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Social and emotional (SE) skills are interpersonal, self-regulatory, and task-related behaviors 
that are important for adaption to and successful performance in educational and workplace 
settings (Casillas et al., 2015). These skills are related to important outcomes such as academic 
achievement and job satisfaction (e.g., Judge et al., 2002; Mammadov, 2022; Poropat, 2009). 
Additionally, students can improve 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). While teaching SEL shows promising results and 
continues to gain traction in the K–12 education space, little consensus exists on what label 
should be used to describe this skill set (e.g., Berg et al., 2017).  

A recent study with parents1 suggests that, although support for SEL-related skills is relatively 
strong, the label “social-emotional learning”2 itself is unfavorable (Tyner, 2021). This conclusion 
was based on a rank order item which presented parents with a list of 12 undefined, SEL-
related program titles and asked them to select three school programs they would most and 
least want their child enrolled in. The study concluded that “life skills” was the most favorable 
program label based on an index that captured how often the program was selected “most” 
minus “least.” Though “social-emotional and academic learning” was the second highest-ranked 
label, “social-emotional learning” was the second lowest-ranked label.  

There are two main limitations of this previous study. First, due to the forced choice format, the 
overall level of support for each of the programs was unclear. The overall favorability ratings for 
each term are examined in a recent data byte (Daley et al., in press). Second, the program 
labels were not defined in the survey. Without definitions, we could expect that respondents 
assumed all program labels encompassed the same skill set as they made their rankings. Thus, 
it is unclear if respondents believed that all programs listed taught SE skills or if they believed 
they taught some other set of skills. An analysis comparing the relative level of support for 
different programs would be inappropriate if respondents thought some of the programs taught 
skills unrelated to SEL.  

To test the assumption that respondents perceived all program labels as teaching SEL, we 
conducted a survey with parents and caregivers of ACT® test takers. The survey was sent to 
25,000 parents/caregivers of ACT test takers following the April 2nd, 2022, National ACT test 
administration. Parents/caregivers were informed that the survey was voluntary and 
unincentivized. While 1,383 parents/caregivers began the survey, 1,084 respondents completed 
at least one block of the survey, and 485 completed the entire survey. To capture 
parent/caregiver conceptualizations of each of the program names used in the Tyner study, we 
used an open-ended format to ask respondents to list three skills they thought would be taught 
in each program. We included the following program labels from the Tyner (2021) study in our 
open-ended questions: “behavioral skills,” “life skills,” “social-emotional learning,” “social-
emotional and academic learning,” and “soft skills.” 

 © 2022 by ACT, Inc. All rights reserved. | R2268



ACT Research | Data Byte | June 2022 2 

 © 2022 by ACT, Inc. All rights reserved. | R2268 

To analyze the open-ended responses, we used a binary coding scheme to differentiate skill 
responses that could/could not be categorized as an SE skill. To determine whether a skill fell 
into the SE skill category, we used 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. Table 1 shows the 
percentage of responses within each program category that represented an SE skill.  

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% 
Life skills 1,664 17.5% 
Social-emotional learning 725 64.8% 
Social-emotional and academic learning 865 62.6% 
Soft skills 1,077 53.1% 

“Life skills” had, by far, the lowest frequency of SE skill responses, suggesting that it is 
inappropriate to compare the favorability of a life skills program to a social-emotional learning 
program. To get a better sense of what respondents believed was taught in a “life skills” 
program, we examined individual responses to the open-ended question about life skills. Figure 
1 displays the most frequently listed skills in order.  

Results from this follow-up study demonstrate that the program label “life skills” represents a far 
broader range of skills than those we would typically conceptualize as SE skills. While skills 
such as financial management, completing taxes, and taking care of homes and automobiles 
are undoubtedly important, they are fundamentally different from SE skills such as persistence, 
empathy, and resilience. Results call into question the validity of the Tyner (2021) finding that 
“life skills” is the most favorable program label for SEL-related programs given the lack of 
common understanding between the two terms. Instead, these results suggest the label “life 
skills” should not be used interchangeably with the other labels examined, given respondents 
had different conceptualizations of skills taught in a “life skills” program compared to other SEL-
related programs.  
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 Figure 1. Top 30 Most Frequent Responses in “Life Skills” Program Category 
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Notes 

1. When describing the results of Tyner (2021), we use the term “parents” instead of parents/caregivers in
keeping with the terminology used in that report.
2. In the current study, we use the term social-emotional learning instead of social and emotional learning
in keeping with the terminology used in the Tyner (2021) report.

https://www.air.org/sites/default/files/downloads/report/Identifying-Defining-and-Measuring-Social-and-Emotional-Competencies-December-2017-rev.pdf
https://www.air.org/sites/default/files/downloads/report/Identifying-Defining-and-Measuring-Social-and-Emotional-Competencies-December-2017-rev.pdf
https://sel.fordhaminstitute.org/
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		14						Guideline 1.1 Provide text alternatives for all non-text content		Alternative Representation for Forms		Not Applicable		No Form Fields were detected in this document.		

		15						Guideline 1.1 Provide text alternatives for all non-text content		Alternative Representation for Other Annotations		Not Applicable		No other annotations were detected in this document.		

		16						Guideline 1.2 Provide synchronized alternatives for multimedia.		Captions 		Not Applicable		No multimedia elements were detected in this document.		

		17						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		Form Annotations - Valid Tagging		Not Applicable		No Form Annotations were detected in this document.		

		18						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		Lbl - Valid Parent		Not Applicable		No Lbl elements were detected in this document.		

		19						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		LBody - Valid Parent		Not Applicable		No LBody elements were detected in this document.		

		20						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		Link Annotations		Passed		All tagged Link annotations are tagged in Link or Reference tags.		

		21						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		Links		Passed		All Link tags contain at least one Link annotation.		

		22						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		List Item		Not Applicable		No List Items were detected in this document.		

		23						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		List		Not Applicable		No List elements were detected in this document.		

		24						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		Other Annotations - Valid Tagging		Not Applicable		No Annotations (other than Links and Widgets) were detected in this document.		

		25						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		RP, RT and RB - Valid Parent		Not Applicable		No RP, RB or RT elements were detected in this document.		

		26						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		Correct Structure - Ruby		Not Applicable		No Ruby elements were detected in this document.		

		27						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		Table Cells		Passed		All Table Data Cells and Header Cells passed		

		28						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		THead, TBody and TFoot		Not Applicable		No THead, TFoot, or TBody elements were detected in this document.		

		29						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		Table Rows		Passed		All Table Rows passed.		

		30						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		Table		Passed		All Table elements passed.		

		31						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		Correct Structure - Warichu		Not Applicable		No Warichu elements were detected in this document.		

		32						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		Correct Structure - WT and WP		Not Applicable		No WP or WT elements were detected in the document		

		33						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		Heading Levels		Passed		All Headings are nested correctly		

		34						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		ListNumbering		Not Applicable		No List elements were detected in this document.		

		35						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		Header Cells		Passed		All table cells have headers associated with them.		

		36		2		Tags->0->11		Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		Summary attribute		Passed		Table doesn't define the Summary attribute.		Verification result set by user.

		37						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		Scope attribute		Passed		All TH elements define the Scope attribute.		

		38						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		Meaningful Sequence		Passed		No Untagged annotations were detected, and no elements have been untagged in this session.		

		39						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		Article Threads		Not Applicable		No Article threads were detected in the document		

		40						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		Tabs Key		Passed		All pages that contain annotations have tabbing order set to follow the logical structure.		

		41				Doc		Guideline 1.4 Make it easier for users to see and hear content including separating foreground from background.		Format, layout and color		Passed		Make sure that no information is conveyed by contrast, color, format or layout, or some combination thereof while the content is not tagged to reflect all meaning conveyed by the use of contrast, color, format or layout, or some combination thereof.		Verification result set by user.

		42				Doc		Guideline 1.4 Make it easier for users to see and hear content including separating foreground from background.		Minimum Contrast		Passed		Please ensure that the visual presentation of text and images of text has a contrast ratio of at least 4.5:1, except for Large text and images of large-scale text where it should have a contrast ratio of at least 3:1, or incidental content or logos
		Verification result set by user.

		43						Guideline 1.4 Make it easier for users to see and hear content including separating foreground from background.		Images of text - OCR		Not Applicable		No raster-based images were detected in this document.		

		44						Guideline 2.1 Make all functionality operable via a keyboard interface		Server-side image maps		Passed		No Server-side image maps were detected in this document (Links with IsMap set to true).		

		45						Guideline 2.2 Provide users enough time to read and use content		Timing Adjustable		Not Applicable		No elements that could require a timed response found in this document.		

		46						Guideline 2.3 Do not design content in a way that is known to cause seizures		Three Flashes or Below Threshold		Not Applicable		No elements that could cause flicker were detected in this document.		

		47						Guideline 2.4 Provide ways to help users navigate, find content, and determine where they are		Headings defined		Passed		Headings have been defined for this document.		

		48						Guideline 2.4 Provide ways to help users navigate, find content, and determine where they are		Outlines (Bookmarks)		Passed		Bookmarks are logical and consistent with Heading Levels.		

		49				MetaData		Guideline 2.4 Provide ways to help users navigate, find content, and determine where they are		Metadata - Title and Viewer Preferences		Passed		Please verify that a document title of Parent and Caregiver Conceptualizations of Social and Emotional Skill Programs  is appropriate for this document.		Verification result set by user.

		50				MetaData		Guideline 3.1 Make text content readable and understandable.		Language specified		Passed		Please ensure that the specified language (EN-US) is appropriate for the document.		Verification result set by user.

		51				Pages->0		Guideline 3.2 Make Web pages appear and operate in predictable ways		Header/Footer pagination artifacts		Passed		Page 1 contains content but does not define header or footer pagination artifacts. Please confirm this is correct.		Verification result set by user.

		52				Pages->4		Guideline 3.2 Make Web pages appear and operate in predictable ways		Header/Footer pagination artifacts		Passed		Page 5 does not contain header Artifacts.		Verification result set by user.

		53						Guideline 3.2 Make Web pages appear and operate in predictable ways		Change of context		Passed		No actions are triggered when any element receives focus		

		54						Guideline 3.3 Help users avoid and correct mistakes		Required fields		Not Applicable		No Form Fields were detected in this document.		

		55						Guideline 3.3 Help users avoid and correct mistakes		Form fields value validation		Not Applicable		No form fields that may require validation detected in this document.		

		56						Guideline 4.1 Maximize compatibility with current and future user agents, including assistive technologies		4.1.2 Name, Role, Value		Not Applicable		No user interface components were detected in this document.		
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