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The benefits of Social and Emotional Learning (SEL) are clear, both academically and in terms of general wellness. Key outcomes include improved classroom behavior, increased ability to manage stress and depression and better attitudes about themselves, others and school. i Students in grades K-3 who are not already receiving instruction in SEL will have that opportunity starting in the 2022-23 school year through an unlikely connection to a new sexual health education requirement in Washington.
Senate Bill (SB) 5395 was passed by the legislature in 2020 and subsequently approved by the voters in the 2020 general election. The bill requires all schools to provide comprehensive sexual health education (CSHE) to all students by the 2022-23 school year. As defined in the bill, CSHE is recurring instruction in human development and reproduction that is medically accurate, age-appropriate and inclusive of all students. The bill defines instruction for grades K-3 as instruction in SEL that is consistent with Washington’s SEL Standards and Benchmarks.
SEL and sexual health education are not interchangeable, but there are clear connections between the two. SEL, by focusing on managing emotions, setting goals, communication and healthy relationships, lays a solid foundation for subsequent CSHE – which also focuses on all of these topics and skills. Sexual health education cannot be considered comprehensive without including SEL. In order to effectively discuss healthy romantic relationships, students need to understand what constitutes a healthy friendship and how to be a good friend. In order to understand and practice affirmative consent related to sexual behavior, students need to have learned how to set personal boundaries and to respect the boundaries of others. In order to avoid perpetrating sexual violence, students need to have developed empathy and regard for others. The earlier these skills are introduced, and the more time students have to practice them, the more solid the foundation for CSHE and general health outcomes.
Interestingly, while SEL is an important prerequisite for CSHE, CSHE also results in benefits related to social and emotional health, not just outcomes related specifically to sexual health. CSHE instruction that is scaffolded and provided over time improves communication skills, increases empathy and respect for others, and results in an increased sense of self-control and safety.ii CSHE can also help improve student academic success.iii
While the inclusion of SEL in sexual health legislation was a surprise to many, it should provide an unexpected but welcome addition to the many students in our schools who have not yet experienced the many benefits of SEL. The new requirement for both SEL and CSHE has the potential to help all students achieve greater health and wellbeing throughout life.
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