What is Whole Child Education?
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ow do families view success for their child? What kind of
people do parents want their children to become? For families
all over the country the answer is surprisingly consistent: they
want more for their children than high test scores. They want
their children to be happy and healthy. They want them to be
responsible, respectful, caring members of their communities.
According to research by Learning Heroes, families see schools
as important partners in the development of life skills. Over 75%
of parents feel it’s important that schools have high expectations
around social and emotional development. The skills and traits
families rated as most important for their children to develop
were respect, self-esteem, confidence, problem-solving and
social skills.1
“Whole child education” is an increasingly popular approach that
schools are using to ensure students are developing these broader
life skills. It creates environments that not only promote children’s
academic growth, but also their cognitive, social and emotional,
physical, mental and identity development. 2

Research shows that whole child education helps students in
various ways, when these approaches are grounded in the science
of how children learn and develop. Research also shows that
when schools offer appropriate learning opportunities and other
supports—like access to mentors—children experience greater
academic achievement, career success, and enhanced health and
well-being overall.4

The media, education policymakers and educators may not use the
same vocabulary when describing whole child education, as many
terms describe similar or overlapping initiatives. Aspects of this
approach and related terms include:
deeper learning, social and emotional
The whole child approach gives children
learning, character education, life
the foundation they need to become wellskills, soft skills and noncognitive skills. rounded, healthy individuals, equipped with

a solid education and important life skills

The whole child approach gives
to help them reach their full potential.
children the foundation they need
to become well-rounded, healthy
individuals, equipped with a solid education and important life
skills to help them reach their full potential.

Learn why a whole child approach to
education supports children and their
entire communities in the Learning
Policy Institute’s report, “Educating the
Whole Child: Improving School Climate to
Support Student Success.”

Debunking Misconceptions
The whole child approach to education has been around for
several decades but has grown in popularity in recent years. As
families have different levels of familiarity with the topic—and with
the overwhelming range of terminology—several misconceptions
around the whole child approach have emerged.

Children’s brains are constantly developing, and learning is a social
process, as children absorb information from their surroundings,
from family members, teachers and peers.3 It is important for
schools to address children’s needs holistically to help them to
develop the strategies, skills and mindsets they need to thrive,
even when they encounter challenges.

Whole Child Education

If my child’s school takes a whole child approach to education,
they have less time to focus on academic content.
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While it does take time to intentionally build students’ life
skills, and create a sense of community in the classroom, it does
not require sacrificing academics. In fact, research has shown that
building students’ social and emotional skills is associated with
significant academic gains. 5 Whole child education is not adding
an additional subject area, but rather changing the way teachers
teach and students learn.5 By creating a sense of belonging and
empowering students to take ownership of their learning, a whole
child approach enables students to thrive academically, while also
developing other important life skills.

Diversity & Whole Child Education
Cultural differences influence how families and schools
address social and emotional learning and life-skill
development. For example, classrooms that emphasize
individual student success and create competitive
learning models may not resonate with students from
cultures that place a greater value on collaboration
and interdependence.

My child will only benefit from the whole child approach during
the early childhood and elementary years.

A successful whole child approach uplifts children,
highlights their strengths, efforts and improvements.
This approach also provides the resources needed to
support their well-being and affirm their identities.
What can schools and families do to implement a
whole child approach with equity in mind?

Creating an environment where children can learn and
grow is important at every stage of their development. While many
think whole child development is for kindergartners, as middle
and high school students begin to face challenging decisions and
develop new life skills—like self-awareness, self management and
relationship-building—it is more essential than ever. Social and
emotional learning interventions are associated with outcomes
that are particularly relevant for young adults, such as increased
high school and college graduation rates, a decreased likelihood of
getting arrested and lower rates of sexually transmitted infections.6
A whole child approach offers older students essential opportunities
to practice taking risks, making decisions and taking ownership of
their learning—all skills they will need in high school and beyond.



See culture differences as assets, rather than
challenges. Use the community’s diversity as an
opportunity for students to learn about different
perspectives and develop greater empathy and
understanding.



Facilitate teacher trainings that focus on best
practices around racial equity and cultural
competence. Resources are available to guide
schools through the process of pursuing whole
child development through a racial equity lens.
A recent Aspen Institute report offers several
concrete strategies including building on
strengths and avoiding stereotypes.



Embrace challenging conversations between
families and teachers across racial, ethnic,
religious and other differences. Families may have
different views on whole child learning, depending
on their own school and life experiences. School
communities must foster open communication
and facilitate conversations around their
educational philosophy and discuss ways to
engage that best resonate with all families.

My child should be learning social and emotional and other life
skills through specific programs and experts.
When it comes to whole child education, there is not one
curriculum or program that fits all circumstances. Schools should
choose their approach based on their community’s needs. Research
asserts that there are many components that can help children
learn social and emotional skills including explicit instruction, family
engagement and opportunities for children to apply what they’ve
learned.7 Rather than relying solely on lesson plans specific to
develop certain traits—like respect or responsibility—teachers and
families should also demonstrate what these traits look like in their
everyday actions, and provide opportunities for students to practice
these skills. In a school that is committed to the development of the
whole child, a school counselor will not be the only person working
to develop students’ life skills. Instead, whole child development will
be an ongoing part of all adults’ work with students.

Whole Child Education
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What Does a Whole Child Approach to Education Look Like?
How do you know if this is happening at your child’s school? Explore the examples below and visit ASCD’s whole child page for more
ideas. If your child’s teacher and school community are prioritizing whole child development, they are working to ensure every child is
healthy, safe, engaged, supported and challenged.8
A few examples from ASCD’s comprehensive framework demonstrate what this looks like in practice:

Supported


The school helps families understand what services are
available for their child, teaches them how to advocate for
them and welcomes parent participation in their child’s
learning.



The school helps children to develop the vocabulary and
skills necessary to identify and express their emotions
effectively.



The school personalizes learning so that children receive
individualized attention and supports.

Challenged
Healthy


The school prioritizes recess and physical education classes
to ensure all students get an appropriate amount of exercise
and outdoor time each day.



The school offers healthy options for meals and snacks and
provides education around nutrition.



The school has a health education curriculum that addresses
the physical, mental, emotional and social dimensions of
health.

The physical, social and academic climate of the school is
safe for all students and their families.



The school provides opportunities for families to learn how
to reinforce rules and procedures and help children develop
coping skills.

School staff help children to monitor how they are doing in
school by using goal-setting techniques.



Teachers provide opportunities for students to collaborate
on projects that develop their life skills.



The curriculum encourages students to understand not only
what they are learning, but also why they are learning it.



The school works with families to determine what success
looks like for each child and how education can help the
child reach their goals.

	 B
 oosting Engagement With Notices
and Wonders. Teachers engage students
through interactive activities that provide
opportunities for critical thinking and
collaboration.

Engaged


The curriculum challenges every student and helps them
to develop an understanding of the world around them.

Watch the Whole Child Approach
to Education in Action

Safe




	Scaffolding Discussion Skills With a
Socratic Circle. Teachers challenge students
to think deeply an develop communications
skills by facilitating meaningful conversations
around controversial topics.
Learn more about whole child learning by watching
more of the “How Learning Happens” video series on
Edutopia.com.

Whole Child Education
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Conclusion
A whole child approach to education focuses on child
development, not just to facilitate academic growth but also to
build well-rounded individuals. When schools emphasize the
importance of a student’s social, emotional, cognitive, physical,
mental and identity development—as well as their academic
development—children thrive in and out of school. Communities
that take a whole child approach to education won’t all look the
same, but they will all work to ensure students are safe, healthy,
engaged, supported and challenged.

Measuring Whole Child Learning
While there is general support for teaching students life skills
in school, families begin to worry as soon as there is mention
of measuring this type of development. Parents are particularly
hesitant for social and emotional learning to be “graded,” and they
do not want schools or teachers to overstep their roles or push
their personal beliefs.1
How can schools and families understand the impact of
their whole child approach while respecting concerns about
measurement?






As children progress through school, parents play an important
role to ensure their children are happy and academically prepared
to make their dreams a reality. Check out National PTA’s resource,
“Family Guide for Fostering Whole Child Development” for more
information on what families can do to support this approach at
home, in the classroom and in their school or district.

Keep it conversational. Teachers and families can talk
about a child’s social and emotional growth on the phone
or in person at parent teacher conferences or other events.
Having an open dialogue about these skills helps to promote
partnerships between families and teachers, rather than
making judgments.
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