Center for American Progress

Fostering School Success with
Standards for Nonacademic Skills

By Danielle Ewen and LeighAnn M. Smith ~ October 2015

WWW.AMERICANPROGRESS.ORG



Introduction and summary

When we look at a newborn, we rarely think about the child’s potential for
success and skills development for college and career readiness. Instead, we
are awed by the baby’s mere existence: her strong grip; her smile; how her eyes
track loved ones; how each cry communicates a need to be met. We now know
that each of these moments is also an opportunity for the child’s brain to grow;
to make new social, emotional, and cognitive connections; and to form impor-

tant neurological pathways.

As children move from infancy to toddlerhood and into preschool, their brains
continue to grow and change. Parents, caregivers, and other trusted adults provide
input that helps children master the basic skills they will need in order to climb
slide ladders, hold pencils to spell their names, excitedly tell the story of their day,
and understand when they are asked to put their toys away.

As children move into kindergarten and first and second grades, they begin to
build on these earliest social, emotional, physical, and academic skills. They learn
to read and do math; to play with their friends; and to follow rules in the class-
room and on the playground. Each new milestone sets these children on the path

to college and career readiness.

New evidence highlights the importance of social and emotional skills alongside
academic skills for success in school and beyond.' Academic skills—including
basic literacy and math skills—are well defined and include skills such as learn-
ing the alphabet and counting. Social and emotional skills, meanwhile, include
sharing, self-control, and building relationships with peers and adults. Yet, when
states look to align early learning standards with those for K-12, social and emo-
tional skills are often left out of the standards for children in elementary, middle,
and high school—even as new research highlights the importance of these skills

throughout elementary school and beyond.?
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This report explores the reasons for including social and emotional learning in
early education standards, as well as detail about the five domains of learning—
cognition, approaches to learning, social and emotional development, physical
development, and language development—and how several states have incorpo-
rated them into their learning standards. By using these examples as guidelines for
their own educational standards, other states can align early learning guidelines
with standards for K-12 in order to support academic and social-emotional skills
for all children.
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Our Mission

The Center for American
Progress is an independent,
nonpartisan policy institute
that is dedicated to improving
the lives of all Americans,
through bold, progressive
ideas, as well as strong
leadership and concerted
action. Our aim is not just to
change the conversation, but
to change the country.

Our Values

As progressives, we believe
America should be a land of
boundless opportunity, where
people can climb the ladder
of economic mobility. We
believe we owe it to future
generations to protect the
planet and promote peace
and shared global prosperity.

And we believe an effective
government can earn the
trust of the American people,
champion the common

good over narrow self-interest,
and harness the strength of
our diversity.

Our Approach

We develop new policy ideas,
challenge the media to cover
the issues that truly matter,
and shape the national debate.
With policy teams in major
issue areas, American Progress
can think creatively at the
cross-section of traditional
boundaries to develop ideas
for policymakers that lead to
real change. By employing an
extensive communications
and outreach effort that we
adapt to a rapidly changing
media landscape, we move
our ideas aggressively in the
national policy debate.
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