to shaping democratic societies that value
diversity, respect human rights, and prioritise the common good.

SEL can be described as an educational model that commonly includes sever-
al interconnected dimensions that contribute to a holistic approach in nurturing
emotional and social development among individuals. This includes the process
through which each individual «apply the knowledge, skills, and attitudes to develop
healthy identities, manage emotions and achieve personal and collective goals, feel and
show empathy for others, establish and maintain supportive relationships, and make
responsible and caring decisions» (CASEL, 2021). These dimensions typically in-

clude: (i) self-awareness, which refers to the developing the ability to recognize and
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understand one’s emotions, strengths, and weaknesses, thereby fostering empathy
towards oneself; (ii) self-regulation, related to the ability of controlling both emo-
tions and behaviours, which in turn enable individuals to respond empathetically
to the emotional experiences of others; (iii) social-awareness, implying the indi-
vidual’s ability to perceive, understand, and be conscious of the social dynamics,
needs, within their proximal contexts, and thus enhancing empathy towards oth-
ers by fostering understanding of their emotions, perspectives, and cultural back-
grounds; (iv) relationship skills, they imply building and maintaining positive rela-
tionships through effective communication, active listening, and empathy-driven
interactions; and (v) responsible decision-making, which refers to the process of
making choices and taking actions that are thoughtful, ethical, and considerate
of the potential consequences and impact on oneself and others (Mahoney et al.,

2021; Weissberg & Cascarino, 2013).
In their framework, CASEL underlines the integration of SEL principles and

practices at various levels, including students, teachers and educators, families, and
the broader school environment aligned with the bioecological models of devel-
opment (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006) and the dynamic development systems
theory (Osher et al., 2020). In light of such broader developmental theories that
underlie the malleability, plasticity, and individuality of learning and development
process, as well as the role of relationships and contextual factors, the CASEL
highlights the need for school settings to implement evidence-based SEL programs
and curricula. It is pivotal that schools intentionally foster students’ learning and
development of social and emotional skills, ensuring that SEL is included in daily
classroom activities and routines by creating positive and supportive learning en-
vironments. Additionally, the need for open communication between parents and
teachers to collectively support the child’s SEL is stressed. Furthermore, the model
underlines the need of school-level action (e.g., Adi et al. 2007; Stefan et al., 2022;
Wigelsworth et al., 2022), and a community-level action to potentiate and extend
SEL and its impact to the broader community.

Overall, SEL models are instrumental in fostering emotional and social compe-
tences among individuals, as well as in creating positive learning environments that
contribute to inclusive societies and engaged communities. For that, an integrated
approach in SEL must be taken, by incorporating multi level action to create a
cohesive development of children’s skills and extend positive SEL competencies
benefits to the larger society, promoting positive, healthy, and inclusive outcomes
for all stakeholders. As schools are in a privileged position for promoting develop-
ment and learning, prioritising SEL in education can contribute to creating a more

empathetic and compassionate society.
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1. SEL SKILLS AS BUILDING BLOCKS FOR CAREER DEVELOPMENT

Savickas’ Life Design model of carcer development underlines that 21st century
workers must see themselves as life-long learners who can use increasingly sophis-
ticated technology, embrace flexibility rather than stability, work on their employ-
ability and create their own opportunities within the work market (Savickas et al.,
2009). Unlike their parents and grandparents, children born in the 21st century
have to cope with a fast-moving, ever-changing and dynamic labour market, much
more demanding in terms of their ability to adapt to constant change, and much

less job security (Hirschi, 2018).

The new relationship between employers and employees that was introduced in
the 21st century, greatly influenced by globalisation, and digital and information
technologies, dictated that occupational prospects are far less definable, predict-
able, and linear, with plenty of difficult job transitions (Coctzee, 2019). These
changes require workers to change their perspective and attitude about their ca-
reers and develop skills and competences quite different from prior generations.
This new paradigm implies that career belongs to the individual and not the or-
ganisation (Duarte, 2004), meaning that individuals can, and should, develop a
skill set that will allow them to be the most prepared to deal with career challenges,
which tend to come earlier and earlier in our life course.

From this perspective, career development and interventions should assist indi-
viduals to reflect on their main characteristics (vocational strong points) as being
relative to the context in which they live and not universal. The objective is to
resolve problems, namely of adaptability and adjustment, that may arise as indi-
viduals build their lives, by matching their needs to those of the work contexts

(Savickas et al., 2009).

Thus, the most cfficient way to help students in building their carcers, from
pre-school to university and beyond, is to promote the awareness and use of pro-
cesses and tools that will allow them to make choices that express their self-con-
cepts. Habits of reflection on the self and the environment, receptivity to feedback,
and the imagination of possible (professional) sclves (Savickas et al., 2009), are

excellent examples of key processes that are at the base of consistent career choices.

Moreover, if attention and awareness towards life contexts, social interaction
and feedback, are key dimensions of carcer building, then it becomes fundamental
for society in general and educational agents (namely parents, teachers, psycholo-
gists) to help individuals, from the ecarliest age possible, to develop the necessary
skills to achieve proficiency, which is to say, SEL skills. Important skills, that have
been thoroughly researched by CASEL, such as, for example, recognizing situa-
tional demands and opportunities and empathising with others (social awareness)
play an important role in the way children, adolescents and adults are able to be
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prepared for the challenges posed by their career choices and, very importantly, use
resources and support available for them to cope with those challenges and be suc-
cessful. Being able to communicate effectively, develop positive relationships, and
resisting negative social pressure (relationship skills) are another example of crucial
SEL skills, that, in this case, for example, will empower students and workers to
develop and maintain social support networks, which they can and should rely on
to gather knowledge, tools and resources to achieve their career/life goals.

Another cornerstone of the Life Design model is the concept of career adapt-
ability, which pertains to a set of self-regulation competencies/resources, used by
individuals to solve unfamiliar, complex, and ill-defined problems presented by de-
velopmental vocational tasks, occupational transitions, and work-related problems
and/or conflicts. Self-regulation is defined as a set of attitudes, beliefs, and com-
petencies that enable people to override impulses when faced with situations, such
as academic failure, school-to-work transition, or job loss, among many others
(Savickas, 2021), and act in a coherent, consistent, and adjusted way, considering
their career/life path, avoiding bad carcer decisions, psychological maladjustment
(c.g., stress and anxicty), among other potential negative outcomes (Lipschitz-Bra-
ziler & Gati, 2019). Rescarch shows that self-regulatory capability for sustaining
onc’s career is a precondition for carcer wellbeing and satisfaction (Van Dam et
al., 2015). Thus, developing carcer adaptability provides people not only with the
necessary tools to plan and exccute a given carcer path, but also to cope with
unexpected barriers to its progression, which can occur at any given time in our
vocational development, avoiding career crises with potential impact for mental
health, well-being and personal development.

Achieving a good level of career adaptability implies developing specific skills
or resources, namely, concern, control, curiosity, and confidence (Savickas, 2021).
This means that if we want to prepare our students to efficiently deal with their
vocational/career development we should help them to be orientated towards the
future and motivated to anticipate, and prepare for career moves (concern); be re-
sponsible, disciplined, organised and assertive as they build their careers (control);
be open, inquisitive, curious, and exploratory about themselves, opportunities,
and information, concerning their careers (curiosity); and be assured and persisting
about making realistic career choices, as well as flexible, resilient and efficient when
solving problems, moving towards achieving career goals (confidence) (Savickas,
2021). Optimally, every person should develop career adaptability from an early
age, so as to be able to cope with unavoidable difficulties and problems that come,
especially from transitions, whether they occur between preschool and elementary
school, or between university and the work market.

Developing career adaptability, considering the skills implied in each key di-

mension (concern, control, curiosity, and confidence) is intrinsically associated
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with SEL, as many of the skills promoted by SEL programs and activities are the
same. For example, motivation and proactivity, important to foster concern for
my carcer (carcer adaptability), are internal processes included in the self-growth
and self-management dimensions of SEL model, and often addressed, as such, in
SEL promotion program and activities in educational contexts from different age
groups. Also, having confidence (career adaptability) to make realistic career deci-
sions and solve problems, implies developing resiliency, self-efficacy, self-assurance
and persistence, all processes included, as well, in SELs dimensions of self-growth
and sclf-management. Self-development and identity formation are an integral
part of the most well-accepted and research validated career development and ca-
reer guidance models, like Donald Super’s developmental model, as well as the
most recent approaches, which are built upon the same theoretical and methodo-
logical pillars (Maree, 2020). In general, and considering what'’s been said, as well
as the research data available, it's important to reinforce the implementation of
school-based programs for SEL promotion, at every school level, as the implemen-
tation of such programs will clearly benefit student’s development, namely in terms
of vocation/career development. In this, school and educational psychologists can
play an important part by applying some of the most recent good practices in ca-
reer guidance, which focus on (early) promoting the (SEL) skills which are at the
base of the dimensions of career adaptability, by implementing activities specially

designed to that effect (Taber, 2019).

Nevertheless, it's important to note that in order to potentialize key SEL pro-
cesses (e.g., self-efficacy) towards carcer development, these should be presented
and framed as important skills for career building by educational agents. Espe-
cially because some of these processes are often overlooked as important tools for
carcer construction and decision-making by students, educational agents and pro-
fessionals. In this sense, intervention programs in educational contexts should be
designed in a way as to integrate SEL and career development elements, thus po-
tentializing both dimensions. This means that educational agents and professionals
involved in such intervention programs should be proactive and act as advocates,
increasing student’s access to opportunities and resources, namely career related,
as well as providing inclusive settings and contexts where students can feel safe
and confident to explore potential career paths based on an evolving SEL skillset.
Advocacy and inclusiveness are especially important in the case of career guidance
of students with special needs, who are often discriminated against in this process
and seen as having to settle with what society can provide them, more than being
able to choose and proactively build their carcers (Maree, 2020). The active role
played by educational agents and professionals is fundamental for the efficacy of
intervention efforts aimed to promote SEL and career development.
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2. SEL AS THE BASIS FOR A LIFELONG EDUCATION THAT PRO-
MOTES INCLUSION

Inclusion, equity, equality, cooperation, solidarity, responsibility and respect
are principles that should govern social and educational policies and practices.
Ensuring everyone’s right to education means guarantecing access, attendance,
participation and success in quality educational processes and, consequently, in
citizenship processes and cultures of coexistence.

United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNES-
CO), as a leading agency in the ficld of education, helps countries to develop their
education systems at different levels of schooling and activity, from childhood to
old age, through secondary education, higher education and adulthood, in formal
and non-formal contexts, for children, young people, adults and the elderly.

For United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNES-
CO, 2022), inclusion translates into a continuous, systematic, intentional and de-
liberate effort to eliminate barriers to access to success in education, in a universal
and complete logic, for everyone, regardless of the type of barriers (neurodiversity,
access to school, stercotypes, prejudices, gender, race, disability, socioeconomic
status, geography, etc). It therefore implies resizing inclusion action to a broader,
multidimensional and intersectional view of diversity, i.c., promoting a structured
and comprehensive view of diversity, equity and inclusion (Cerna et al., 2021).

So, lifelong learning, development and education involves considering the cog-
nitive, personal, social and emotional skills that are fundamental to inclusion, di-
versity and equal opportunities, taking into account family, educational, commu-
nity, social, cultural and professional contexts. The recognition of some basic SEL
skills as essential for personal and professional fulfilment and satisfaction, quality
of life and well-being, leads to the realisation of the need for a holistic and long-
term educational approach that promotes inclusive responses and mediation at a
personal, cognitive, emotional, social, educational and professional level for chil-
dren, young people, adults and the elderly, with a real positive impact on human
development, quality of life, social inclusion and the promotion of human rights
and citizenship. In fact, the first principle of the European Pillar of Social Rights
(2017), a document approved by the European Council, the European Parliament
and the European Commission, stresses that: «Everyone has the right to inclusive
and quality education, training and lifelong learning in order to maintain and acquire
skills that enable them to participate fully in society and successfully manage transitions
in the labour market.» (p. 11).

Inclusion presupposes the right of cach individual to (diverse) contexts that
respond to their potential, expectations and needs within the framework of a com-
mon and plural educational, social or professional project that provides participa-
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tion and a sense of belonging in effective conditions of equity, thus contributing
decisively to greater levels of social cohesion. This means providing multiple means
of representation, action and expression, as well as means of involvement, focusing
on diversity, adequacy and the promotion of strategies to overcome challenges and
ensure that each individual has equal access to opportunities, taking cach and every
one to the limit of their potential, to the detriment of any kind of discrimination.

All educational agents, from top and middle management to teachers and tech-
nicians and families and the community, are essential figures in education and social
transformation. Welcoming and supporting all individuals, regardless of their abili-

ties and requirements, are two indisputable ethical and professional commitments.

Inclusive education in childhood is fundamental, because at this stage of devel-
opment the contributions to the formation of identity are varied and will act as a
foundation for an adult who is welcoming, inclusive, cooperative and respectful of
individual differences.

Thus, SEL also takes on added importance in terms of inclusion, especially in
childhood, as SEL programs show lasting benefits beyond the immediate gains
(Durlak et. al., 2011; Durlak et. al., 2022; Sklad et. al., 2012). Socio-emotion-
al competencies are developed in various contexts (classroom, school, family and
community) and imply that learning environments with shared goals and aligned
practices are created in an articulated way, creating opportunities for social, emo-
tional and educational growth.

Scientific evidence is consistent that SEL has a positive impact on children,
adults and the wider community. In educational contexts, students involved in
SEL programs showed an improvement in academic performance. In terms of
mental health, students involved in SEL programs experienced fewer behavioural
problems and decreased emotional distress, and the same trend was seen in social
and emotional skills. SEL also improved students’ perceptions of school climate,
safety and sense of belonging. In other words, SEL helps foster safe and supportive
environments that promote learning and well-being, where all students and adults
feel respected, supported and involved, developing communication, problem-solv-
ing and cooperative work skills, as well as learning more tolerant behaviours. Re-
search also shows that positive school climates promote academic performance,
future educational success, mental well-being and positive relationships. Studies
also show that students who have strong relationships with teachers and peers are
more motivated and engaged in learning, more willing to deal with challenging
material and persist with difhicult learning tasks, and more likely to seck help in

situations of conflict, violence, crisis, stress and discrimination (Cipriano et. al.,

2023; Durlak et al., 2011; Synder et al., 2011).
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When it comes to the contexts in which people live in adulthood, SEL also
shows an increased importance, particularly in professional contexts, where so-
cial and emotional skills are increasingly valued, with employers mentioning so-
cio-emotional skills that they consider essential when recruiting, such as communi-
cation, self-awareness, the ability to work in a team, problem-solving and integrity.
Several surveys show that professionals consider socio-emotional skills (sometimes
referred to as «soft skills») to be very important in professional contexts. These
skills are transferable as individuals’ career plans change in an ever-changing world
(LinkedIn Corporate Communications, 2019; Society for Human Resource Man-
agement, 2019; Wall Street Journal, 2016). Believing, then, that the school has as
its imperatives and objectives both the academic training of students and their per-
sonal, relational and social training, the school context thus proves to be the ideal
context to promote this change in the paradigm of inclusion and non-discrimi-
nation. Strategies nced to be devised that promote aspects such as the responsible
exercise of citizenship, learning to get involved in social and civic life, learning to
engage in dialogue, respecting human rights, empathy, a positive attitude towards
differences, the development of social skills and emotional control, self-knowledge
and the development of self-esteem. These are essential skills that must be present
for healthy coexistence in society (Gonzalez-Perez & Pozo, 2007). Educational
settings are key contexts for a sense of service and the promotion of eminently edu-
cational values (justice, non-violence, forgiveness, solidarity, participation and co-
operation, honesty, loyalty, respect and recognition, empathy, hope, self-discipline,
trust and responsibility, commitment, creativity, flexibility, serenity and patience),
as opposed to counter-values, which are seen as disintegrating inclusion (hatred,
fear, fundamentalism, lies, fraud, corruption and domination) (Costa, 2014). It
is important for the educational community to promote proactive and positive
strategies that allow for greater knowledge and mastery of the social reality in terms
of citizenship, coexistence, violence and discrimination. This predisposition to col-
laborative intervention results in greater effectiveness in preventing problems of
inclusion and greater concerted action to change the paradigm.

The willingness to listen and be listened to, and effectively try to introduce
changes in behaviour in terms of integration, inclusion and non-discrimination,
also involves the skill of empathy. Empathy is the ability to put yourself in the
other person’s shoes, to understand them, to try to understand what is going on in
their mind and to identify and understand their feelings. The perspective of empa-
thy derives from a fundamental principle in interpersonal relationships: Everyone
has their own motivations for acting’. It involves trying to understand how and
why somecone feels a certain way, but not from your own perspective, but by trying
to think like that person, with their beliefs and values and generating the motiva-
tion and mobilisation needed to listen and be heard. This is the only way to create
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and expand common areas of communication, because revealing the ability to
put yourself in the other person’s shoes, demonstrating that you understand their
subjective experience and providing a reassuring feeling, also reveals involvement,
connection and concern. [t involves understanding what the other person is feeling
and perhaps even being able to legitimise self-regulatory behaviours that go beyond
what is socially expected. This attitude will not reinforce negative feelings, some-
thing that a coercive or punitive measure would do. Empathy opens up a space
for dialog, a space that is fundamental to solving problems in any context. This
work naturally implies a greater investment in the relationship with the other, an
investment that involves, above all, adopting an emotional perspective devoid of
value judgments, to the detriment of a purely cognitive perspective. In this way, it
is possible for individuals to effectively learn and establish more sustained relation-
ships and transfer this learning to other life contexts (Soares, 2019). The learning
naturally translates into a significant improvement in the paradigms of coexistence,
whether in educational, family or professional contexts, because in the long term,
these approaches contribute to individuals taking greater responsibility for solving
their own problems and feeling more motivated to share feelings (Soares, 2017).

It is suggested that educational and social leaders resolve to create organisation-
al cultures that foster an inclusive paradigm, in the sense of valuing difference, in a
practice that involves and reactivates communication, thus managing to heal and
overcome discriminatory relationships. Any professional with educational ambi-
tions, be they a psychologist, teacher, sociologist, psycho-pedagogue, socio-educa-
tional mediator, principal or social worker, can develop projects in this ficld and
bring together the specific potential of their area of expertise with that of inclusion,
thus contributing to the promotion of appropriate climates for effective education-
al success and well-being. There are mechanisms that make it possible to think of
a more inclusive education and it is necessary to implement them (Soares, 2019):

l.investing in an organisational and/or school culture with a strong social and
educational commitment;

2.to build and foster relationships based on peace;

3.promoting, defending and nurturing values such as justice, freedom, coop-
cration, respect, solidarity, commitment, autonomy, dialogue and involve-
ment to the detriment of discrimination, intolerance, violence, indifference
and conformism;

4.spread these principles regularly among all those involved in the educational
and/or organisational community;

5.investing in group work and collective projects;

6.promote SEL programs suitable for various and different agents of the edu-
cational and/or organisational community;
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7 .creating equality and equity and creating cooperative, democratic and posi-
tive climates in the context of action;

8.encourage reflection, the exchange of arguments, points of view and opinions
in a logic of growth, learning, development and empathy;

9.to use techniques for reflection and moral development, debating experienc-
es, clarifying values, discussing dilemmas and alternative ways of resolving
individual, intergroup and intragroup differences;

10. provide situations that encourage communication and coexistence, in a logic

of empowerment, recognition and legitimization of the parties.

In short, we need answers that are linked to improving overall relationships and
coexistence between everyone. We need to train and aim to acquire strategies that
can be casily transposed to the various contexts of the individual’s life. In this way,
more positive and respectful relationships are created, and an educational space
is created that fosters healthy, cooperative and inclusive relationships. Inclusive
education is responsible for creating the conditions to promote the learning of
strategies for autonomy, development and growth in ways of thinking, knowing,
being and acting in every kind, resulting in a more inclusive and equitable con-

texts, where diversity is welcomed and valued.

3. ADVOCACY AS A CATALYST OF SEL AND CAREER DEVELOPMENT

Complex societal issues of the 21st-century impact children and adolescents’
academic success and positive social-emotional development (Williams & Green-
leaf, 2012). Specific concerns related to inequity and social injustice within school
settings, based on race/ethnicity, gender, class, disability status, sexual orientation,
cultural background, and immigration status have a negative effect on students’
academic performance and social and emotional growth (Storms, 2013; Williams
& Greenleaf, 2012). These inequities challenge the school setting to «the need for
professionals to make a more concerted effort at addressing environmental factors
that serve as barriers to academic, career, and personal/social development» (Ratts

& Hutchins, 2009, p. 269).

In this sense, the literature highlights the role of educational professionals,
such as school psychologists, school counsellors, principals, and teachers, as social
agents who can contribute to eliminating the achievement gap, increasing academ-
ic expectations, and becoming more proactive in order to build a safe and inclusive
environment to all students regardless their condition or social standing in soci-
cty (e.g., Ratts et al., 2007; Storms, 2013; Williams & Greenleaf, 2012). In fact,
professionals can take on the role of educational leaders working as social justice
advocates, help to advance diversity and human rights, increase access to oppor-
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tunities and resources, and improve educational outcomes for all students (Ratts
ct al., 2007). Therefore, advocacy is one way by which social justice and inclusion
are attained (Crawford et al., 2014; Lowery et al., 2019). Advocacy encompasses
attitudes and actions of educational professionals at an individual (micro), institu-
tional and community (meso) and socictal/political (macro) levels, to seck positive
change, and influence inclusive decision-making (Lowery et al., 2019; Pressecau et

al., 2019).

Shields et al. (2018) stated that advocacy «would involve communicating how
old knowledge frames perpetuate inequity and working toward equitable recon-
struction with a focus on emancipation, democracy, equity, and justice.» (p. 8).
Hence, advocacy is a key skill in the 21st century to address equity for all students
and is a lifelong pursuit (Grapin et al., 2021). These competences seem particularly
relevant for marginalised students due to individual, social, and learning factors at
risk for social, emotional, and behavioural challenges (Ballard et al., 2021; Ratts
et al., 2007).

Using advocacy practices to attend to student concerns can empower students,
and it can transform educational professionals’ practices, roles, and responsibilities
(Ratts et al., 2007; Williams & Greenleaf, 2012). The National Association of
School Psychologists (NASP, 2020) highlights that creating equitable school envi-
ronments requires that professionals’ practices «reflect understanding and respect
for human diversity and promote effective services, advocacy, and social justice for
all students, families, and schools» (p. 2). It involves the three levels of the advo-
cacy competencies to promote all students’ academic, career, and personal/social
needs (Ratts et al., 2007). At the individual level, advocacy practices are focused
on the domains of student empowerment and student advocacy. Empowering stu-
dents encompasses increasing students’ self-advocacy by working with them, in
the classrooms, in small groups, or individually, to develop skills for students to
speak up for themselves about their rights and take their own actions (Ballard et
al., 2021; Ratts et al., 2007). Professionals can also advocate on behalf of students
contributing to others’ awareness and reflection to build a supportive environment
(Ballard et al., 2021). The school/community level of advocacy involves collabo-
ration practices and systems advocacy to address and change environmental bar-
riers (Ratts et al., 2007). When professionals involve students in collaboration
practices, it can contribute to their empowerment and comfort to advocate for
their needs and their peers’ needs (Ballard et al., 2021). Moreover, advocating for
students implies embracing a systemic change beyond helping individuals. The
concern with well-being and positive development of children drives educational
professionals to address and eliminate barriers beyond individual aspects, which
implies an analysis of environmental factors and systemic intervention to be effec-
tive. The socictal/political level comprises public information and social/political
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advocacy domains. It involves informing the general public about issues related
to inequities and social justice and how professionals can influence public policy

(Ratts et al., 2007).

Social and emotional learning (SEL) play a significant role in social justice
advocacy by empowering children, adolescents, and adults with skills to address
complex societal issues. For instance, competences, such as empathy and perspec-
tive-taking, are crucial in inclusive contexts as they allow advocates to better grasp
the experiences and challenges faced by marginalised groups. These competenc-
es may represent the core skills for respecting and welcoming diversity in several
contexts, which will, in turn, facilitate a smooth integration in any educational/
work context where individuals have to adjust to colleagues from very different
social and cultural backgrounds. Morcover, self-awareness competences provide
the recognition and self-reflection about thoughts, feclings, and biases that could
be related to discriminatory behaviours. Creating inclusive and respectful environ-
ments also involves using effective communication, embracing inclusive language,
encouraging others to do the same, and avoiding language that does not respect
diversity (American Psychological Association, 2021). While SEL contributes to
social justice advocacy by ensuring pivotal competences to address inequalities and
enhancing attitudes and practices toward positive chances and a more just and
inclusive society, using social justice advocacy practices also provides the develop-
ment of social and emotional competences, contributing, for instance, to enhance
empathy towards others experience and identities and awareness of other’s needs.

Therefore, empowering students to embrace inclusive attitudes requires devel-
oping social and emotional skills and involvement in advocacy actions. Educa-
tional professionals have a significant role in supporting students and engaging in
systemic interventions for creating a school culture and climate aligned with SEL
and inclusive principles. Designing projects and both school and classroom activi-
ties intentionally prepared to promote SEL and advocacy attitudes can provide an
opportunity for effective development. Nevertheless, these practices require pro-
fessional development opportunities to enhance their own SEL and advocacy skills
in order to be well-prepared to facilitate SEL and social justice advocacy actions,
beyond scientific and pedagogic preparation.

The impact these professionals, who are also role models and significant figures,
have on their students, can also make a difference in the way these students make
carcer choices and cope with the barriers that they will inevitably face. As social
justice advocates, educational professionals (e.g., school psychologists, teachers)
can potentially impact, directly and indirectly, their students’ carcer development
and choices. In a more direct way, as advocates for social justice, educational pro-
fessionals can support the inclusion of all students, especially of those at risk of ex-
clusion and discrimination in school contexts, providing or helping to provide the
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necessary support (e.g., economical, educational, psychological, material) for them
to achieve their learning goals and academic success, necessary for career building.
Additionally, they can empower students to recognize and overcome individual
and contextual barriers that limit their choices and carcer development. Advocat-
ing for students’ rights and interests and adopting collaboration practices between
educational professionals and stakeholders can also contribute to a more inclusive
carcer. In the same sense, indirectly, educational professionals, as role models, can
help their students to develop an inclusive and empathic mindset, attitudes and
behaviours, which will make them more able to adjust and adapt to a wide variety
of academic and work environments, with regard for their implicit diversity. One
way or the other, having educational agents and professionals acting as advocates
for key values like social justice, inclusion, equity and diversity, can greatly help
students to build a sound internal structure and skillset, based upon which they
can plan and execute their career projects.

4. CONNECTING TO EDUCATION: CONCLUSIONS AND APPLICA-
TION TO EDUCATION

Throughout this chapter, we have been discussing how SEL can play a unique
role in creating a more inclusive society and how diverse educational settings and
educational agents can decisively contribute to empowering individuals and com-
munities to actively construct a more equitable future. From a lifespan perspective,
anchoring educational practices in SEL principles can have a significant impact on
overall psychological development (CASEL, 2021), given that they are entwined
with dimensions such as well-being, perspective-taking, social awareness, and
self-regulation, amongst others. Moreover, in a world pervaded by uncertainty,
having the ability to deal with the unexpected in a positive and adequate way can
shape onc’s sense of self-efhicacy and define self-regulation mechanisms that indel-
ibly structure positive and meaningful developmental trajectories. Discussing SEL
implies considering what it means to think, feel, and act in context (Elias, 2019).
Accordingly, SEL has the potential to engage individuals in a continuous mean-
ing-making process in which the self, the other, and the World come together to
construct a complex, dynamic, and inclusive understanding of human essence and
development.

The framework outlined in this chapter emphasises how SEL can be used in a
variety of educational contexts, and at every stage of development. Indeed, it can
be a tool to intentionally foster lifelong inclusion, learning, and career develop-
ment, to name a few. It can apply to formal learning contexts (e.g., schools), as
well as non-formal (e.g., community groups and organisations) and informal (e.g.,

friends and family).
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In the first section, we laid bare the theoretical underpinnings of SEL that can
help define SEL programs and curricula which can be integrated into regular class-
room activities and routines to create positive and supportive learning environ-
ments. Some specific strategies were presented, such as ensuring that educational
agents communicate about SEL in an open and encouraging manner and setting
up the right conditions for effective articulation between school and communi-
ty-level interventions, whose effects extend beyond the boundaries of the school to
the larger community.

Another key developmental sphere where SEL can have a significant impact is
carcer development. Preparing students (and individuals) to deal with uncertainty
and creatively overcome unforeseen obstacles has emerged as a pivotal competency
in light of the ongoing and demanding challenges posed by the modern labour
market. To develop such competency, it is essential to act systemically and to inten-
tionally foster proficiency in the development of positive relationships, social and
self-awareness, effective communication, and responsible decision-making, all core
SEL skills (CASEL, 2021). Besides, from a developmental viewpoint, cultivating
the ability to critically reflect on one’s experiences and expectations contributes
to a more cfhcient analysis of situational demands and opportunities, which in
turn results in an active construction of contextual and self-knowledge (improving
self-regulation), unfolding developmental possibilities that would remain inacces-
sible otherwise. The development of goal-directed behaviours can also help define
(and achieve) personal development goals, which contributes to constructing and
sustaining an invaluable sense of being able to steer life’s course by means of per-

sonal action (Bandura, 2001).

In fact, the fundamental goal of transformative SEL practices like advocacy is
to encourage agentic behaviour. A more equitable, just, and inclusive society can
be achieved through effective and long-lasting socictal change brought about by
advocacy practices that empower people and communities. By endowing individ-
uals with empathy and perspective-taking, these practices contribute to construct-
ing a society where the relationship between oneself, the other and the World
is nurtured, promoting a continuous balance of individual and collective needs.
In this light, advocacy can also spur socictal change, namely through the active
involvement of educational agents in the inclusion of marginalised groups in the
construction of tomorrow’s society.

Altogether, the different sections of this chapter emphasise the importance
of intentionally encouraging the development of appropriate interpersonal skills
throughout the lifespan in plentiful life contexts when aiming to help individuals
and communities reach their maximum potential. However, such a complex and
challenging goal is not always casy to accomplish, particularly when considering
education and the idiosyncrasies of learning contexts, highly permeable to con-
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textual diversity, as well as to cultural, social, and political demands. Therefore,
discussing some best practice examples can offer crucial insights for creating and
implementing genuinely transformative SEL programs (in schools, organisations,
and communities around the world).

Best Practices

Transformative SEL is embedded in the pursuit of equity, social justice, and
cultural relevance (Jagers et al., 2019), secking to promote embedded and contex-
tual knowledge. Nevertheless, this can be a particularly difhicult task when taking
into account the variety of realities that exist in educational settings. Furthermore,
if we consider how one-size-fits-all approaches rarely succeed in achieving favour-
able and long-lasting cffects, the significance of anchoring SEL in context-based
practices is further underscored (Bryk et al., 2015). This allows for designing and
implementing interventions that provide tailored starting points and precise in-
puts, ensuring that the necessary adjustments are made to ensure the participants’
progress is as good as possible. Hence, it is important to use data to inform deci-
sion-making processes related to the implementation of SEL, given that «effective
SEL instruction draws on theory and research and is carefully planned» (Elias, 2019,
p- 235). In fact, because SEL is a dynamic process, any interventions based on its
principles must be open to continuous assessment and to making changes when-
ever and wherever they are required (Hanover Research, 2019). Furthermore, con-
text-based practices increase the likelihood that SEL strategies and skills will be
transferred to daily life contexts in real-time (Education Analytics, 2019), having
an impact outside of the classroom and becoming inseparably woven into the so-
cial and cultural fabric of the community.

Therefore, the best practice would be to balance interventions that are evi-
dence-based and context-based. Although it can be challenging to find evi-
dence-based interventions that have been used and studied in contexts similar to
onc’s own due to the unique nature of each educational setting, starting with «best
practice» and then designing and evaluating an intervention that is specifically
tailored to each educational context can maximise efficiency and impact.

However, it is crucial that SEL interventions take into account not only stu-
dents but also other educational agents (like guardians and families) in order to
guarantee the community’s active involvement. To achieve this, schools must make
an investment in boosting student achievement by addressing the emotional and
social aspects of learning through engaging and interactive methods. At this level,
art can be a unique vehicle to encourage social and emotional expression while
also supporting general wellbeing in people of all ages. These actions can be sup-
plemented by parent discussion groups or workshops where SEL topics can be dis-
cussed according to their needs (such as school advocacy, self-care, or co-regulation
at home). Therefore, actively developing school-family-community partnerships
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is a best practice that can support a systemic, well-coordinated, and successful

approach to SEL.

At the same time, SEL strategies and programs should be developed using a
developmental lens in order to be flexible enough to accommodate different de-
velopmental stages and provide time for implementation and assessment (Jones
ct al., 2018). Rushing interventions can be detrimental given the influence SEL
programs and practices can have on a person’s psychological development. The
process of internalising experiences (Vygotsky, 1978), which is essential for the
worldmaking processes (Goodman, 1978) that bring about meaningful and pro-
found developmental change, depends heavily on time. In this sense, encouraging
self-reflection in all SEL participants and educational agents is a best practice that
can be used in any learning environment and has a direct impact on learners’ ca-
pacity to critically evaluate their personal experiences, take advantage of opportu-
nities, and deal with a variety of challenges.

Nevertheless, institutional and organisational involvement is necessary for such
best practices to be successful. The organisational culture must also be rooted in
SEL principles for this to happen. A clear message regarding the importance and
inclusion of every educational agent is required, along with adequate staff support
and training. Exchanges between school personnel interested in SEL programming
should also be encouraged. In other educational settings, measures such as imple-
menting mental health services for all staff and integrating SEL topics (e.g., em-
pathy, mindfulness, burnout, ...) into the organisational discourse and priorities,
can prove to be effective.

Last but not least, intentionality is crucial. An intentional action is required to
foster a significant (and thus long-lasting) change within psychological develop-
ment structures; otherwise, the ability to internalise and (re)construct experiences
is put at risk. Enacting this intentionality in educators will, however, require fun-
damental changes in the preparation of educators as well as educational research-
ers. To ensure that these professionals reccive better SEL training and that SEL
principles are widespread in national educational communities, policymakers play
a decisive role.

In a nutshell, learning is a multidimensional process that encompasses social
and emotional dimensions, as well as cognitive and physical. In this day and age,
discussing education, pedagogy, learning processes, curriculum, academic achieve-
ment and the climate and culture of contemporary schools is inextricably linked
to discussing socio-emotional competencies. In a world where civic life and citi-
zenship appear to become increasingly complex, SEL competencies emerge as a
powerful tool to countervail nefarious forces and be able to construct a meaningful
sense of self and of positive purpose. Because of this, SEL is still an invaluable
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framework for illuminating the debate revolving around the challenges of contem-
porary education.
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