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This research summary focuses on social and emotional development from a 
cultural perspective to better understand the efficacy of this approach for improving 
behavioral outcomes of tribal nations in Montana. There are approximately 78,000 
people of American Indian heritage within the state of Montana. They represent 
twelve American Indian tribal nations including Assiniboine, Blackfeet, Chippewa, 
Cree, Crow, Gros Ventre, Kootenai, Little Shell Chippewa, Northern Cheyenne, Pend 
d’Oreille, Salish, and Sioux.1  Each of these tribal nations has its own unique culture.1 
Strengthening social and emotional skills requires attention to the cultural context 
in which these skills are taught, practiced, and modeled.2  Social and emotional skill 
development improves behavioral outcomes across a wide variety of cultures and 
ethnic backgrounds.3    

Healthy social and emotional development is essential to success;4 social 
and emotional skills are needed to succeed in family, school, workplaces, and 
community.5  It is well established that developing social and emotional skills 
is important for every child. Social and emotional development is the building 
of critical life skills. These social and emotional skills include managing oneself, 
relating to others, and making responsible choices based on self and others. More 
specifically, these skills include being able to recognize and regulate emotions, 
empathize and care about others, make good decisions, behave ethically and 
responsibly, establish and maintain positive relationships, and avoid negative 
behaviors.6,7  Social and emotional skills are developed “in a complex system of 
contexts, interactions, and relationships.”4 This means that context and culture 
matter. 

Social and emotional strategies need to be adapted to address cultural 
differences.2 An example of this for American Indian cultures is including values, 
legends, and stories in teaching social and emotional skills. Another example is 
emphasizing pride in one’s way of life.
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Current Research 

Social and emotional skill development works when it is culturally 
responsive. 

One study is underway in Alaska to evaluate and better understand what is 
needed to improve social and emotional skills in culturally specific communities.8  
The Association of Alaska School Boards, American Institutes for Research, seven 
Alaskan school districts, and the First Alaskans Institute have partnered on a project 
called: Culturally Responsive and Embedded Social and Emotional Learning. One of 
the activities identified in this project includes translating the social and emotional 
skills identified by the Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning 
to align with cultural values specifically among Alaska Native youth.7 For example, 
self-awareness is translated to “respect for self, knowledge of family tree, be strong 
in mind, body and spirit, humor, be proud of the native way of life.”9  

Social and emotional skill development improves behavioral outcomes 
across a wide variety of ethnic backgrounds. 

Research studies have demonstrated social and emotional skills are associated 
with improved behavioral outcomes. For example, in a meta-analysis of universal 
school-based programs designed to improve social and emotional skills, it was 
found that compared to control groups, students demonstrated improved social and 
emotional skills, improved attitudes toward self and others, positive social behaviors 
(i.e., getting along with others), improved academic performance, had fewer 
conduct problems, and had lower levels of emotional distress.10   This meta-analysis 
involved 270,034 students, and several of the interventions occurred in “schools 
serving a mixed student body in terms of ethnicity.”9 

Social and emotional skill development improves a wide variety of 
outcomes among youth from diverse ethnic and socio-economic 
backgrounds.  

Similar results were found in a meta-analysis that extended the work of Durlak et 
al (2011) to understand the follow-up effects of universal school-based interventions 
focused on improving social and emotional skills.11  This meta-analysis included 
97,406 students, and the sample was “ethnically, socioeconomically, and regionally 
diverse.”10 Results showed that students who participated in these interventions 
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demonstrated positive outcomes in the seven outcomes collected (social and 
emotional skills; attitudes toward self, others, and school; positive social behaviors; 
academic performance; conduct problems; emotional distress; and substance use).10

Another aim of this meta-analysis was to examine whether interventions 
designed to promote social and emotional skills were “effective in promoting 
positive developmental trajectories across diverse and global populations.”10 Results 
showed that the benefits of the social and emotional interventions were similar 
regardless of the student’s race, socioeconomic background, or school location; 
however, the researchers emphasized the need for cultural competence when social 
and emotional interventions were designed and delivered.10 

Social and emotional skill development improves academic achievement 
among American Indian and Alaska Native students. 

One specific study examining the relationship between social and emotional 
skills and academic achievement for American Indian and Alaska Native (AI/AN) 
youth found that social and emotional skills were strongly correlated with academic 
achievement for AI/AN students.12  In this study, while all the social and emotional 
skills studied were correlated with academic achievement for American Indian and 
Alaska Native students, “personal responsibility and decision making were more 
strongly correlated with academic achievement for Native students relative to their 
non-Native peers.”11 The authors concluded that “culturally responsive strategies for 
promoting social-emotional competence among AI/AN students could be a strategy 
for reducing disparities in academic achievement and their consequences.”11 
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