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THE TRANSFORMATIVE POWER OF SOCIAL EMOTIONAL LEARNING (SEL) 

An overview of how SEL frameworks shape the experiential education programs of 
the Philadelphia Outward Bound School (POBS) and allow POBS to achieve positive 
outcomes with students of Philadelphia schools.
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The Philadelphia Outward Bound School’s 30-year partnership with the School District of Philadelphia (SDP), and 
with charter, private, and parochial schools, focuses on teaching social-emotional skills outside the classroom to 
increase engagement and connection among peers and adults and positively impact classroom performance. 

Our educational approach emphasizes firsthand experiences of challenge, struggle, and achievement, fostering 
teamwork and addressing diverse social-emotional learning (SEL) needs. POBS students learn perseverance, form 
positive group relationships, and develop assertiveness - SEL skills that not only have a real world application, but 
are also focal points within the SDP and Philadelphia classrooms. In essence, the SEL skills cultivated through POBS 
programs support the SDP’s work to improve school climate and culture and set up young people for future success. 

WHAT IS SOCIAL EMOTIONAL LEARNING? 

Social emotional learning (SEL) is the process through which all young people and adults develop and apply the 
knowledge, skills, and attitudes to understand their identities, manage their emotions, achieve individual and 
collective goals, understand and empathize for others, establish and maintain supportive relationships, and make 
responsible and caring decisions. 

Hundreds of independent studies consistently 
demonstrate that SEL benefits students in academics, 
mental health, skills development, and school climate. 
The organization CASEL (Collaborative for Academic, 
Social, and Emotional Learning), a leader of the SEL 
movement since first introducing the term more than two 
decades ago, provides much of this research, as well as 
resources and guidance to educators and policymakers to 
promote the development of students’ SEL skills.

SEL promotes holistic development and fosters inclusive, 
supportive communities, aligning with the missions, 
values, and educational approaches of SDP and POBS. 
SDP’s strategic plan, Guardrail 1, prioritizes safe, 
welcoming schools with inclusive climates and access to 
social, emotional, and mental health supports. Research 
shows robust SEL skills enhance high school graduation, postsecondary enrollment, and stable employment 
prospects. 9th Grade Academy Initiatives and 9th Grade on Track for Graduation aid students in the middle school 
to high school transition and monitor their progress toward graduation.

Findings show that SEL programs reduce emotional distress, mitigate behavior issues, and promote prosocial skills, 
fostering a sense of belonging and improving attitudes toward school and peers. The SDP’s Relationships First 
Framework and 9th-grade programs prioritize relationship-building as crucial for future success. 

The Student Health and Well-Being Survey results from 2023-2024 show the impact of these initiatives. Across the 
District, students in grade 9 reported positive relationships with their peers at a higher rate than students in other 
grades. 82.7% of students agree or strongly agree that they have a positive relationship with at least one adult at 
school. 87.5% of students agree or strongly agree that they have close friends at school. 

https://outwardboundphiladelphia.org/better-together-our-partnership-with-the-school-district-of-philadelphia/
https://casel.org/
https://www.philasd.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/08/SDP_StrategicPlan_23_July28-3.pdf
https://ajph.aphapublications.org/doi/full/10.2105/AJPH.2015.302630
https://jhr.uwpress.org/content/XXXVIII/3/701
https://www.nber.org/system/files/working_papers/w12006/w12006.pdf
https://www.nber.org/system/files/working_papers/w12006/w12006.pdf
https://www.philasd.org/research/category/college-career/high-school-graduation/on-track-to-graduation-metric/
https://srcd.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2010.01564.x
https://drive.google.com/file/d/18w_AMY1xGjJefgqW_Es7AfN2jjWgKWkq/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/18w_AMY1xGjJefgqW_Es7AfN2jjWgKWkq/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/15W4T_YLuMS0UITm2apKt_3nf40IEj0Bu/view
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POBS emphasizes connection before content between students and educators to scaffold learning that enhances 
empathy and resilience. The former Deputy Chief of the Office of Climate and Culture at the SDP stated, “Outward 
Bound is a great example of a program that’s fun and engaging and really actively targets students’ social emotional 
learning. When you do OB activities, you learn teamwork, communication, flexibility, and resilience, and you learn 
to raise your own expectations for yourself. Those are the skills we know that are highly predictive of successful 
lifelong outcomes.”

Importantly, SEL isn’t solely reserved for students; it’s equally beneficial for educators. Those with strong SEL skills 
not only experience less burnout but also foster deeper connections with their students and feel more equipped to 
navigate classroom dynamics. This, in turn, cultivates a healthier and more supportive educational environment. As 
educator Joel Jaroch from Overbrook Educational Center attests, “Applying the lessons from my Outward Bound 
course to the classroom has undoubtedly enhanced my teaching abilities.” 

SEL FRAMEWORKS

Many SEL frameworks exist as structured approaches to promoting the development of essential social and 
emotional skills in individuals.  There are three SEL frameworks that are useful for our purposes.

CASEL’s framework is one of the most widely 
recognized utilized frameworks. Known as 
the “CASEL Wheel”, it focuses on five broad, 
interrelated areas of competence.

Outward Bound, in conjunction with the 
Partnerships for Education and Resilience 
(PEAR) institute, developed the Domains of 
Thriving framework and tool that defines the 
key SEL areas in an OB experience. 

https://www.rwjf.org/content/dam/farm/reports/issue_briefs/2016/rwjf430428
https://casel.org/casel-sel-framework-11-2020/
https://www.pearinc.org/
https://www.pearinc.org/
https://outwardboundphiladelphia.org/about/domains-of-thriving/
https://outwardboundphiladelphia.org/about/domains-of-thriving/
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Relationships First is a restorative justice approach 
utilized by the School District of Philadelphia. It 
prioritizes relationships and creating a culture of 
accountability and healing to emphasize repairing 
harm, restoring relationships, and promoting positive 
behavior rather than punitive measures. 

All three of these frameworks 
have similar language and 
concepts that overlap and 
complement each other. 

This diagram illustrates how the 
three SEL frameworks correlate.

https://drive.google.com/file/d/18w_AMY1xGjJefgqW_Es7AfN2jjWgKWkq/view?usp=sharing
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This table defines the rubrics within the three SEL frameworks and shows how they relate to each other:

CASEL Framework POBS Domains of Thriving SDP Relationships First Model

Self-awareness - Understand one’s 
own emotions, thoughts and values 
and how they influence behavior 
across contexts

Self-management - manage one’s 
emotions, thoughts, and behaviors 
in different situations and to achieve 
goals and aspirations

Social Awareness - Understand the 
perspectives of and empathize with 
others, including those from diverse 
backgrounds

Relationship Skills - establish and 
maintain healthy, supportive rela-
tionships and effectively navigate 
settings with diverse individuals/
groups

Responsible decision-making 
- Make caring and constructive 
choices about personal behavior and 
social interactions across diverse 
situation

Self-awareness - students recognize 
their own emotions and thoughts 
and connect these to how they act 
and how they view situations, the 
group, and their communities

Self-Regulation - Students learn 
to express their emotions and apply 
strategies to meet their own emo-
tional needs

Perseverance - Students respond 
positively to challenge, learn from 
their mistakes, and take calculated 
risks

Social Responsibility - Students 
consider other student or staff per-
spectives and attend to the needs of 
peers, staff, and the group as a whole, 
their larger community, and the 
environment. 

Group relationships - students 
build a connected and cohesive 
group where each student’s unique 
contribution is valued. 

Teamwork - Students create a 
shared plan and use communica-
tion skills that allow them to work 
together to solve problems and 
challenges

Assertiveness - Students share 
their opinions and ideas, make deci-
sions, and take initiative in the group

Empowerment - Students take a 
lead role in planning circle activi-
ties, practice resolving conflict, and 
navigate difficult situations through 
restorative conversations to pre-
pare them to build relationships and 
resolve conflict in their own commu-
nities

Safety - building strong, healthy 
communities where all members feel 
safe and welcome

Trust - the foundation of strong, 
meaningful relationships. Tools help 
to cultivate trust by encouraging 
students to honor privacy, speak 
honestly, listen respectfully, etc. 

Collaboration - “we and with” 
culture that focuses on teachers and 
students communicating and com-
promising through open dialogue 
which leads to teachers being more 
of a facilitator and students being 
more independent to moderate the 
environment

Choice - Using a talking piece to 
create equity of voice, participants 
choose their level of involvement, 
the process is flexible to meet 
varying needs of the group and their 
desired outcomes
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USING THE DOMAINS OF THRIVING SEL FRAMEWORK TO GATHER OUTCOMES DATA

Impact data is gathered using the Outward Bound Outcomes Survey (OBOS), which measures self-reported change 
in key social and emotional skills at the end of an Outward Bound program. The skills in the survey are drawn from 
the Domains of Thriving SEL framework, for example, students are measured in Perseverance, Assertiveness, 
Teamwork, etc.

Participants complete a retro pre and post survey at the conclusion of their course.  They reflect on their skills at the 
time they started the course compared to the completion of course.  The OBOS measures 12 key indicators of social 
and emotional development for young people ages 10-23 and is designed and validated by PEAR. 

WHAT THE OUTCOMES DATA TELLS US

In a survey of 450 students who experienced a POBS day program (average 4 hours) over 2022 and 2023...

71% of students agreed or strongly agreed that 
they can work more effectively in a group. 

69% of students agreed or strongly agreed that they 
are more aware of how to support those around them. 



In a survey of 427 students who experienced a POBS expedition (5 days or longer) over 2022 and 2023...

80% of students agree or strongly agree that they 
have gained courage to face challenges. 

71% of students agree or strongly agree that they 
can work more effectively in a group.
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Overall, the largest growth areas are Group relationships, Self-regulation, Teamwork, and Perseverance.

CONCLUSION

The partnership between POBS and the SDP stands as a testament to the transformative power of SEL beyond 
the confines of traditional classroom settings. By instilling perseverance, fostering teamwork, and cultivating 
assertiveness among students, POBS programs not only align with the SDP’s commitment to creating safe and 
inclusive learning environments but also equip young people with the essential skills needed for future success. 
Moreover, the emphasis on SEL extends beyond students to educators, who benefit from strengthened relationships 
with students, reduced burnout, and enhanced classroom management skills. 

SEL research, as well as data from the SDP and POBS, shows that a holistic approach to education prioritizing the 
social and emotional well-being of all stakeholders ultimately paves the way for a more resilient and supportive 
educational community.

We hope this information is helpful in understanding how social emotional learning frameworks are used by the 
Philadelphia Outward Bound School to inform our experiential education programs and to help us gather outcomes 
data. For any questions about the information in this packet please contact us at info@pobs.org.

Download a copy of this document. 

mailto:info%40pobs.org?subject=
https://outwardboundphiladelphia.org/sel.pdf

