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The COVID-19 pandemic led to significant learning losses for 
US students.1 By the end of the 2021 school year, students 
were about 10 points behind in math and nine points behind 
in reading compared to previous years, chronic absenteeism 
for students in Grades 8 through 12 had increased by 12 per-
centage points, and around 80 percent of parents had some 
concern about their child’s mental, social, and emotional health.1

Life skills can help students begin to recover from some of 
these learning losses. Teaching students personal and inter-
personal life skills improves their readiness to learn, creates a 
positive classroom environment, and increases their likelihood 
of reaching academic milestones.2, 3, 4

Building Life Skills to 
Increase Academic Success

Educators can help students 
reacclimate, focus, and be ready 

to learn by teaching life skills.

	• Life skills, which are sometimes referred to as social-
emotional learning, help students make responsible 
decisions, manage strong emotions, and solve 
problems effectively.

	• Teaching personal and interpersonal life skills in 
addition to academics has been shown to increase 
overall achievement.2

Learning life skills helps create  
a more positive and productive  

classroom environment. 

Research-based life skill-building in the classroom leads 
to:

	• Improved student attitudes and attachment to school2

	• More positive social behaviors and relationships with 
peers and teachers2, 4, 5

	• Fewer conduct problems and risk-taking behaviors2, 5

	• Less delinquency and fewer school-based arrests and 
other behavioral challenges6, 7, 8

Ready-to-learn students and  
classrooms lead to increased  

academic achievement.

Students who participated in school-based life skill  
instruction:

	• Experienced an 11-percentile-point gain in 
academic achievement2

	• Improved their test scores, grades, and attendance2, 5

	• Showed an increased rate of earning high school and 
college degrees7, 9
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Policy Recommendations

	• Include life skill-building opportunities in out-of-
school time activities to reinforce skills across learning 
settings.

	• Incorporate explicit, high-quality instruction on personal 
and interpersonal life skill-building into academic recovery 
efforts and college and career readiness efforts. 

	• Provide high-quality professional learning opportunities 
for educators on life skill-building instruction to help with 
student academic recovery.
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