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The AFT is a union of professionals that champions fairness; democracy;
economic opportunity; and high-quality public education, healthcare and
public services for our students, their families and our communities. We are
committed to advancing these principles through community engagement,
organizing, collective bargaining and political activism, and especially
through the work our members do.
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ducators know a lot about
the preconditions for stu-
dent success. They know that
students cannot learn and
thrive if their health and well-being

needs aren’t met. Educators also know

that if what students are learning is not relevant and engaging, they will not
learn to their potential. Today’s students are pulled in countless directions. So
much competes for their attention: screens and social media, developmental
challenges, peer dynamics, responsibilities at home and in their communities,
and a world experiencing rapid technological and social changes. Popular
thinkers and researchers alike cite the barriers society has placed in front of
students and some remedies. Rebecca Winthrop has written extensively about
the power of effortful and active learning while warning about the dangers of
consumption culture and using artificial intelligence to shortchange students
instead of supporting critical thinking, problem-solving and metacognition.
Jonathan Haidt's Anxious Generation describes how social media platforms
have hijacked developing brains by design and have undermined mental
health and social development—creating fissures in our democratic lives.

While it’s true that the pressures of our time are great, some of the challeng-
es are timeless. Relevant and engaging teaching and learning go beyond
what students are learning. Relevance and engagement are just as much a
function of how students learn and how that content resonates with their
emotional lives, social identities and sense of purpose.

Relevance and engagement must be cast as social and emotional
operations embedded in all teaching, not just specialized programs like
career and technical education.

Mary Helen Immordino-Yang and her colleagues remind us that emotions are
the “rudder” for cognition; without emotional salience, academic information
does not transfer into durable learning. To appreciate why, it helps to know a
little about the brain. Let this fact sink in about
how the human brain works: “There are no
brain networks... that process only social,
emotional or cognitive information. In fact,
all brain networks appear to contribute to
social, emotional, and cognitive processing.
... All brain networks show the effects of past
social, emotional, and cognitive experience on
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their functioning.” (Immordino-Yang, Darling Hammond, & Krone, 2019). Said
differently, there are no discrete parts of the brain that are used just for cogni-
tive activities. Yet, there are active and powerful voices calling for diminishing
or even eliminating social and emotional designs of learning. These include
prominent right-wing think tanks, statehouses and even the U.S. Education
Department. To make this a partisan issue or politicize students’ emotional lives
is wrong. It inflicts tremendous harm and flies in the face of what teachers know
about the science of learning and how it’s tied to developmental psychology.
Worse, it contradicts recent evidence that links social and emotional learning to
significant gains in student achievement—the highwater mark standard for so

many policymakers (Ha, C., et al., 2025).!

Relevance and Engagement Are Key to Learning

Much has been written about the merits of relevance and engagement for
student learning. For something to feel relevant to a child (or anyone, for
that matter) it requires more than just someone saying it’s important.

When all this comes together, some key goals of education, like academic
achievement and college and career readiness, are more easily reached.

Even though social and emotional learning has recently been entangled with
attacks on diversity and equity, giving it its due isn’t just a problem of the po-

1 Findings reveal that students in grades 1-12 who participated in universal school-based social
and emotional learning programs demonstrated better academic achievement (g =.101) compared
with those who did not participate. Analyses further confirmed that student standardized test
scores and grade point averages are improved by participating in SEL programs and that student
test scores are the most proximal and accurate estimate of the effects of an SEL program on
student achievement. Further, students showed significantly improved achievement in both literacy
and math across grades 1-12, suggesting the impact of SEL across academic domains.

4| AFT Professional Learning


https://www.edweek.org/policy-politics/ed-dept-says-sel-can-veil-discrimination-what-does-this-mean-for-schools/2025/03
https://www.edweek.org/policy-politics/ed-dept-says-sel-can-veil-discrimination-what-does-this-mean-for-schools/2025/03
https://doi.org/10.3102/00346543251367769

(

students through relevant and
engaging teaching and learning
leads to the outcomes we want

litical moment. Broadly speaking,
schools allow for a lot of self-dis-
covery and active play during

, The research is clear. Supporting

the early years; but as students for students. The AFT has been
age, we lose our appetite or will paying attention to this for a long
for student-centered discovery. time because educators know that

Instead, society pushes students to when students feel engaged, they
master volumes of content without can tune out the distractions in
stopping to consider the entirety of A (R .
pping ty their lives, the screens, the social
human development, what moti- . ..

. media, the attempts to divide us,
vates us, how people create meaning, and trulv focus on learning and
and the degree to which the reward i y bl . fg p

solving probiems In sare an

systems in our society are even aligned .
with any of this. welcoming spaces.

There must be a connection through —AFT President
emotion, sustained engagement within a
social context, and meaning-making supported
by links to other interests and prior knowledge.

Randi Weingarten

What Children Need at Different
Stages of Their Development

The life cycle of a developing child is highly complex. The preconditions for
optimal learning are vast and wildly underappreciated. Shrugging off the
social and emotional lives of children by dismissing SEL and its foundations
for anything to be relevant and engaging for a child is a recipe for declining
learning outcomes. As a society, we must instead emphasize SEL and com-
mit ourselves to taking the entirety of childhood development seriously.

Children go through multiple stages of development and require both
structured and looser learning environments to reach their potential. The
research literature is vast on these subjects but can generally be summed up
into several phases of childhood development:

o When students are young, there’s more consensus as to what
constitutes a relevant and engaging curriculum. The active play young
children participate in allows them to notice patterns, see cause and
effect, develop a sense of self, and begin to figure out how the world
works (Shtulman & Carey, 2007). Working alone and with others aids
their curiosities and allows them to reach goals. Students develop
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empathy, learn to share, play cooperatively, wait patiently, take turns,
solve conflicts, and manage frustration or anger. These contribute to

core aspects of social and emotional learning—like motivation, self-
determination, self-regulation and self-awareness—that are foundational
skills for schooling (Immordino-Yang, Darling Hammond & Krone, 2019).

« By middle childhood, learning involves “internalizing and reproducing
the cognitive and social-emotional patterns, procedures, and beliefs they
are exposed to at school, at home, and in the community” (Immordino-
Yang, Darling Hammond, & Krone, 2019). We want children to begin
to set goals for themselves and develop strategies for achieving them
all while building relationships and managing emotions (Barker &
Munakata, 2015; Diamond, 2013; Paradise and Rogoff, 2009). Learning

environments need to allow children

options for inquiry, how to look
for and evaluate evidence, reach
conclusions, and work out
real-world problems to help
build abstract thinking designs
through artistic, linguistic

and mathematical disciplines
(Anderson, 2002).

« Adolescence requires very supportive learning environments to ensure
that young people continue to have strong relationships with adults who
know them (Osher and Kendziora, 2010). This is the period where the
amygdala matures and reward structures of the brain lead to heightened
ability to sense social cues (Albert, Chein & Steinberg, 2013). Executive
functioning and higher-order thinking develop intensely, resulting in
more risk-taking and emotion swings (Blakemore, 2018). These are ideal
ages for students to be in settings where they can investigate to develop
critical thinking and problem-solving skills, pursue interests and receive
feedback for how to improve (Darling-Hammond, et al., 2019).

Reframing Relevance to Get to Student Success

Relevance that taps into emotion, identity and social belonging

doesn’t just make learning meaningful; it actively supports academic
performance, retention and can lead to longer-term success, which can
lead to employment and help people build careers.
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Research-based practical strategies that N

schools and teachers can use: RESEARCH-BASED
STRATEGIES TO

SUPPORT RELEVANCE
FOR STUDENTS

¢ Building students’ hope strengthens GPA,
persistence, and graduation. (Gallagher et al.,
2017; Marques et al., 2017). Schools can cultivate
hope and optimism for children to give students
a future-forward motivational glide path by using
intentional “hope-building” activities like goal
setting, pathways mapping and various reflec-
tion-based activities.

« Emotional and relational engagement predicts
academic growth and readiness (Fredricks, Fred-
ricks, Blumenfeld & Paris, 2004; Immordino-Yang
& Damasio, 2007). Schools can promote engage-
ment through curriculum that treats emotion as
foundational to how we experience the world by
using SEL-aligned practices that connect learning
to identity and aspiration. Schools can measure
emotional engagement as a key indicator in addi-
tion to academic benchmarks.

o Interest-driven, socially supported learning links
to higher academic performance and career out-
comes (Barron, 2014; Ito et al., 2013). Schools can
implement connected learning structures by allow-
ing students to build projects around their interests.
These can be supported by mentors or community
experts. Schools can also create different pathways
for learning focused on real-world applications and
networks of experts.

o Belonging and peer networks improve academic
achievement and reduce dropouts (Williams et
al., 2019; Walton & Cohen, 2011). Teachers can
intentionally design their curricula around social
learning opportunities. By building peer collabo-
ration and classroom communities into everyday
work, teachers can forge relationships between
students that are supportive of learning. . /)
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How the AFT Promotes Relevant and
Engaging Teaching and Learning

The AFT has been laser-focused on enhancing student engagement for a
long time because our teachers recognize the challenges of disengagement.
Educators know all the things that compete for students’ attention, and they
know that not all students learn the same way. It takes a lot of skill rooted

in research-based strategies like the ones above to cut through the noise to
help students learn.

Using three domains of emotional, social and behavioral, and cognitive
engagement for students, the AFT offers an array of professional learning
for educators.

4 N

- /

Emotional Engagement

The AFT supports educators to create emotional engagement through
courses like Identity-Affirming Classroom Practices, Universal Design

for Learning and Culturally Responsive Pedagogy. These courses explore
research-based approaches to how educators welcome, include, affirm and
elevate students in learning environments. The courses embrace research
that shows learning is deeply tied to students’ perceptions of themselves, in-
cluding their sense of belonging, their confidence in the subject matter, their
relationships with peers, and their willingness to take academic risks.
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Social and Behavioral Engagement

The AFT supports educators as they create meaningful learning experi-
ences through courses like Experiential Learning in STEM, Deepening
Civics Skills Through Classroom Dialogue and Game Factor. In each case,
experiential learning, student voice and inquiry, student-guided dialogue,
and academic discourse help bring engagement to life. Stimulating activi-
ties such as game-based learning, simulations, and collaborative projects
foster connection and active learning while ensuring content remains
relevant. Working toward clear goals and a broader purpose strengthens
student motivation.

Cognitive Engagement

The AFT supports educators in creating cognitive engagement through
courses like Differentiating Instruction, Questioning and The Trio: Inqui-
ry-Based, Problem-Based and Project-Based Learning. These courses push
educators toward creating learning experiences that are accessible, appro-
priately challenging and grounded in a growth mindset. Educators do this by
supporting students in setting goals and ensuring their background knowl-
edge is assessed, activated and expanded. Educators offer pathways for
student choice and intellectual challenges, allowing learners to build both
confidence and competence.

()
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