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Abstract 

This theoretical article aims to introduce a new conceptual framework for the 

understanding and enhancement of child and adolescent social-emotional development 

(SED). We first elaborate on a taxonomy to classify core dimensions of SED and make a 

case for its importance. Next, we introduce our developmental approach to the study of 

SED and elaborate as to why there is a need to connect developmental theory and 

research systematically with the use of social-emotional assessment tools. We briefly 

describe the Holistic Student Assessment (HSA) as an example of such a tool through 

which children, teachers, and caregivers report on dimensions of social-emotional 

development. The HSA generates individual, classroom, and school-wide profiles of 

SED. How such profiles can be used to inform intervention planning and implement 

developmentally sensitive strategies to promote SED and intervene psychopathology will 

also be discussed. We conclude with reflections on how our developmental approach to 

understanding and assessing SED relates to Bildung-Psychology as we argue for a 

renewed focus on the “whole child” and a broadened view of educational attainment. 

Keywords: Social-emotional development; social-emotional assessment; school-based 

mental health; Holistic Student Assessment (HSA); developmental intervention 
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Social-Emotional Development: From Theory to Practice 

 Social-emotional development (SED) entails various dimensions of children’s 

and adolescents’ social and emotional development, and is widely recognized by 

researchers to be at the core of human development and growth (e.g., CASEL, 2013). As 

a result, there has been growing interest in deepening our understanding of social-

emotional development (SED) and its enhancement in all children. There is also ample 

evidence on the importance of social-emotional development for academic achievement 

and mental health in childhood and adolescence (see Durlak, Domitrovich, Weissberg, & 

Gullotta, 2015). While much research on SED has been conducted and various evidence-

based programs on social-emotional learning have been widely implemented, there are 

still significant gaps in the research-practice connection.  

 This theoretical article aims to address parts of these gaps and will use the 

existing evidence on the beneficial role of SED in positive and productive outcomes as a 

starting point to introduce a developmental approach to conceptualizing and enhancing 

SED in children and adolescents. We introduce a taxonomy that classifies SED along its 

core dimensions and then provide a brief overview of a new developmental model to 

conceptualize and analyze SED. Next, we explain why there is a need not only to better 

understand, but also to assess SED systematically in all children. A selective review of 

current measurement approaches to assess SED for different ages and developmental 

levels is given. We then introduce our own SED tool, which is a school-based assessment 

through which children, adolescents, teachers, and caregivers report on children’s SED. 

We illustrate how SED assessments can be used to inform intervention planning and 

support the implementation of preventative and treatment strategies in a way that 
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addresses the target child’s developmental needs and strengths. We conclude with 

reflections on how a developmental approach to SED relates to Bildung-Psychology as 

we argue for a renewed focus on the “whole child” and a broadened view of educational 

attainment. 

A taxonomical description of SED’s core dimensions 

 SED is an umbrella term that describes individuals’ various interpersonal and 

intrapersonal skills in the domain of social and emotional development (see Malti, 2011). 

In the applied literature, a commonly used, related umbrella term is social and emotional 

learning (SEL; see CASEL, 2013). Here, we use SED because of our theoretical 

perspective on developmental processes that underlie the formation, growth, and change 

of social and emotional skills across childhood and adolescence. SED includes 

understanding, regulating, and expressing emotions in a way that is appropriate for one’s 

age and development, as well as the ability to establish, maintain, and develop healthy 

relationships with peers and adults (Eisenberg, 2000; Malti, Häcker, & Nakamura, 2009; 

Saarni, 1999). As such, SED presupposes an active, autonomous, and responsible stance 

towards the self in an interconnected social world. SED is central to navigating 

challenges in social interactions in everyday life and to adapting flexibly to situational 

demands.  

 In an effort to create a more coherent framework, we have recently discussed 

central dimensions of social-emotional development from an integrative conceptual 

perspective and created a taxonomy to systematize its core dimensions. Accordingly, 

SED entails 1) an individual’s understanding of emotional experiences in the self and 

others, 2) the ability to express emotions in an age-appropriate way, and 3) emotion 
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regulation capacities. These dimensions reflect the view of emotion as a multi-layered 

concept that is inherently linked to one’s experiences of their own emotional responses 

(including bodily functions and physiological regulation), as well as responses to 

multifaceted social experiences and interactions (which involves both an understanding 

of others’ emotions, as well as an age-appropriate expression of emotion). The first 

component, emotion understanding, is at the core of emotion theories (e.g., Saarni, 1999), 

as well as related theories on identity development. This is because an understanding of 

ourselves inevitably entails an increasing understanding of the other and the similarities 

and differences between his/her emotional experiences and our own (see Erikson, 1963; 

Hoffman, 2000). The two last components, i.e. emotion expression and regulation of 

emotion, have been identified based on early theoretical accounts on ego/identity 

development and the description of temperamental dimensions that underlie the 

development of emotions, motivations, and behaviour (Block & Block, 1980; Malti, 

Sette, & Dys, in press; Noam & Malti, 2010).  

 While there is some agreement that SED components involve self-directed and 

other-oriented emotional skills, much more debate has evolved around the number of 

SED skills and subdimensions of SED. The literature has suggested various subsets of 

skills that are considered important for SED and its development across the lifespan 

(CASEL, 2013; Malti, 2011). In addition, numerous catalogues, lists, and classification 

schemes have been proposed to organize the various subskills that can be considered as 

parts of SED. For instance, the Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional 

Learning (CASEL), has identified a set of five social and emotional learning 

competencies (see CASEL, 2013). These five core competencies, i.e., self-awareness, 
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self-management, social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision making, 

are interrelated and reflect a broad range of emotional, cognitive, and behavioural skills.  

 Thus, there is some consistency across the various attempts to describe the 

subdimensions of social-emotional development. Yet, there is less clarity about the 

existence of a set of core skills. Here, we argue that there are core skills that are 

necessary for any classification scheme, and that other, less central skills are more 

interchangeable and can be flexibly used, depending on researchers’ and practitioners’ 

interests and needs (such as populations being served, availability of services structures, 

etc.). Thus, while it is important to identify subdimensions of SED, a first step to a fuller 

understanding of SED is to identify its core dimensions, as well as its structure and 

function. This core organizational structure can help identify central dimensions of SED, 

as well as various subdimensions that may be considered as part of SED.  

 Figure 1 shows a developmental taxonomy that we developed to provide a basic 

structure to organize core social-emotional skills along two continuous dimensions of 

self- and other- orientation and over- and under-regulation of emotion and impulses. As 

can be seen, there are two core organizational principles to the structure and function of 

SED. The first is self- and other-orientation, an organizational principle to understand if 

the skill is (more) focused on the self (e.g., self-evaluative emotions), the other (e.g., 

other-oriented emotions such as sympathy), or both (social understanding requires an 

understanding of one’s own and others’ perspective) in a way that is adequate for the 

child’s age and development. A balanced, age-appropriate development of self- and 

other-oriented skills is necessary to establish and maintain resilience (i.e., the ability to 

handle challenges) and being socially well adapted (i.e., the ability to express other-
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oriented skills and balance them with own needs in a responsible manner). This includes 

the core dimensions of emotion understanding and emotion expression. The second 

component, emotion regulation, is also a core dimension used to classify SED: Over- and 

under-regulation are organizational principles that help to identify the extent to which the 

individual is able to regulate and balance his/her own and others’ emotions and impulses 

in a manner that is adequate for their age and development (Eisenberg, 2000). Central to 

this taxonomy is first, the integration of others’ and self-perspectives that transcend one’s 

own standpoint and ultimately lead to other-oriented sympathy (Malti & Ongley, 2014; 

see Hoffman, 2000), a core SED skill. Second, the taxonomy indicates that there is a 

basic human need to demonstrate emotional control and flexibility by regulating one’s 

own emotions and impulses (see Block & Block, 1980) which leads to optimal resilience, 

the second core SED skill. In addition, there is both intra-individual and inter-individual 

variation in these two skills (i.e., they are subject to change) reflecting developmental 

processes of growth, decline, and transformation.  

The importance of a better understanding of SED in children  

 Advancing our understanding of SED in children matters for several reasons. 

First, and most obviously perhaps, SED has been shown to be central for child and 

adolescent mental health and can help protect against psychopathology and risk across 

development (e.g., van Noorden, Haselager, Cillessen, & Bukowski, 2015). It has been 

shown that many children and adolescents across the globe suffer from mental health 

problems or are at risk of developing them, including anxieties, depression, attention 

problems, and aggressive behaviour disorders (Malti & Noam, 2008). As such, 

understanding the potential effects of psychological protective factors at different times 
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in development is important. A plethora of research has also shown that mental health 

problems negatively affect academic motivation and functioning (e.g., Masten et al., 

2005; Oberle, Schonert-Reichl, Hertzman, & Zumbo, 2014). Thus, understanding SED 

can also help researchers and practitioners alike to understand how a child’s strengths and 

risks at any given time in development are associated with mental health and academic 

achievement, and, as such, inform strategies that address developmental needs and 

challenges. This approach is likely to create more effective outcomes (Malti et al., in 

press). 

 Taking this line of argument one step further, developmental psychologists have 

not only studied bidirectional relations between SED and mental health but have also 

studied how children’s SED can serve as a protective factor, preventing children from 

developing or maintaining mental health problems. For example, recent research has 

shown that the capacity of children to regulate their own emotions plays a fundamental 

role for their subsequent psychological adaptation in peer relationships (Rubin, 

Bukowski, & Laursen, 2011). Such findings are hardly surprising, as related 

psychological research has provided much evidence that both under- and over- regulation 

are associated with various mental health problems (Eisenberg, Spinrad, & Eggum, 

2010). Similarly, it has been shown that children’s ability to feel and express other-

oriented emotions such as empathy is positively associated with the developmental 

trajectories of prosocial behaviour and aggression and related behavioural problems (for 

reviews, see Eisenberg, Spinrad, & Knafo-Noam, 2015; Eisner & Malti, 2015). Given the 

well-documented role of SED in subsequent mental health outcomes, it appears important 

to a) deepen our understanding of the dynamic processes underlying the links between 
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various social-emotional skills, as well as with behavioural and emotional health, b) 

utilize measures to assess SED in all children in a developmentally sensitive way, and c) 

use these measures in contexts where all children can be reached to refine existing 

practices and make them more sensitive so that they fit the developmental needs and 

strengths of each child.  

A developmental approach to SED 

 While much research on SED has been conducted and SEL programs have been 

implemented, many programs and assessment approaches still lack sufficient 

consideration of developmental theory and knowledge of both intra-individual and inter-

individual differences in the various dimensions of SED. A developmental taxnomony 

like ours is useful as it can inform practice by providing systematic appraoches to the 

selection of SED subdimensions and related measurement choices. Vice versa, existing 

models on SED have often fallen short on translating their information into practice. Our 

own recursive developmental theory was developed over the past decade and attempts to 

provide a comprehensive model on SED (for a detailed overview, see Malti & Noam, 

2008; Noam, Malti, & Karcher, 2013). One of its basic premises is that SED can be 

described as the leaves of a clover. The four leaves of the so-called “Clover Model” —

action, assertion, belonging, and reflection — describe the minimum dimensions required 

to understand the social-emotional skillsets and resiliencies of children and adolescents, 

and an identification of these skills can be used to provide them with the right support 

and learning opportunities to engage and satisfy these needs.  

 Figure 2 depicts the Clover Model and the core developmental needs and 

strengths of individuals at each of the leaves. As can be seen, the action and belonging 
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leaves reflect the central skills of emotion regulation, sympathy, and the related abilities 

to understand, communicate, and integrate emotions in one’s self and in others. These 

self- and other-oriented dimensions of SED are at the core because they guide one’s self- 

and other-oriented behaviour. In contrast, the two clover leaves of assertion and reflection 

are more strongly related to social-cognitive and motivational skills, most prominently 

perseverance (i.e., assertion), critical thinking, and high executive funcitoning (i.e., 

reflection).  

 The Clover model identifies measurable core dimensions of SED, such as emotion 

control and sympathy. Each of these dimensions are most typical in one specific clover 

leaf (e.g., high sympathy is expected to be part of the need to “belong” because feeling 

with and for others creates bonds with them and often supports relationship quality and, 

as such, reflects a need to belong to others). We have elaborated in more detail how  

the various dimensions are associated with one core clover leaf elsewhere (e.g., Noam et 

al., 2013). Importantly, each dimension can also occur in varying levels in other 

cloverleaves. For instance, the cloverleaf of belonging is characterized by high levels of 

sympathy, which is associated with a fundamental need to belong to (and care) for others. 

However, the cloverleaf of self-reflection can also (but does not need to) entail high 

levels of sympathy for others given the reflective, critical nature of this leaf. In addition 

to identifying these measurable core skills, the Clover Model assumes that SED skills are 

related to each other and associated with other life skills that are traditionally considered 

“cognitive” skills in meaningful ways. For instance, emotion control is likely to be 

associated with the ability of attention allocation. The Clover Model assumes 

developmental plasticity and acknowledges that SED inherently varies across 
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development and within any age group. For instance, the need to belong and the ability to 

feel empathic concern may remain relatively stable across childhood and adolescence, but 

its expression changes significantly with age and development and may become 

especially salient in adolescence, a time when peer relationships and group membership 

are important for identity formation and the development of a healthy balance between 

autonomy and interconnectedness. Importantly, the need to belong and the level of 

sympathy typically also varies substantially between children and adolescents of the same 

chronological age (Malti, Chaparro, Zuffianò, & Colasante, 2016). These within- and 

across-age variations in development are substantial when considering core dimensions 

of SED and need to be reflected in any measurement approach that claims to be 

developmentally sensitive.  

Measuring SED: From theory to practice 

 While it is clear that more research is needed to fully understand how 

development in the various subdimensions of SED occurs, how SED dimensions are 

interrelated over time, and how associated developmental needs change across time, 

assessing a core set of SED skills at any given time in development can substantially 

contribute to promoting their growth and learning. This is because educational practices 

that are rooted in an understanding of the normative and atypical trajectories of social-

emotional development are more likely to fit the developmental needs of a child than 

practices that are not (Noam et al., 2013). Similarly to getting test scores from all children 

in schools, getting scores on SED skills can improve the planning and implementation of 

educational approaches and practices (Malti & Noam, 2008; Noam, Malti, & Guhn, 

2012). More specifically, such tools can help practitioners choose the most effective 
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strategies for promoting SED. For instance, if a tool reveals that a child has very low 

sympathy compared to his/her peer group and/or his/her age but relatively high levels of 

action orientation, intervention planning might involve the preparation of strategies that 

target the enhancement of sympathy in a developmentally sensitive way (i.e., strategies 

that are adequate for the child’s developmental level), combined with the utilization of 

physical activity and action-oriented tasks that are likely to get the child engaged and 

enjoy these activities.  

 While SED assessment tools have been developed, there is a significant lack of 

consideration of knowledge that has been generated by theorizing and by developmental 

research in current discussions regarding assessment tools. Current discussions also 

neglect said knowledge in deciding if and how their use may add to intervention 

planning, implementation, and evaluation. In addition, the great majority of existing 

school-based assessments typically include questions either about strengths or risks only. 

Tools that are based in sound developmental theory and that include various components 

of SED are still relatively scarce. In addition, few of the existing instruments use multiple 

informants, and even fewer create individual, classroom, and school-based profiles for 

use in education planning. Lastly, information on developmental differences within and 

across grades is rarely considered comprehensively when making decisions about 

referrals and intervention strategies.  

 Nevertheless, several assessment tools for use in educational contexts have been 

developed (see Durlak et al., 2015). Three commonly used school-based instruments in 

childhood are the Devereux Student Strengths Assessment, the Social-Emotional Assets 

and Resiliency Scales, and the Early Development Instrument/Middle Years 
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Development Instrument. These instruments are strengths-based, mostly rely on other-

reports, and do not assess risk factors. In addition, the EDI/MDI are population-level 

tools (Guhn & Goelman, 2011). Our own measure, the Holistic Student Assessment 

(HSA) is rooted in our social-emotional developmental theory (Malti & Noam, 2008) and 

its main goal is to increase an understanding of SED to help teachers and practitioners 

assess the strengths and risks posed by the particular developmental setup of the child. It 

is comprised of both teacher-reported and self-reported rating scales designed to assess 

and guide intervention planning, and evaluate outcomes related to social-emotional 

strengths and challenges of middle school students. In its original version, the self-report 

and teacher/parent- report version of the HSA includes 61 items that tap into SED, as 

well as related life skills. There are seven core dimensions of SED in the self-report 

version, and we have recently shown that these seven dimensions can be represented by 

32 items (for a more detailed description of the psychometric properties of the HSA/9-18, 

see Malti, Zuffianò, & Noam, 2016). The SED dimensions include action orientation 

(clover leaf: action orientation, e.g., “I like being active”), emotion control (clover leaf: 

action orientation), assertiveness (clover leaf: assertiveness), sympathy (clover leaf: 

belonging, e.g., “I feel sad for kids who are sad”), trust (clover leaf: belonging, e.g., “I 

trust other people”), self-reflection (clover leaf: reflection, e.g., “I try to understand the 

world I live in”), and optimism (clover leaf: reflection, e.g., “I have more good times than 

bad times”; this dimension is the one that underlies all clover leaves to more or less 

extent and, as such, it is harder to associate with one particular leaf). The SED items of 

the HSA have been adapted for use in the early years, i.e., HSA/3-8 (i.e., 3- to 8 years of 
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age), and parent- and teacher versions are currently being used in Canadian kindergarten 

classes, schools, and in research laboratory and clinical settings.  

Using SED tools: Planning and implementing interventions  

Social-emotional learning (SEL) programs operate under the premise that the 

enhancement of SED in children and adolescents will result in corresponding decreases in 

their problem behaviours, such as aggression, bullying, and attention deficit/hyperactivity 

problems (Durlak, Weissberg, Dymnicki, Taylor & Schellinger, 2011). Simultaneously, 

researchers have emphasized that there is a need to use developmental tailoring to fit the 

developmental level and needs of children and adolescents (Malti et al., 2016; Noam & 

Hermann, 2002; Ollendick, Grills & King, 2001; Weisz & Weersing, 1999; see 

Greenberg et al., 2003). While much progress has been made in the design of 

developmentally tailored SEL interventions for children and adolescents (Durlak et al., 

2011), the systematic implementation of such approaches, including the use of screening 

and/or assessment tools is still much less (systematically) commonly used to plan, 

implement, and monitor outcomes and developmental processes (Malti et al., 2016). We 

argue that SED assessment tools can be used to improve current educational and 

intervention planning and implementation practices in several ways.  

In the following, we illustrate this idea further by briefly discussing examples of 

the applicability of the HSA tool in practice. As mentioned above, the results of the HSA 

generate individual, classroom, and school-based profiles of the social-emotional 

strengths and challenges of each student. These profiles summarize the individual (and/or 

group-based) results in an easy, accessible, and clear manner. For example, an individual 

profile summarizes the results of the HSA for a specific student and his/her social-
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emotional developmental strengths and challenges as indicated by the level of each of the 

seven SED dimensions and related underlying Cloverleaf characteristics. His/her SED 

profile can be compared to his/her class average and/or other comparison data (e.g., all 

boys in a classroom, data of the entire grade in his/her school, etc.) as needed. A 

hypothetical individual sample profile for the HSA is illustrated in Figure 3. As can be 

seen, the mean scores of each SED dimension for a child, as rated by the primary 

caregiver, are shown. The profile highlights the social-emotional strengths and 

challenges for the child. In the example, the child exhibits relatively low levels of 

emotion control and relatively high levels of action orientation. This information can be 

used for intervention planning. For instance, a practitioner could use activities to promote 

this child’s regulatory capacities and enhance emotion control by the use of strategies that 

are based in physical activities (which is part of an action orientation). In addition, one 

could compare this profile to the mean score of the classroom to see similarities and 

differences between the target child’s score with a comparable peer group. Practitioners 

could use such a profile comparison to choose what dimensions to focus on when 

promoting social-emotional development in the classroom, and what educational 

strategies to prioritize for some children, how to promote target skills, and with what 

intensity. Similarly, profiles for whole schools (or entire districts) can be generated when 

using SEL tools to inform principals about the level of SED in their school by classroom, 

grade, school, and district. Such group profiles can also help in the understanding of 

normative development of various SED dimensions (see Malti et al., 2016) and can 

potentially reveal differences and similarities between SED in a given school in 

comparison to larger populations. This is useful information for various reasons. An 
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example would be to inform school principals and teachers about the SED in a classroom 

compared to other classrooms of the same grade or the SED in the whole school 

compared to district-wide data. Lastly, the profiles can be utilized by policy makers to 

derive information on how SED varies within and across communities. 

 These examples illustrate that SED assessment findings can be used for various 

purposes. One of our aims is to inform the planning, selection and delivery of 

developmentally tailored intervention strategies at the individual and/or classroom level. 

Clearly, individual profiles serve as a “map” for individual prevention and treatment 

planning, go beyond a traditional risk focus, and have great potential to become more 

developmentally sensitive and responsive to the particular child’s needs. While some 

social-emotional skills are easy to observe and may be easy to detect in everyday 

interactions, other skills (e.g., sympathy) might be harder to see. Assessment findings can 

therefore support our diagnostic accuracy and help inform best practices.  

SED and Bildung-Psychology 

 SED and Bildung are not the same, but they are inseparably related (see Spiel, 

Reimann, Wagner, & Schober, 2008). After all, SED entails the lifelong process of 

learning, transformation, and transcendence of knowledge, a key element of Bildung in 

its most genuine sense. This is because cultivating our minds involves not only our 

thoughts and abstract reflection, but ultimately an equal emphasis on educating our 

emotions, natural instincts, and regulatory capacities in everyday social interactions.  

SED describes processes that contribute to the development of the Bildung of an 

individual over the lifespan, leading to an educated individual and a mature self (Spiel, 

Reimann, Wagner, & Schober, 2010, p. 11). Developmental models of SED emphasize a 
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risk-and-resilience perspective because socioemotional skills can serve as protective 

factors, buffer psychological, contexual, and/or biological risks, and, as such, stimulate 

growth (Masten, 2014; Schonert-Reichl & Hymel, 2007). Bildung goes far beyond pure 

knowledge transfer and the acquisition and differentiation of cognitive and motivational 

skills. Rather, cultivating a reflected and respectful way to treat our own and others’ 

emotions and impulses is at the core of the humane treatment of each other and of 

civilization. As such, our attempt to describe the SED of individuals as a core process and 

goal of human development across the lifespan fits well into the notion of Bildung.  

 While our notion that SED is inherently linked to Bildung reflects common 

humanistic accounts of Bildung, more empirical work is needed to explore the 

interrelatedness of SED and the process of Bildung across the lifespan. By arguing that 

lifelong learning is a pursuit of knowledge, growth, and individual development, this 

account paves the way for research that explores the role of emotions, cognitions, and 

behaviours across development and maturity in an integrated, comprehensive way. As 

Christiane Spiel and colleagues noted in 2008, Bildung focuses on life-long learning 

which in its entirety constitutes an individual’s Bildung-career. SED undergoes life-long 

learning and change processes, and Bildung is not, and cannot, limit itself to changes in 

cognition and reflective thought but inherently concerns individuals’ emotions and social 

interactions in everyday life, and how they change in the dynamic interplay between 

cognition and affect.
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Figure 1. Taxonomy of Social-Emotional Development. 
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