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THE PERCEPTIONS OF EDUCATORS AND STUDENTS TOWARDS
A PROGRAM IN SOCIAL EMOTIONAL LEARNING
Elizabeth Anne Kennedy, Ed.D.
Western Connecticut State University
Abstract
The purpose of this study was to understand how educators perceive their role with meeting the
social and emotional needs of students, as well how educators and students experience
participation in a school-based social emotional learning (SEL) program, with particular focus on
the experience of educators and students participating in the Jesse Lewis Choose Love
Enrichment Program. As part of this analysis, educators and students were asked to share their
views regarding the implementation of this particular SEL program. Data were collected through
a qualitative multiple case study design. Study participants were invited to share their views
through individual and small group semi-structured interviews. Interview transcripts along with
other data sources (program artifacts, classroom observations, demographic surveys) were
analyzed and coded. The coded data presented the following themes: Perceived Role of SEL in
Schools, Purpose of SEL Instruction, SEL Implementation Requirements, and Benefits of SEL.
The findings of the study suggest the following: Educators view SEL as playing an important
role in schools, while educator opinions regarding who should deliver SEL instruction vary;
Educators and students alike view SEL Instruction as having a multi-faceted purpose that is
critical to supporting students; Educators and students feel that schools must meet various
implementation requirements in order for an SEL program to be successful; SEL programming

offers a vast array of benefits for both educator and student participants.
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CHAPTER ONE:
INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW OF THE STUDY

The social and emotional needs of students in grades K-12 are vast and directly impact
student academic achievement (Durlak, Weissberg, Dymnicki, Taylor, & Schellinger, 2011).
According to the 2017 Children’s Mental Health Report, depression and bipolar disorder affect
14.3% of youth age 13-17, and nearly one in three adolescents (31.9%) will meet criteria for an
anxiety disorder by the age of 18 (Child Mind, 2017). When students struggle with unmet social
and emotional needs, they encounter obstacles that impede their efforts and ability to
successfully participate in the learning process (Rossen & Cowen, 2015). Students may struggle
to execute the basic skills needed in order to adequately function in the school setting (i.e.,
engaging in lessons, concentrating, or self-regulating in order to meet behavioral expectations),
which can inhibit the individual’s progress towards achieving one’s potential (Child Mind,
2016). According to the 2016 Children’s Mental Health Report, “being at risk for mental health
problems in first grade leads to a 5% drop in academic performance in just two years” (Murphy
et al., 2014, p. 3). When students struggle emotionally without proper support, they become
increasingly at-risk for behavioral difficulties (Rossen & Cowen, 2015). This can result in the
loss of instructional time during classes, increased risk of dropping out of school, and other
negative consequences for the surrounding school community such as increased disciplinary
referrals and a compromised school climate (Rossen & Cowen, 2015).

The importance of understanding the diverse array of needs students present in the school
setting has been researched over time (Desrochers, 2015). A theory such as Maslow’s Hierarchy
of Needs (Maslow, 1943) is taught in education preparation programs to help future educators

understand the impact of students’ social and emotional experience on their ability to learn



(Desautels, 2014). In Maslow’s Theory of Human Motivation (Maslow, 1943), he suggests that
individuals must first have their basic physiological and safety needs met in order for them to
make progress towards reaching their potential and becoming self-actualized. Additionally,
Systems Theorists such as Urie Bronfenbrenner posit that an individual’s development is
influenced by the interrelated environmental systems (including the microsystem, mesosystem,
macrosystem, and ecosystem) in which one lives (Ashiabi & O’Neal, 2015). One’s school
environment constitutes a microsystem, and the experiences including the interactions one has
within this environment affect one’s development (Ashiabi & O’Neal, 2015; Bronfenbrenner,
1986). On a national level, the “Every Student Succeeds Act” (ESSA) of 2015 requires state
representatives for education to develop plans to address issues of bullying, harassment, and
discipline in order to promote safe and supportive school environments. ESSA also supports
efforts on behalf of states and districts to implement positive behavior interventions and
supports, as well as other activities to support the development of skills such as conflict
resolution, effective problem solving, and appropriate relationship building (www.ed.gov/essa).
Since the importance of meeting the diverse needs of students is emphasized at
theoretical, federal, and state levels, the ways in which schools implement programs to meet the
needs of students necessitates further exploration (Child Mind, 2016). The Collaborative for
Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL) promotes the implementation of research-
based social and emotional learning programs that teach the five core competencies identified in
CASEL’s Framework for Systemic and Social Emotional Learning. These competencies (see
Figure 1) are (a) Self-Awareness, (b) Self-Management, (c) Responsible Decision-Making, (d)

Relationships Skills, and (e) Social Awareness (www.casel.org/core-competencies/).
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Figure 1. CASEL Wheel, from https://casel.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/CASEL-Wheel-
2.pdf; Copyright 2017 by CASEL. Reprinted with permission; Refer to Appendix A.

One example of a CASEL endorsed SEL program is the Responsive Classroom approach.
This approach encourages the creation of classrooms that “are responsive to children’s physical,
emotional, social, and intellectual needs through developmentally appropriate educational
experiences in kindergarten through sixth grade” (https://casel.org/guideprogramsresponsive-
classroom/, 2019, para. 1). The Responsive Classroom approach promotes the use of essential
teaching practices outlined in the program (i.e., morning meetings, academic choice,
collaborative problem solving) as well as regular communication with parents of children in the

classroom (https://casel.org/guideprogramsresponsive-classroom/, 2019).



Initiatives such as Responsive Classroom (Desrochers, 2015) and Positive Behavioral
Interventions and Supports (PBIS; Simonsen, Sugai, & Negron, 2008) are implemented in
schools to assist students with developing their social and emotional skills and improve student
behavior in ways that are conducive to learning (Belfield et al. 2015; Child Mind 2016;
Desrochers, 2015). Although PBIS is not a social emotional learning program that focuses on
the 5 competencies outlined by CASEL, “Positive Behavioral and Interventions Supports (PBIS)
is a framework for providing a range of systemic and individualized strategies for achieving
important academic and behavior outcomes while preventing problem behaviors” (Office of
Special Education Programs Technical Assistance Center on Positive Behavioral Interventions
and Supports, n.d., as cited in the Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning,
2010, p. 1). School-wide supports such as PBIS and social and emotional learning (SEL)
programs are receiving more attention and consideration as having a place in the school day
alongside academic subjects (Vega, 2012). The field of education continues to make strides with
these evolving practices as the benefits of social and emotional learning and positive behavior
supports are recognized.

According to Durlak et al. (2011), SEL programs that address students’ levels of self-
awareness, self-management, social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision-
making increase student academic performance by 11 percentile points as compared to students
who do not participate in such programs. An increase in academic achievement is one
anticipated benefit of the successful implementation of research based SEL programs, while
other benefits include supporting student mental health and enhancing positive school climate

(Desrochers, 2015).



Researchers suggest that the successful implementation of interventions such as SEL
programs depends on multiple influences, including the perceptions of educators towards the
implementation of such programs (Hicks-Hoste, 2015). While there is research demonstrating
that SEL interventions positively impact student achievement, there is a need for additional
research regarding the perceptions of educators towards meeting students’ social and emotional
needs in order to help promote the successful development and implementation of these
programs in the future (Conley, Marchant, & Caldavella, 2014). According to Aarons (2004), a
practitioner’s attitude towards trying new practices, their sense of self-efficacy, and view towards
how the practice may fit into the context of their daily work may influence their willingness to
adopt Evidenced-Based Practices. Additionally, Durlak and Dupre (2008) argue that “those who
recognize a need for an intervention or believe the implementation will result in positive
outcomes are more likely to adopt and implement Evidence Based Interventions (EBIs) with
greater fidelity” (p. 336). This suggests that the perceptions an educator has toward evidence-
based interventions, such as SEL programs, could influence whether or not they are likely to
adopt such programs, and the success they experience in their implementation.

The implementation of structured SEL programs into the fabric of the school day prompts
further conversation about the perspective educators have towards such programs. All programs
require ongoing assessment to promote their successful implementation (Brackett & Rivers,
2014). One SEL program that is currently being implemented in schools is the Jesse Lewis
Choose Love Enrichment Program. Since the fall of 2015, schools throughout the nation have
begun implementing this SEL program, some through whole school approaches and others
within individual classrooms. According to its website, this program is a comprehensive Pre-K

to Grade 12 curriculum that is aligned with Common Core State Standards and the American



School Counselor Association Mindsets and Behaviors for Student Success
(www.jesselewischooselove.org, 2019). The perceptions that educators and students have of
their experiences with this program will be explored in conjunction with educators’ perceptions
towards meeting students’ social and emotional needs through delivering SEL programs in
general.
Rationale for Selecting the Topic

Social and emotional adjustment is positively correlated with student academic
achievement (Durlak et al., 2011). Students who are struggling in areas of social emotional
development (i.e., self-regulation), may also encounter difficulty with the executive functioning
skills needed in order to effectively access their education, make academic progress, and achieve
their potential (Daunic et al., 2013). These executive functioning skills include inhibition of
impulses, cognitive or attentional flexibility, working memory, and self-monitoring. When
students are unable to adequately utilize these skills, their levels of academic achievement may
be compromised as a result (Daunic et al., 2013, p. 43). The hindering effects of compromised
executive functioning may have a further debilitating impact on the student’s academic growth
and their preparation for post-secondary schooling as well as employment opportunities (Hwang
et al., 2014; Tomlinson, 2015). However, when students have the opportunity to participate in
social and emotional learning initiatives in school, they receive the support they need to develop
the coping and pro-social skills necessary to help them become well-adjusted overall (Child
Mind, 2016). Students are better able to participate in the learning process and teachers also
benefit from the positive impact that positive behavior can have on classroom management
(Jones, 2014). Through providing students with learning opportunities that help them effectively

manage their emotions and develop pro-social skills, schools can play an active role in helping



students make needed social and emotional progress throughout their development (Desrochers,
2015).

While schools can play an active role with supporting the SEL needs of students, the role
of school personnel in meeting the social and emotional needs of students vary across
educational settings (Brackett & Simmons, 2015). The perceptions that educators have of their
role in meeting the social and emotional needs of students can influence the level of support
provided to students (Conley et al., 2014). Therefore, the perceptions educators have of their
role in meeting the social and emotional needs of students can influence the degree to which SEL
supports are provided to students, and their effectiveness when implemented (Conley et al.,
2014). As the field of SEL advances, it is important for school leaders to understand the role of
educators in providing these supports, and further understand how educators view their roles in
addressing the social and emotional needs of students (Brackett & Rivers, 2014).

Many schools are now implementing structured SEL programs into their daily routine
(Brackett & Rivers, 2014). How schools are doing this, and perceptions educators have towards
these programs remains understudied (Brackett & Rivers, 2014; Conley et al., 2014). The Jesse
Lewis Choose Love Enrichment Program (Jesse Lewis Choose Love Movement, 2016) is one
SEL initiative which provides students with instructional activities that are aimed at facilitating
the growth of positive coping skills in children and adolescents. Through exploring the
perceptions of educators towards social and emotional learning initiatives such as the Choose
Love Enrichment Program, as well as the perceptions of educators and students who experience
this program, additional information will be gathered that could enhance the research about ways

to aid the successful implementation of such programs in the future.



Statement of the Problem

Despite research which suggests that SEL programs have a positive impact on academic
achievement, many schools have either not identified social and emotional learning initiatives as
a priority or they have not implemented SEL initiatives in ways that are productive to achieving
desired goals (Brackett & Rivers, 2014). Many educators often feel pressured by accountability
requirements and other mandates (i.e., state testing), and may in turn struggle to dedicate time to
other instructional areas such as SEL (Brackett & Rivers, 2014). The amount of energy teachers
believe they can devote towards developing relationships with their students and managing
student behavior, as well as cultivating an atmosphere of community within their classrooms and
schools in general, can impact how well they are able to contribute to the development and
implementation of SEL programs in their classrooms (Collie, Shapka, & Perry 2012).

Researchers support the notion that when school personnel engage in SEL initiatives and
incorporate SEL into the daily routine, students benefit in ways that promote both academic
achievement and mental health (Desrochers, 2015). Understanding the perceptions of educators
towards meeting the social and emotional needs of students is an important step in figuring out
ways to cultivate and implement SEL initiatives in schools (Bridgeland et al., 2013). Therefore,
the goal of this research study is to explore the perceptions of educators towards meeting the
social emotional needs of students when an SEL program is being implemented throughout a
school, particularly with respect to implementing the Choose Love Enrichment Program (Jesse
Lewis Choose Love Movement, 2016).

Significance and Potential Benefits of the Research
Through researching how educators view their roles and responsibilities for

implementing an SEL program, there will be a greater level of understanding as to how educators



perceive meeting the social and emotional needs of students in school. More information will be
gathered to help identify strategies that could assist in the future development and
implementation of SEL initiatives. The information gathered through this study will advance
understanding in this area that could inform school leaders about when and how to successfully
incorporate SEL activities into the school day. Additionally, the experience of educators and
students involved with the Choose Love Enrichment program will be studied. This could help
identify areas of strength that are particularly successful within this program, as well as ways in
which the implementation of this program could be improved for the future.

Brief Definition of Key Terms

The following is a list of key terms and definitions that will be referred to throughout this

qualitative research study.

1. The Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL) is a
leading and nationally renowned organization that “strives to advance SEL science,
evidence-based practice, and policy” (Collaborative for Academic, Social, and
Emotional Learning, 2013, p. 3). According to its website, “CASEL supports
educators and policy leaders and enhances the experiences and outcomes for all PreK-
12 students” (Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning, 2019,
para. 1).

2. The Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) is a federal law which was passed in
December 2015 and replaces No Child Left Behind (NCLB). ESSA allows more
flexibility to individual states and local school districts for defining student success
than NCLB. States are now allowed to have at least one nonacademic indicator of

school quality/success (Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning,



2019). ESSA also includes new provisions that support SEL through specific
recommendations to provide instructional practices for developing relationship-
building skills as well as implementing school-wide positive behavioral interventions
and supports (www.ed.gov; www.casel.org).

3. The Jesse Lewis Choose Love Enrichment Program (CLEP) is a social and emotional
learning curriculum for students in pre-school through 12th grade. This curriculum
includes lessons that focus on courage, gratitude, forgiveness and compassion in ways
that support an individual’s social emotional learning (Jesse Lewis Choose Love
Movement, 2016). The program promotes the “Choose Love Formula” (as depicted
in Figure 2) of courage + gratitude + forgiveness + compassion in action to help

children cope with challenges and make good choices.

Figure 2. Choose Love Formula. From https://www.jesselewischooselove.org/. Copyright
2019. Reprinted with permission; Refer to Appendix B.
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4. Social Emotional Learning (SEL) is the process of acquiring the skills to recognize
and manage emotions, develop caring and concern for others, establish positive
relationships, make responsible decisions, and handle challenging situations
effectively. SEL provides schools with an evidence-based framework for preventing
problems and promoting students’ well-being and success. (Collaborative for
Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning, 2019).

Research Questions
In order to understand how educators perceive their role with meeting the social and
emotional needs of students, as well as how educators and students experience participation in a
school-based SEL program (the Choose Love Enrichment Program), the following research
questions were developed to guide this study:

1. How do educators (teachers, counselors, administrators) view their roles when
participating in a structured SEL program (the Choose Love Enrichment Program)?

2. How do educators (teachers, counselors, administrators) and students experience a
structured SEL program (Choose Love Enrichment Program)?

Methodology
Description of Setting, Participants, and Sampling Procedures
This study was conducted using a qualitative multiple-case study design involving
schools which self-reported that they had implemented the Choose Love Enrichment Program
since the fall of 2015. Each case consisted of a school, including educator and student
participants who were willing to be interviewed, that was selected via a purposeful sampling
process. The researcher was introduced to Ms. Scarlett Lewis in August 2016 who shared the

names of five schools which had consistently implemented the Choose Love Enrichment
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Program since the 2015-2016 school year. Ms. Lewis provided contact information for
individuals who were actively supporting the implementation of the Choose Love Enrichment
Program and willing to serve as program liaisons on behalf of each school. The researcher then
contacted each of the liaisons and presented the proposed research request. Following initial
correspondence with these five schools, a sample of two schools (one public, one private) which
had implemented the Choose Love Enrichment Program utilizing a whole-school approach since
the 2015-2016 school year, was obtained.

Case A is a public school for students in grades K-4 located in the South-Central Region
of the United States. Case B is a private school for students in grades Pre-K through 8 located in
the Northeast Region of the United States. Convenience and chain sampling strategies were
employed to recruit educator and student participants to this study (Merriam, 2009). The liaison
for each school assisted the researcher in recruiting educators who selected to participate in the
implementation of this program, as well as students who were observed to change the most as a
result of their participation in the program. Case A consisted of 11 educator and 15 student
participants. Case B consisted of three educator and seven student participants. Data were
collected over the course of 10 months, between September of 2017 and June of 2018.
Instrumentation

The researcher used seven instruments to gather data that aimed to address the research
questions, and developed semi-structured protocols as part of four of the instruments (educator
demographic survey, educator interview, student interview, classroom observation). The
protocols were adapted according to age level of participants in order to facilitate their

engagement and elicit information from their perspectives.
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Educator Demographic Survey. The researcher developed a nine-item demographic
survey to educator participants (see Appendix C) in order to gather basic information about each,
including name, gender, age, number of years in education, current role (i.e., teacher, counselor,
administrator), subject area, years in current position and ethnicity. This survey also asked
educator participants to provide their definition of social and emotional learning. The survey
was brief and took less than 10 minutes for participants to complete.

Educator Interview. The Educator Interview protocol (see Appendix D) was created by
the researcher to conduct semi-structured interviews with educators. This form consisted of 13
questions which assessed the respondents’ views on SEL programs, in general, and for the
Choose Love Enrichment Program, in particular, with respect to meeting the social emotional
needs of students. Each interview was completed in less than one hour, was audio-recorded, and
later transcribed.

Classroom Observation. The researcher developed and utilized a semi-structured
classroom observation protocol (see Appendix E) to observe Choose Love Enrichment Program
lessons in progress while also serving as the instrument in completing this observation in the role
of a “nonparticipant-observer” (Creswell, 2013, p. 167). While conducting the observations, the
researcher took detailed field notes including descriptions of the physical setting (i.e., classroom
and school) in which the lesson took place and general structure of the class (i.e., the type of
class, number of male and female students, grade level, etc.). The dialogue, activities and
sequence of events that took place during the observed lesson were noted while the researcher
did not directly interact with those present in the class and did not engage in any part of the
observed lesson. The length of each observation varied according to the length of the lesson that

was delivered as part of the Choose Love Enrichment Program.
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Student Demographic Survey. The researcher developed a five-item demographic
survey in order to gather basic information about each student participant. This survey consisted
of items relating to each student participant’s name, age, gender, ethnicity, and grade level (see
Appendix F).

Student Interview. The Student Interview protocol (see Appendix G) was developed by
the researcher to conduct semi-structured interviews with groups of students. This form
consisted of 11 questions which yielded information pertaining to the overall research question
of how students experienced participating in the Choose Love Enrichment Program. Each group
interview was completed in less than one hour, audio-recorded, and professionally transcribed.

Program Artifacts. The researcher collected and reviewed a parent newsletter as well as
an essay which served as program artifacts that teachers and students were willing to provide for
the purpose of this study (see Appendices H and I). These artifacts provided a glimpse into how
one educator communicated with parents regarding the Choose Love Enrichment Program, as
well as how one student applied her learning regarding the Choose Love Enrichment Program to
an instructional activity such as essay writing.

Reflexive Journal. The researcher maintained a reflexive journal to monitor and record
any particular emotions, thoughts, feelings of bias or other experiences that arose throughout the
data collection and analysis process. According to Creswell (2013), qualitative researchers
engage in reflexivity “in which the writer is conscious of the biases, values, and experiences that
he or she brings to a qualitative research study” (p. 216). The use of a reflexive journal also

assisted the researcher in ensuring the credibility of her findings.
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Research Design and Data Analysis

This study was conducted using a qualitative multiple-case study design (Merriam,
2009). Each case consisted of a school which self-reported having implemented the Choose
Love Enrichment Program since the fall of 2015, and included educators and students who were
willing to participate in this study. Data were collected over the course of 10 months, between
September 2017 and June 2018. Following data collection, the researcher analyzed the data
gathered from each school in a separate within-case analysis, followed by a cross-case analysis,
initially utilizing an open/inductive coding process (Saldafia, 2016). The researcher noted ideas
that emerged alongside interview transcripts as well as data gathered from the other instruments
used throughout this study. Following this initial phase of coding, the researcher then engaged in
“Axial Coding” to identify categories and themes which emerged from the data (Saldafia, 2016;
Merriam, 2009).

Chapter Summary

This chapter presented an overview of how the social and emotional needs of school-aged
children impact multiple aspects of their lives such as mental health as well as academic
achievement (Child Mind, 2017; Durlak et al., 2011). The importance of ensuring that the basic
needs of children are met in order to help them achieve, as suggested in Maslow’s Theory of
Human Motivation including the Hierarchy of Needs, was also discussed (Maslow, 1943).
Research supporting the role of SEL programs in schools, such as the Choose Love Enrichment
Program, as one way of addressing the social and emotional needs of children was also
examined.

The purpose of this qualitative multiple-case study was to gather information regarding

how educators (specifically teachers, counselors, administrators) view their role in adopting and
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implementing a structured SEL program, as well as how educators and students experience a
structured SEL program such as the Choose Love Enrichment Program. Through identifying
patterns and emerging themes through this cross-case analysis, the views of educators and
students who participate in the Jesse Lewis Choose Love Enrichment Program

(www jesselewischooselove.org) may provide insight regarding this particular SEL program
which is designed for grades PreK-12. The findings of this study could help inform the
development and implementation of this and other SEL programs in the future. This information
could assist educators in facilitating the successful implementation of SEL programs in order to

effectively meet the social and emotional needs of students.
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CHAPTER TWO:
RELATED LITERATURE

This qualitative multiple-case study was designed to investigate the views of educators
(defined as teachers, counselors, and administrators) toward their roles with participating in a
structured SEL program (the CLEP), as well as how educators and students experience a
structured SEL program (specifically the CLEP). This chapter presents a review of literature,
including both quantitative and qualitative studies, that demonstrates why it is important to
explore these areas in order to advance the research on SEL. This chapter has been divided into
the following sections: (a) An overview of the CLEP, (b) an explanation of the Literature
Review Process, (c) a discussion of theories related to social emotional learning, (d) a discussion
of studies suggesting the need for and promise of SEL programs, (e) a discussion of policy briefs
supporting a nationwide emphasis on implementing SEL programs in school, (f) a discussion of
SEL programs as prevention and intervention supports for all students, (g) an overview of
research on the contextual factors influencing the implementation of SEL programs, (h) a review
of research on the perceptions of educators and students towards SEL programs, and (i) Chapter
Summary.

Program Description

The Choose Love Enrichment Program (CLEP) is a structured SEL curriculum available
for students across grades preK-12 (Jesse Lewis Choose Love Movement, 2016). According to
the Choose Love Enrichment Program Educator Guide, the goal of the program is defined as
follows:

The Choose Love Formula teaches the foundational concepts and skills of social and

emotional learning (SEL), and is informed by current brain research and neuroscience.
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The goal of the Choose Love Enrichment Program is to provide children with the
knowledge, attitude, and skills they need to choose love in any situation. These abilities
include:
e Understanding and managing emotions (self-awareness and self-management),
e Setting and achieving positive goals,
e Feeling and showing empathy and compassion for others (social awareness),
o Establishing and maintaining positive relationships, and
e Making responsible decisions. (Jesse Lewis Choose Love Movement, 2019, p. 9)
The CLEP is further described by its Program at a Glance as a comprehensive and
evidence-based program which was “created by educators for educators and is aligned with
Common Core State Standards and American School Counselor Association (ASCA) Mindsets
& Behaviors for Student Success, and CASEL’s five core competencies” (Jesse Lewis Choose
Love Movement, 2018, para. 3 & 4). The CLEP’s curriculum includes lessons that can be
implemented on a flexible schedule to facilitate integration into school routines despite the
challenges and time constraints that may arise within school schedules: program lessons at the
elementary level are 20 to 30 minutes, middle-school lessons are 10 to 15 minutes, and high
school lessons are 5 to 10 minutes in length (Jesse Lewis Choose Love Movement, 2019). The
program can be implemented by teachers or other educators (i.e., school counselors) in a
classroom and through a school-wide approach (Jesse Lewis Choose Love Movement, 2019).
The curriculum consists of four major units: Courage, Gratitude, Forgiveness, and Compassion
in Action which together equal the “Choose Love Formula” promoted by the program (Jesse

Lewis Choose Love Movement, 2019). According to the Choose Love Enrichment Program
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Educator Guide, the definitions of each of these values as emphasized within the program are
described below:

Courage: Courage is the willingness and ability to work through obstacles despite
feeling embarrassment, fear, reluctance, or uncertainty.

Gratitude: Students learn that gratitude is mindful thankfulness and the ability to be
thankful even when things in life are challenging.

Forgiveness: Forgiveness means choose to let go of anger and resentment toward
yourself or someone else, to surrender thoughts of revenge, and to move forward
with your personal power intact.

Compassion in Action: Compassion is the understanding of a problem or the suffering
of another and acting to solve the problem or alleviate the suffering. Students
apply their empathy and communication skills to support one another through
compassionate action. (Jesse Lewis Choose Love Movement, 2019, p. 13)

Educators can access and download the curriculum for free via the CLEP’s website

(www.jesselewischooselove.org, 2019). The program is currently being implemented in schools
throughout the United States (Jesse Lewis Choose Love Movement, 2019). At the time of this
writing (2019), the program has been in existence for 3 years as it officially launched in 2016
(Jesse Lewis Choose Love Movement, 2016). The CLEP curriculum is aligned with the five
SEL competencies outlined by CASEL, while it is not, at this time, identified as a CASEL
SELect Program (www.casel.org, 2019; www.jesselewischooselove.org, 2019). In order for an
SEL program to meet inclusion criteria as a CASEL SELect program, the program must meet the

following criteria:
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Specifically, SELect programs are well-designed classroom-based programs that
target all five areas of social and emotional competence, provide opportunities for
practice, and offer multi-year programming; offer training and other
implementation support, including initial training and ongoing support to ensure
high-quality implementation; and are evidence-based with at least one carefully
conducted evaluation that included a comparison group and pre and post measures
that documented a positive impact on academic performance or other important
student behaviors, including increased prosocial behavior, reduced conduct
problems, and/or reduced emotional distress. (https://casel.org/guide/inclusion-
criteria/, 2019, para. 1)

As the CLERP is still relatively new since its inception in 2016, aspects of the
aforementioned CASEL SELect criteria (i.e., an evaluation including a comparison group and
pre and post measures...) have not yet been satisfied as of the date of this dissertation.

Literature Review Process

This literature review was conducted using multiple search methods. The literature
comprising this review was primarily found through searching online databases, while also
discovering resources (i.e., research-based reports, articles regarding quantitative and qualitative
studies, policy briefs related to SEL) during professional experiences, and reading The Handbook
of Social-Emotional Learning (Durlak, Domitrovich, Weissberg, & Gullotta, 2015) that the
researcher learned about from reading peer-reviewed articles in which this book was cited. The
researcher also utilized professional journals to which she subscribes, such as Phi Delta Kappan,
as well as reviewed the www.jesselewischooselove.org and CASEL websites to seek relevant

literature. Online databases were accessed via the university’s library website which included
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the Academic Search Premier, eBooks collection, Education Resource Information Center
(ERIC), Education Research Complete, EBSCO Combined Database, JSTOR, PsyARTICLES,
PsycINFO, Teacher Resource Center and Professional Development Collection. Studies that
were not available for full download via these search engines were sought out on the website
ResearchGate.
Initial Search Process

These online searches were conducted by entering keywords relevant to the research
questions, such as “social emotional learning,” and utilizing advanced search options (such as
adding keywords) in order to narrow the results. For example, when utilizing the EBSCOhost
Database (which included Academic Search Premier, Education Research Complete, ERIC,
PsycARTICLES, PsycINFO, Teacher Reference Center, eBook Academic Collection, and
Professional Development Collection), search results were limited to only include full text, peer
reviewed articles written in English and published within the past 10 years (since January 1,
2009). The initial search of publications that contained “social emotional learning” anywhere
within the text yielded 7,924 results. Considering this large number, a search was conducted
within these results for publications that had “social emotional learning” in the title. This
process yielded 531 results. When the word “program” was added to this search, there were 428
results, followed by adding the term “school,” which yielded 411 results. Within these 411
results, articles that included “social emotional learning” within the subject major heading were
identified. This process yielded 17 articles which decreased to 13 after exact duplicate results
were removed. After reviewing the title and abstract for each of these 13 articles, the search was
then narrowed to results that were primary sources and either quantitative or qualitative studies.

Articles that specifically focused on studies conducted outside of the US, and publications that
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were not studies (i.e., book reviews, or reflection or opinion pieces), were excluded which
further reduced the number of results to seven.

Each of these seven articles were then reviewed to determine whether or not the focus of
each study was relevant to the research questions. In order to do this, studies were selected that
focused on the overall topic of SEL programs in schools, or evaluated the impact of SEL
programs on students, or included participation of students or teachers in the study. This
excluded three studies that provided some discussion of SEL programs in schools but primarily
focused on a separate and more specific topics (i.e., a social emotional assessment instrument,
dimensions of school climate, diversity reporting). The remaining four studies were selected as
part of this literature review. An overview of this aspect of the overall literature search process

is depicted in Figure 3.
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Figure 3. Initial Literature Search Process
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One of these four selected studies was a meta-analysis conducted by Durlak et al. (2011),
in which the authors analyzed the effectiveness of school-based SEL programs. This publication
is considered to be a seminal work in the field of SEL (Jones & Kahn, 2017). After reading this
article, its reference list was reviewed to locate studies about SEL program implementation that
were part of the meta-analysis. This yielded 203 results. The titles of these 203 results were
then reviewed to locate studies that related to students, teachers, or SEL programs applicable for
students in grades K-8 through searching for keywords such as “elementary” or “middle
school.” Additionally, upon further review of the publication dates for these references, studies
that were not published by the date of the Durlak and colleagues (2011) meta-analysis
publication in peer-reviewed journals were excluded, which reduced the results to 46 articles. In
order to obtain the most up to date research, studies conducted before the year 2000 were
excluded, which further reduced the total number of results to 18. The abstracts of each of these
18 studies were reviewed and two studies that were conducted outside of the United States were
subsequently excluded, which then reduced the results to 16. Only studies conducted within the
US were included in an effort to ensure that the schools involved shared basic similarities with
those comprising this study, such as grade level structure or standards. This was also done to
avoid complicating variables that could exist with fundamental differences in structure or
standards that may exist in schools located outside of the US. Out of the remaining 16 results,
only studies that focused on the effects of whole-school SEL approaches without specific focus
on particular subgroups (i.e., rural females) were considered, which reduced the number of
studies available to 14.

Abstracts were read for each of these 14 studies and articles selected that mentioned the

participation of teachers or students within the abstract, which reduced the results to 12. The
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titles and abstracts of these 12 articles were reviewed in order to determine their relevance to this
study and its research questions. The full texts of these articles were then sought out via online
search engines such as EBSCOhost (including Academic Search Premier, eBooks collection,
Education Resource Information Center, Education Research Complete, EBSCO Combined
Database, JSTOR, PsycARTICLES, PsycINFO, Teacher Resource Center and Professional
Development Collection) as well as ResearchGate, Academia, and Google Scholar. Out of the
12 sought after articles, nine were retrieved from these online sources, while attempts to obtain
the other three were not successful. The references within each of the remaining nine articles
were closely reviewed to locate studies that mentioned either Bronfenbrenner or Maslow in their
titles. There were no articles found with reference to Maslow, while there were two articles
found that referenced Bronfenbrenner. Although these two articles were used as part of this
literature review, both of these articles referencing Bronfenbrenner discussed quantitative studies
and did not capture qualitative information including the perspectives of student and teacher
voices. The qualitative studies retrieved through the initial search process were reviewed in
addition to these two articles. The gap in literature pertaining to qualitative analyses of the
perspectives of student and teacher voices towards SEL programs has motivated the researcher to
add to the research base in this area.
Literature Search by Theory

In order to gather more literature related to Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological Model and
Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs Theories, a separate search was conducted based on each theory.
Studies related to Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological Model in connection to SEL were located by
searching EBSCO (including Academic Search Premier, Education Research Complete, ERIC,

PsycARTICLES, PsycINFO, Teacher Reference Center, eBook Collection, and Professional
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Development Collection) and typing in the search term “Bronfenbrenner” with the parameters of
publications in English that were also peer reviewed and based within the US. This search
yielded 13,333 results. In order to narrow the search, the same parameters were used with the
added term “‘social emotional learning” which generated 691 results. The keyword “school” was
then added which yielded 687 results, followed by also adding the search term “program” which
generated 642 results. The abstracts of these 642 studies were searched for the term “social
emotional learning” which yielded 54 results that decreased to 32 once exact duplicates were
removed.

In order to narrow the results further and stay within the scope of this study which
involved students and teachers across grades K-8 within the United States, the researcher then
read the abstracts for these 32 results and proceeded to exclude studies that were conducted in
countries other than the United States (for aforementioned reasons), studies about students
outside of grades K-8 (i.e., preschool or college students), and studies about specific topics that
were not directly related to the scope of this study and its focus on SEL (i.e., parenting practices
and child temperament). This search finally resulted in six articles related to Bronfenbrenner’s
Bioecological Model which were all used throughout this review of literature.

Articles related to Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs Theory were found by searching
through EBSCOhost (Including Academic Search Premier, Education Research Complete, ERIC,
PsycARTICLES, PsycINFO, Teacher Reference Center, eBook Collection, Professional
Development Collection, and eBook Academic Collection) for articles with the key term
“Maslow” anywhere within the text, with the parameters of only full text and peer reviewed
sources which were published in English. This yielded 12,737 results. The researcher then used

“and” to add the word “school” to the search which yielded 9,208 results. The term “social

25



emotional learning” was also then added which yielded 211 results and decreased to 116 after
exact duplicates were automatically removed by the search engine. Out of the 116 results,
studies that were conducted outside of the US and distinctly focused on populations in other
countries were excluded, which reduced the number of results to 100.

Upon further review of the abstracts for these studies, the search terms were revised to
include “Maslow” and “social emotional learning” anywhere in text, but with “school” in the
title. This search generated 27 results, of which each title and abstract was reviewed. The
following exclusion criteria were used to narrow the search and obtain results most relevant to
this study: (a) results that were not studies (i.e., book reviews), (b) studies about topics outside
the scope of school-based social emotional learning related to students in grades K-8, and (c)
studies conducted outside of the United States. This resulted in six studies that pertained to
social and emotional learning in schools and referenced Maslow within the text which were used
throughout this literature review.

In an effort to obtain more specific literature about how Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs
theory relates to the experience of students in schools and SEL, a new search using the term
“Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs” was conducted which yielded 2,900 results. The search was
limited to peer-reviewed articles written in English. The keyword “school” was then added
which yielded 2,160 results. Lastly, the search term “belongingness or connectedness or
belonging” was added which yielded 843 results. This search was then limited to publications
dated within the past 10 years (since 2009) which then narrowed the field to 529. In order to
narrow the results, the search term “social emotional learning” was added which reduced the
number of studies to 22. Upon reading the abstracts for each of these 22 articles, four studies

that clearly pertained to students outside of grades K-12 (i.e., studies about preschool, college,
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and graduate students) were removed, which reduced the number of results to 18. An additional
three results which were not quantitative or qualitative studies were excluded, which reduced the
number of results to 15. Out of these 15 results, four articles were subsequently excluded
because they either did not describe quantitative or quantitative studies, focused on populations
other than students in grades K-12 (i.e., studies about preschool or college students were
excluded), were conducted outside of the US, or focused on specific subgroups (i.e., children of
prisoners). This reduced the number of remaining articles to 11.

In order to keep this search consistent with aforementioned search processes, studies that
primarily focused on populations outside of the United States were excluded. This narrowed the
search to one article which included studies conducted in multiple countries, including the US.
After further review of the article, the researcher deemed it appropriate for use in light of the fact
that it included studies conducted within the US and also related to other aspects of this study
(i.e., both Maslow and Bronfenbrenner’s theories).

Original texts written by Bronfenbrenner and Maslow, as well as The Handbook of SEL
(Durlak et al., 2015), were also consulted for the purpose of seeking relevant literature. This
overall search and review yielded 21 articles about studies, in addition to other literary resources,
that are discussed or referenced throughout this chapter. A table summarizing the information
from relevant studies is provided within each section of this chapter.

Theories Related to Social Emotional Learning

In light of the scope and complexity of SEL programming for school-aged children, it is
necessary to consider multiple theories that support the development and implementation of SEL
programs, as well as inform current SEL practices and future SEL strategy development

(Brackett, Elbertson, & Rivers, 2015). These include systems, learning, child development,
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information processing, and behavior change theories (Brackett et al., 2015). As part of this
study’s focus on the views of educators toward their roles with participating in a structured SEL
program, as well as how educators and students experience a structured SEL program, this
section will focus on Systems and Motivation theories in particular, specifically
Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological Model of Human Development (previously Ecological Systems
Theory) and Maslow’s Theory of Human Motivation (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998; Maslow,
1943).
Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological Model

The social emotional experiences and developmental outcomes of children are influenced
by elements of the contexts, or immediate environments, in which children spend their time
(Brackett et al., 2015; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998). Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological Model
defines these immediate environments, which can include a child’s home or school, as
“microsystems” (Ashiabi & O’Neal, 2015, p. 2). According to Bronfenbrenner (1986), the
processes occurring within these two microsystems (home and school) “are not independent of
each other” (p. 723), as events occurring in one’s “home can affect the child’s progress in school,
and vice versa” (p. 723). The interrelationship between microsystems, such as home and school,
comprises a “mesosystem’ according to Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory
(Bronfenbrenner, 1986, p. 723). Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory, which evolved
into the Bioecological Model, identifies five systems influencing human development:
microsystems, mesosystems, exosystems, macrosystems, and chronosystems which may include
major life events, transitions, and societal events that collectively interact with the first four
systems and (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998). These systems and the

way in which they relate to one another are often illustrated via concentric circles as shown in
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Science, Policy, and Practice (National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine,

2016, p. 73). A brief visual summary of the systems is provided in Figure 4.

Figure 4. Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological Model. Graphic developed by researcher.

Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological Model theorizes about the ecological contexts and
interpersonal processes that influence how a child’s behavior is shaped and learning takes place,
positing that an individual’s psychological development is influenced by the degree of balance
within and between these systems (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Balance leads to harmony which is
conducive to one’s developmental process. However, when there is disruption within or between
these systems, one’s developmental process may be negatively affected. Bronfenbrenner

explored the possible interconnections between microsystems and settings “in which the child
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actually participates, such as home, day-care center, pre-school, and school” (Bronfenbrenner,
1979, p. 847). As part of his bioecological theory, Bronfenbrenner argued that a disconnect, or
lack of integration, between a child’s home and school microsystems (which together create a
mesosystem) can have negative effects on a child’s developmental experience. Bronfenbrenner
posited that the relationship between a child’s family and their school is a powerful factor that
affects a child’s ability to learn in a classroom (Bronfenbrenner, 1986). The mesosystem
consisting of a child’s school and home environments influence a child’s psychological,
including social and emotional, development (Brackett et al., 2015; Bronfenbrenner, 1979).
Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological Model also theorizes about the influence of contexts
within each microsystem on one’s psychological development. The ways in which this applies
to an individual’s learning experience in school has been investigated, with researchers agreeing
that the “environment or setting in which students and adults learn and teach is a critical variable
impacting development” (Brackett et al., 2015, p. 23). A child’s experience in their home or
school microsystem will influence his or her development, including SEL, over time (Brackett et
al., 2015; Bronfenbrenner, 1986). The conditions present within the microsystem either facilitate
or inhibit an individual’s developmental growth. Bronfenbrenner (1979) proposed that there are
two types of conditions, or contexts, which must exist within settings in order for the context to
support an individual’s developmental process. These two propositions are:
Proposition 1. A primary developmental context is one in which the child can observe
and engage in ongoing patterns of progressively more complex activity jointly with or
under the direct guidance of persons who possess knowledge and skill not yet acquired by

the child and with whom the child has developed a positive emotional relationship.
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Proposition 2. A secondary developmental context is one in which the child is given the
opportunity, resources, and encouragement to engage in the activities he or she has
learned in primary developmental contexts, but now without the active involvement or
direct guidance of another person possessing knowledge and skill beyond the levels
acquired by the child. (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 845)

According to Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological Model, it is essential for children to be
afforded the opportunity to learn within these contexts that are conducive to their
development. Without this opportunity, a child’s developmental progress may be hindered as a
result. In addition to these necessary contexts, Bronfenbrenner also emphasized the importance
of children having the opportunity to learn directly from others who can teach them the skills
they strive to develop (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). The proximal and contextual elements of the
systems within which a child exists play an integral role within the child’s developmental
process. The proximal elements are described as the reciprocal interactions that a person has
with other people, objects, and symbols within their immediate external environment that
become “progressively more complex” over time (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998, p. 797). The
contextual elements of the system are described as the constructs of each system outlined within
Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological Model, i.e., socioeconomic status as part of a child’s
macrosystem (Ashiabi & O’Neal, 2015).

The interrelationships and interactions between proximal and contextual elements of
Bronfenbrenner’s theory were studied by Ashiabi and O’Neal (2015) who aimed to investigate
Bronfenbrenner’s theoretical propositions as described in his Bioecological Model of Human
Development. The driving purpose of this study was to explore the influence of proximal and

contextual processes on child developmental outcomes. Ashiabi and O’Neal’s goal was to
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investigate this and add to the body of research surrounding Bronfenbrenner’s theory, as well as
clarify any misunderstandings of Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological Model due to a lack of
research pertaining to its evolution from the Ecological Systems Theory (Ashiabi & O’Neal,
2015, p. 1). Using a subset of data previously gathered from the National Survey of Children’s
Health (NSCH), 2007, Ashiabi and O’Neal (2015) hypothesized the following:

(a) contextual influences (SES, a macrosystem construct, and neighborhood and
parenting factors, microsystem constructs) will be mediated by proximal processes
(parent-child interactions),

(b) proximal processes will have a more powerful impact on children’s developmental
outcomes than contextual factors, and

(c) the effect of contextual and proximal processes will vary as a function of child
characteristic (child gender). Contextual influences were identified as SES and child
outcomes, SES and family and parenting effects, neighborhoods and child outcomes,
neighborhoods and parenting. (Ashiabi & O’Neal, 2015, p. 3)

The NSCH, 2007, was a national cross-sectional telephone survey sponsored by the
Maternal and Child Health Bureau of the Health Resources and Services Administration to
analyze factors contributing to the physical and emotional health of children between the ages of
0 to 17 years (Ashiabi & O’Neil, 2015; Blumberg et al., 2007). The NSCH collected data
between April 2007 and July 2008 via 91,642 child-level interviews completed with an adult
who lived in the same household and identified as being the most knowledgeable regarding the
child’s health and health care needs (Ashiabi & O’Neil, 2015). Ashiabi and O’Neil (2015)
utilized data on 28,064 children between the ages of 6 and 11 for their study. In following the

suggestion of Bronfenbrenner and Evans (2000), Ashiabi and O’Neil (2015) utilized a
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multigroup structural equation model with a research design known as the “process-person-
context-time (PPCT) model” (p. 2) to identify “associations among contextual factors, proximal
processes, and child developmental outcomes” (p. 7). Ashiabi and O’Neil (2015) analyzed the
data previously collected as part of the NSCH, 2007, to determine whether or not these data
supported their hypotheses.

The results indicated support for hypotheses A and C, indicating that contextual
influences (i.e., SES, neighborhood, and parenting factors) were mediated by proximal processes
(i.e., parent-child interactions), and that the effects of contextual and proximal processes vary
depending on child characteristics (Ashiabi & O’Neal, 2015). Partial support was found for
hypothesis B suggesting that proximal processes had a more powerful impact on child
development than contextual factors (Ashiabi & O’Neal, 2015). For example, positive
correlations were found between indicators of SES and indicators of social capital as well as
parent-child interactions, while negative correlations were found between positive social
behavior in children and family stress (Ashiabi & O’Neil, 2015). Parent-child interactions were
positively linked with positive social behaviors and negatively linked with negative social
behaviors (Ashiabi & O’Neil, 2015). Based on their study’s findings, Ashiabi and O’Neal
(2015) recommended future research in the area of exploring different domains utilizing
Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological Model.

Ashiabi and O’Neal (2015) acknowledged multiple limitations within their study,
particularly noting that secondary analysis of cross-sectional data did not allow for them to
consider all elements of Bronfenbrenner’s theory, including how neighborhood and contextual
factors associated with this may influence human development (Bronfenbrenner & Evans, 2000).

The effect of time on the child developmental outcomes for the children in the sample could also
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not be addressed, thereby limiting the PPCT approach to this study (Ashiabi & O’Neal, 2015).
Ashiabi and O’Neal (2015) also echo what Bronfenbrenner once said which is that all aspects of
the theory could not be studied within one single investigation (Bronfenbrenner, 1999). While
this study did not focus on child experiences specifically in the school setting, its focus and
findings support Bronfenbrenner’s theory regarding the influence of proximal and contextual
interactions on child development (Ashiabi & O’Neil, 2015).

The influence of contextual factors within the overall ecology of a system was studied by
Bryan, Klein, and Elias (2007) through a case study analysis of SEL programs implemented in
an urban school district located within New Jersey. Bryan et al. (2007) described how their
study, along with the field of community psychology, have been influenced by Bronfenbrenner’s
Ecological Systems Theory with respect to how the systems relate and influence each other.
Similar to the interaction and interrelationship between systems comprising Bronfenbrenner’s
theory, the ways in which action research focuses on how an intervention at one level relates to
other ecological levels were described by Bryan et al. (2007). Bryan et al. (2007) highlighted the
need to understand the ecological context of a system in order to overcome challenges to action
research which they used to conduct their case study analysis.

Through an approach guided by Price and Smith’s (1985) four-cycle model of action
research, Bryan et al. (2007) studied the issues and challenges of coordinating SEL programs in
the school district’s elementary and secondary schools throughout a seven-year time period.
Bryan et al. (2007) define this qualitative research approach, which involves study participants in
the research process, as a “process of creating change based on cycles of action and reflection”
(p. 383). Noting that schools face pressure to meet mandates for academic performance which

may compel schools to eliminate SEL programs that are not effectively implemented, Bryan et
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al. (2007) sought to study the factors hindering the adoption and successful implementation of
SEL programs in this school district.

The participating school district (Plainfield, NJ) was described as an urban, high-risk
district with an entire student population of minority background, which was identified by the
State of New Jersey as a “special needs district” (Bryan et al., 2007, p. 388). Through describing
their 7-year experience in an action research context, Bryan et al. (2007) shared the evolution of
SEL program implementation throughout this district, including all of its 10 elementary schools,
two middle schools, and one high school via a case study analysis. The researchers began the
process in 1998 when they contacted the district administration to discuss how to address
academic and behavioral challenges amongst the student population which led to a decision to
implement a coordinated SEL initiative throughout the district (Bryan et al., 2007). Over the
course of the next seven years, the district implemented the “Talking with TJ” SEL program at
the elementary level and the “Laws of Life” SEL program across all grades (Bryan et al., 2007,
p. 388). As a result of the school district’s previously unsuccessful efforts to implement SEL
programs, the research team aimed to develop and implement SEL curriculum that addressed the
needs of students of varied ages, skills, and cultural backgrounds. Bryan et al. (2007) also
sought to ensure that the initiative’s implementation was feasible and engaging to students. The
challenges of program implementation at the high school level were discussed in connection with
organizational theory along with the contributing ecological factors (Bryan et al., 2007).

The action research process was divided into multiple phases. The first was the problem
analysis phase which required the researchers to fully understand ecological aspects of the school
district’s setting including its organizational structure and goals (Bryan et al., 2007). Bryan et al.

(2007) discussed the need to ensure that the district’s SEL objectives were aligned across
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elementary and secondary grade levels (Bryan et al., 2007). The second phase of the action
research process involved “innovation design” in which the researchers developed plans to
address the school district’s unique needs and goals (Bryan et al., 2007, p. 390). Bryan et al.
(2007) discussed the need for this phase to be driven by a collaborative process in order to
adequately design a program that was “sensitive to the ecology of the implementation setting”
(Bryan et al., 2007, p. 390). The third phase of the process involved training participating
educators in the SEL programs and then monitoring and evaluating the program’s
implementation and effectiveness (Bryan et al., 2007). The final stage of the action research
process was the “Innovation Diffusion” phase which aims to facilitate widespread adoption of
the initiative (Bryan et al., 2007, p. 393). The importance of promoting a culture throughout the
district that was supportive of SEL was discussed (Bryan et al., 2007).

The ways in which various aspects of an organization’s context influence the
implementation and success of social emotional programs is discussed throughout this
article. Bryan et al. (2007) describe how organizational culture serves as a contextual influence
which affects the outcome of attempts to implement SEL programs throughout a school district.
Bryan et al. (2007) concluded that change efforts need to take place and capacity needs to be
built at multiple levels of the organization in order to ensure the sustainability over time. Bryan
et al. (2007) also concluded that systemic efforts to facilitate sustainable change take time
(multiple years) as it is important for each educator to go through his or her own “mini-action
research cycle” to engage in the initiative, then reflect and figure out how to successfully
integrate this within their practice (p. 396). Lastly, Bryan et al. (2007), claim that critical mass
of expertise and commitment must be built within a school system in order to facilitate change in

the ways necessary in order to adequately meet the needs of students, particularly in schools
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which may experience challenges such as a lack of resources or frequent staff turnover.
Limitations of this study include that it was a single case study (one school district) and therefore
the findings cannot be generalized to the general population; it would also be difficult (if not
impossible) to replicate this study given the time period and individuals involved who
participated in the process over multiple years (Merriam, 2009). While this study focused on
more than the connections between Bronfenbrenner’s theories and this case study analysis, this
study demonstrated the need for these researchers to thoroughly understand the ecological
context in order to initiate and effectively conduct the action research process.

Another study which examined connections between Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological
Theory and school systems was conducted by Leonard (2011) which examined the
interrelationship between a school microsystem and school-community mesosystem through a
historical case study of an urban high school located in Boston. Leonard (2011) argued that
there is a gap in the research with understanding the reasons contributing to the success and
failure of school-community partnerships. The purpose of this study was to better understand
how Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory can help identify school-community partnering
that promotes student development (Leonard, 2011). Throughout this study, Bronfenbrenner’s
ecological systems theory was used as part of an analysis of the school’s evolution throughout
time (Leonard, 2011). The researchers engaged in a mixed-methods case study between 2002-
2005 which consisted of gathering and analyzing data about the school from the previous 60
years, with a focus on student development (Leonard, 2011). These data included school and
district records such as measures of student attendance, achievement, promotion and graduation
rates as well as yearbooks, student publications, and interviews. Qualitative data regarding

school-community partnerships and school culture were also gathered through a review of
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records such as yearbooks as well as interviews with former students, staff, and community
partners as well (Leonard, 2011).

The results of this mixed-methods case study highlighted the importance of “cultural
cohesion” in which collaborative relationships support students in the systems that surround
them (Leonard, 2011, p. 2). The influence of an exosystem supporting progress and facilitating
positive change for school systems and their students is emphasized (Leonard, 2011). According
to Leonard (2011), “relationships at the level of the exosystem can also improve outcomes for
students and, sometimes, turn around an entire school or steer a district in a new direction” (p.
31). This study was based on Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological Theory and provided support for
this model from a historical case study analysis (Leonard, 2011). A limitation of this study
include that it is a case study focused on one school and therefore the results cannot be
generalized to a larger population (Merriam, 2009).

The ways in which the concentric circles of Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological Model
portray the experience of individuals within their surrounding systems is also echoed by Allen,
Kern, Vella-Broderick, Hattie, and Waters’ (2018) meta-analysis of research related to belonging
in school-aged children (Allen et al., 2018). Allen et al., (2018) argue the importance of
belonging and the ways in which schools offer opportunities for school-aged students to
experience this. Allen et al., (2018) identify a gap in the literature related to research on school
belonging, stating that research in this area has been inconsistent due to “fragmented” efforts and
“inconsistency in the use of terminology” (p. 1). Goodenow and Grady (1993) note that school
belonging is most consistently defined as “the extent to which students feel personally accepted,
respected, included, and supported by others in the school social environment” (as cited in Allen

et al., 2018, p. 2). Allen et al., (2018) review literature and research suggesting the benefits of
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school belonging throughout child and adolescent development. Allen et al., (2018) review the
micro, meso, exo, macro, and chrono level factors related to school belonging which have been
researched by others.

In reviewing studies that have been conducted on school belongingness, this meta-
analysis aimed to examine to what extent do each of the 10 identified themes which exist in the
bioecological model “(academic motivation, positive and negative personal characteristics,
gender, race/ethnicity), microsystem (parent, peer and teacher support) and mesosystem
(extracurricular opportunities, school environment)” relate to school belonging (Allen et al.,
2018, p. 6). The purpose of the meta-analysis also sought to address whether publication year,
country and geographic location moderate these associations (Allen et al., 2018). Allen et al.,
(2018) conducted a literature search between September 2012 and March 2013 by seeking
studies which were conducted between 1993 and 2013, were written in English and based in an
English-speaking country. This search conducted by Allen et al., (2018) yielded 588 peer-
reviewed studies which were quantitative in nature, focused on participants between the ages of
12 and 18 years with data collected in secondary school settings, and included a consistent
definition of school belonging as what was defined by Goodenow and Grady (1993) (as cited in
Allen et al., 2018). The total number of participants in all of these studies was 67,378.

Allen et al., (2018) conclude with the assertion that school belonging is an important
factor in students’ academic and social emotional developmental progress. Limitations of this
study include that it does not imply causality. Also, not all students reported age and thus age
could not serve as a moderator. Allen et al. (2018) recommended future research in examining
pattern of school belongingness across adolescence, noting that the need for an individual to

experience feelings of belonging within their systems is critical to their development and
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progress in school. Allen et al. (2018) noted that positive personal characteristics also are
influential and should be supported in order to support the academic as well as the social and
emotional development of students. The research findings affirm that relationships within one’s
microsystem and relationships between surrounding systems can be highly influential on an
individual’s child and adolescent development (Allen et al., 2018, p. 29).
Maslow’s Theory of Human Motivation

The interrelationship between a child’s school and home systems can either promote or
inhibit a child’s social emotional development, resulting in either met or unmet needs that can
influence the child’s motivations and behavior. If the school - home mesosystem is not in
harmony, then this is not conducive to a child’s development and may inhibit the child’s progress
as well as desire to pursue higher level goals or endeavors (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Similar to
Bronfenbrenner, Abraham Maslow (1943) also theorized that behavior is influenced by multiple
factors as well, particularly those which are biological, cultural, and situational. Maslow’s
Hierarchy of Needs Theory posits that an individual’s ability to attend to various activities in
one’s life depends, at least in part, on the satisfaction of basic prerequisite needs. This theory is

often illustrated in a triangle with tiers representing each need as depicted in Figure 5.
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Figure 5. Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs triangle. Reprinted with permission from “Renovating
the pyramid of needs: Contemporary extensions built upon ancient foundations,” by
Kenrick, D. T., Griskevicius, V., Neuberg, S. L., & Schaller, M., 2010, Perspectives on
psychological science, 5(3), 292-314. Refer to Appendix J.

Maslow argued that a person may not have every prerequisite need entirely met in order
to desire or pursue higher level goals, but the primary needs must be basically met enough in
order for an individual to progress towards higher objectives (Maslow, 1943). For example, an
individual who is physically starving would likely be entirely focused on the need to eat rather
than concerned with seeking stability and organization in their home environment (Maslow,
1943). However, someone who experiences only moderate hunger and has access to food, would
comparatively be less focused on finding food but more motivated to seek a stable and
predictable home environment (Maslow, 1943). Maslow’s theory refers to physical needs (also

defined as physiological needs), as the most basic necessities one must have in order to stay

alive, such as food or shelter. Safety needs include feelings of security and not experiencing
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threats that can lead to feelings of anxiety (Prince & Howard, 2002, p. 28). It is also important to
note that the triangle is not one directional, as people experience fluidity of moving between the
phases depending on their life experiences and how each drive is satisfied or dissatisfied
(Maslow, 1943).

The social needs include being loved by others, such as one’s primary caregivers, and a
sense of belonging within one’s social environment (i.e., school). The ego is also referred to as
esteem needs, includes self-respect, self-esteem, and the esteem of others (Maslow, 1943).
Maslow theorized that people who have a positive view of their self-competence are more likely
to persevere through challenging tasks (Prince & Howard, 2002). Finally, Maslow’s theory
identifies self-actualization as the highest tier, representing an individual’s need to reach one’s
unique potential. According to Maslow (1943), “A musician must make music, an artist must
paint, a poet must write, if he is to be ultimately happy. What a man can be, he must be. This
need we may call self-actualization” (p. 382). For example, upon having the subordinate needs
basically met, a person with creative prowess may feel compelled to create and might also feel
unsatisfied, as well as restless, if he or she does not have the opportunity to fulfill this desire
(Farmer, 1984).

The manner in which Maslow’s Theory of Human Motivation applies to student learning
has been studied by multiple researchers. In his review of literature, Farmer (1984) emphasized
that schools should not solely focus on the academic success of students, and that using
Maslow’s Theory of Human Motivation would help educators to view students from a whole
child perspective. Farmer also discussed the role of educators who most effectively support
students on their path towards achieving their potential. Farmer discussed the results of studies

which showed a positive connection between teachers who were self-actualized and their
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students, along with a distinct difference in the effectiveness between self-actualized teachers
and teachers who were not self-actualized. These studies indicated that students perceived self-
actualized teachers as more concerned with students than teachers who were not perceived as
self-actualized (Farmer, 1984).

Farmer (1984) further elaborated that without considering the needs of the whole child,
educators are likely to maintain a myopic view of a student, giving the example of how teachers
of specific subjects might only see the student through a lens specific to their role. For example,
a reading specialist may be more focused on a student’s reading difficulties rather than other
aspects of the child’s persona. The importance of educators considering a child’s needs, beyond
specific aspects of his or her academic school experience, has been emphasized by other
researchers as well (Desrochers, 2015).

In their article, Children and their Basic Needs, Prince and Howard (2002) reviewed
literature including multiple studies to support their argument that Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs
has numerous applications to the experience of children, and should be considered when
developing strategies to address the needs of youth, particularly youth living in poverty. Prince
and Howard (2002) assert that challenging circumstances such as poverty (which can cause
feelings of anxiety or unpredictability) can impede a child’s progress towards reaching his or her
potential, emphasizing the need for children to feel a sense of physical and emotional safety
(Prince & Howard, 2002). In describing how stressors such as poverty interfere with a child’s
ability to attend to the learning process, Prince and Howard (2002) elaborate upon the ways in
which children might perceive their environment and be preoccupied with concerns about
potential threats or danger, which impede their ability to engage in academic tasks. These

stressors can further interfere with a child’s ability to socialize effectively with peers, and
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develop relationships with others that would foster the desired sense of belonging (Prince &
Howard, 2002). Based on Maslow’s Theory of Human Motivation and research indicating that
students living in poverty have greater struggles in school, Prince and Howard (2002) argue that
schools must do more to address the basic needs of economically disadvantaged youth.

Prince and Howard (2002) further expand upon Maslow’s Theory of Human Motivation
to discuss how a child’s sense of love and belonging relates to a child’s social and emotional
experience in school. Children who feel unloved in their home environments may seek love and
belonging from their school setting, only to experience further disappointment by not having
these needs met as schools may rarely address this (Prince & Howard, 2002). Prince and
Howard (2002) argue that Maslow’s Theory can help generate ideas as part of a solution in order
to develop and allocate more resources that may help meet the basic needs of children in
school. This may include, but is not limited to, looking at the structure and organization of the
school in order to create conditions that support students and foster feelings of connectedness
(Prince & Howard, 2002). The importance of creating conditions that foster feelings of
belonging within one’s school is also discussed by Hartnett (2007) in a study on the influence of
peer groups on absenteeism in high school students (Prince & Howard, 2002; Hartnett, 2007).

According to Hartnett’s (2007) research article, Does Peer Group Identity Influence
Absenteeism in High School Students?, “the organizational structure and culture of a school
setting contributes to how students experience the system” (p. 35). In this article, Hartnett
reviews findings of studies about absenteeism and compares attendance policies at two different
schools to argue for the need to increase educator awareness of how factors such as family
identity, income, choice of peer group influence a student’s developmental trajectory (Hartnett,

2007). Hartnett (2007) implores educators to apply practical strategies on an individual and
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school-wide basis to reach more students in an effort to foster relationships, build connections,
and increase feelings of belonging which could inspire better student attendance (Hartnett, 2007).

Hartnett argues that schools can take an important step in helping students develop
positive feelings of connection with their school system by prioritizing the need to address
students on the affective level (Hartnett, 2007). The ways in which schools can implement
practical strategies for accomplishing this, and subsequently help students on their path to self-
actualization, is also discussed by Hartnett (2007). Based on his review, Hartnett (2007)
recommends that schools strive to include all students in assemblies, survey students about their
feelings of emotional connectedness in school, partner with parents and strive to help students
become hopeful for their future. Hartnett emphasizes the positive role that these factors play in
the development of resilience in children and adolescents,

When students feel cared for, included, and can connect to the purpose of schools, they

can challenge the values of the peer group, such as whether or not to attend school, and

they may attach to people in the school setting such as teachers, administrators, and staff,

who will help them carry the vision for their lives. (Hartnett, 2007, p. 43)

Systemic approaches and interventions to support feelings of connectedness throughout
the school community are also described in Mallett’s 2015 literature review regarding underlying
factors contributing to student truancy (Mallett, 2015). In his article Truancy: It’s Not About
Skipping School, Mallett (2015) reviews literature suggesting that students who are truant tend to
be more at-risk for problematic outcomes in the future, including but not limited to legal
troubles. Literature regarding protective factors for children and adolescents, as well as
evidenced-based strategies for truancy prevention, are also discussed. Emphasizing the need for

educators to consider the developmental stages that students are navigating and how this relates
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to their decision-making skills, Mallett (2015) discusses how adding protective factors, and
reducing factors that may deter students from coming to school, should be employed to support
student attendance. Mallett (2015) recommends integrating screenings and assessments to
proactively identify students who may be at risk of becoming truant. Encouraging schools to
discontinue zero tolerance policies, Mallett (2015) suggests reviewing and advancing other
practices, i.e., enhancing the school’s code of conduct so that it focuses more on restorative
practices. The effectiveness of Positive Behavior Interventions and Supports is also highlighted
as an effective strategy for teaching all students skills and behavior management early in the
academic year (Mallett, 2015). Mallett (2015) also advocates for the implementation of social
and emotional learning programs in schools to help students develop the social and emotional
skills they need in order to cope with challenging situations. The state laws of Ohio and
Colorado pertaining to truancy are contrasted, highlighting Colorado’s proactive and restorative
approach to addressing truancy. Finally, Mallett (2015) reiterates that zero tolerance policies
further alienate students who are already disconnected and at-risk, and stresses the need to
maximize efforts to work towards preventing poor outcomes and providing thorough supports to
students in need.

These aforementioned studies holistically illustrate the ways in which unmet needs or
struggles within one’s environment influence social and emotional development and behavior. A
brief summary of the primary references related to Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological Model and
Maslow’s Theory of Human Motivation are provided in Table 1 and brief summary of the
studies related to Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological Systems Theory and Maslow’s Hierarchy of

Needs is also depicted in Table 2.
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Table 1

Primary References for Bronfenbrenner and Maslow

Author/Year Title Summary
Maslow (1943) A Theory of Discusses how an individual’s physiological and
Human Motivation emotional needs exist and interrelate on a
hierarchy. The ways in which an individual’s
needs are met or unmet influences his or her
behavior.
Bronfenbrenner Contexts of Child Seeks to address a gap in research regarding how
(1979) Rearing: Problems  the environment in which a child lives influences
and Prospects his or her development. An individual’s
development is influenced by the settings and
contexts in which he or she lives.
Bronfenbrenner Ecology of the Review of external environments on the
(1986) Family as a functioning of families as contexts of human
Context for Human development.
Development:
Research
Perspectives
Bronfenbrenner and  The Ecology of Discusses the evolution of Bronfenbrenner’s
Morris (1998) Developmental Ecological Systems Theory to the Bioecological
Processes Model
Bronfenbrenner and  Developmental Discusses the Bioecological Model and describes

Evans (2000)

Science in the 21%
Century: Emerging
Questions,
Theoretical
Models, Research
Designs and
Empirical Findings

the anticipated challenges of researching the
influence of contexts on an individual’s
development over time.
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Table 2

Studies Related to Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological Model and Maslow’s Theory

Topic/Author Participants Method/Purpose Findings
What Schools Need to N=67,378 Quantitative meta- Out of all of the factors
Know About Fostering students (ages analysis; study and studied as predictors of
School Belonging: A 12 to 18) provide guidance on  school belonging, teacher
Meta-analysis; Allen, from 51 the factors schools support and positive
Kern, Vella-Brodrick, studies should recognize and  personal characteristics
Hattie, and Waters emphasize to best were the strongest.
(2018) support students.
Child Social N = 28,064 Quantitative survey A person’s development
Development in Context: children (ages analysis; determine is influenced by
An Examination of Some 6-11) whose  the effects of contextual and proximal
propositions in information contextual influences factors. Proximal
Bronfenbrenner’s was retrieved  and proximal processes may be more
Bioecological Theory; from the processes on child influential than contextual
Ashiabi and O’Neal National development factors.
(2015) Survey of
Children’s
Health
(NSCH) 2007
Applying Organizational N =1 school  Qualitative case It is important to gain
Theories to Action district study; applying thorough knowledge of an
Research in Community organizational organization’s system and
Settings: A Case Study in theories to action structure in order to
Urban Schools; Bryan, research in properly initiate and
Klein and Elias (2007) community settings execute action research in
in three areas: the community settings.
ecological context,
collaboration and
consensus, and
sustainability.
Using Bronfenbrenner’s N =1 school  Qualitative, historical Findings affirmed
Ecological Theory to district case study analysis; Bronfenbrenner’s theory

Understand Community
Partnerships: An
Historical Case Study of
One Urban High School,
Leonard (2011)

understand the how a
school district
evolved over time
within an ecological
context.

and need for relationships
between systems to
support student
development outcomes.
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Literature Supporting Need for SEL Implementation in Schools

The Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL) has published
multiple reports over time which share the findings of studies demonstrating the benefits that
SEL programs offer students (Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning,
2019; Payton et al., 2008). One such publication is CASEL’s 2008 Technical Report, The
Positive Impact of Social and Emotional Learning for Kindergarten to Eighth Grade Students,
which discussed the findings of three scientific reviews on SEL (Payton et al., 2008). This 2008
report includes CASEL’s three-part review of program evaluations conducted by numerous
independent investigators, including its Universal, Indicated, and After-school reviews. This
overall report addresses the following research questions:

(a) What skills, attitudes, behaviors, and academic outcomes do SEL programs achieve

for elementary- and middle-school (K-8) students?

(b) Do SEL program effects endure over time?

(c) Are SEL programs effective in school and after school and for students with programs

(Indicated Review) and without problems (Universal and After-School Reviews)?

(d) What features are associated with highly effective SEL programs? (Payton et al.,

2008, p. 6)

Studies deemed eligible for inclusion in this report emphasized the development of one or
more SEL competencies, involved students between the ages of 5 and 13, included a control
group, and reported information for calculating effect sizes (Payton et al., 2008). In order to
include a nationally representative sample, the researchers engaged in a systematic search of
published and unpublished reports via computer databases and websites, reference lists and

bibliographies, manual searches of journals with relevant studies from January 1970 through
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December 2007, and contacting professionals in the field who presented relevant work at
conferences (Payton et al., 2008).

The Universal Review focused on school-based SEL interventions that were designated
to support a general, whole-school student population, and included 180 school-based studies
involving 277,977 students (Payton et al., 2008). The Indicated Review focused on school-based
interventions for students who have been identified as displaying behavioral or emotional
problems, but were not diagnosed with a mental disorder or identified as needing special
education services (Payton et al., 2008). The Afterschool Review focused on SEL interventions
provided in after-school programs that were implemented outside of school hours, supervised by
adults, and had a goal of enhancing personal or social skills (Payton et al., 2008).

The findings of the Universal, Indicated, and Afterschool Reviews revealed that SEL
programs offer multiple benefits for schools in which they are implemented (Payton et al., 2008).
The findings of the Universal Review suggest that SEL programs can be effectively integrated
into routine educational practice and taught by school staff (Payton et al., 2008). The results of
the Indicated and Afterschool Reviews suggest that SEL programs can be effective for students
with or without emotional difficulties, and when implemented during or after school hours.
Overall, this three-part review found that SEL programs effectively support the whole child in
their personal, social, and academic development (Payton et al., 2008). Increases in academic
achievement were noted along with SEL interventions proving to be successful with supporting a
diverse array of students across a range of grades and settings, i.e., students in grades K-8,
attending schools in urban, suburban, and rural areas, as well as racially and ethnically diverse

student populations (Payton et al., 2008).
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Further description regarding each of these reviews is provided in Table 3 and within a

summary of each review below.

Table 3
CASEL’s Three-Part Program Review of SEL Programs (2008)

Review Universal Review  Indicated Review After-School Review Total
N = N=277977 N=11,337 N=34,989 N=
324,303
# of studies 180 80 57 317
Additional N/A Included students Implemented outside of
Criteria (if who showed signs of school hours during at
any) social, emotional, or  least part of a school year
behavioral problems,
but had not been

Supervised or monitored

diagnosed with a by adults

mental disorder or
need for special .
education (Payton et Had goal of developing

al., 2008). one or more personal and
social skills (Payton et al.,
2008).
Key SEL Programs SEL Programs were  SEL interventions were
Findings were effective effective when effective in both the

when conducted  conducted by school school and after-school
by school staff, staff, suggesting that setting and for students

suggesting that these interventions with and without
these can be incorporated  presenting problems
interventions can  into routine (Payton et al., 2008).
be incorporated educational practice

into routine (Payton et al., 2008).

educational

practice (Payton
et al., 2008, p. 7).

Note. The total number of students who participated in all three reviews was 324,303 with a

total of 317 studies (CASEL, 2008).

51



CASEL’s 2008 Technical Report defines Social and Emotional Learning as “the process
through which children and adults acquire the knowledge, attitudes, and skills to recognize and
manage their emotions, set and achieve positive goals, demonstrate caring and concern for
others, establish and maintain positive relationships, make responsible decisions, and handle
interpersonal situations effectively” (Payton et al., 2008, p. 5). According to Payton et al.
(2008), CASEL has also identified and defined five core social and emotional competencies that
SEL programs should address which are defined below and also depicted in Figure 1.

Self-awareness: Accurately assessing one’s feelings, interests, values, and strengths;

maintaining a well-grounded sense of self-confidence;

Self-management: Regulating one’s emotions to handle stress, controlling impulses,

and persevering in addressing challenges; expressing emotions appropriately; and

recognizing and making best use of family, school, and community resources;

Responsible decision making: Making decisions based on consideration of ethical

standards, safety concerns, appropriate social norms, respect for others, and likely

consequences of various actions; applying decision-making skills to academic and social
situations; and contributing to the well-being of one’s school and community;

Relationship skills: Establishing and maintaining healthy and rewarding relationships

based on cooperation; resisting inappropriate social pressure; preventing, managing, and

resolving interpersonal conflict; and seeking help when needed;

Social Awareness: Being able to take the perspective of and empathize with others;

recognizing and appreciating individual and group similarities and differences; and

recognizing and making best use of family, school, and community resources. (Payton,

et al. 2008, p. 4)

52



Studies Supporting the Efficacy of Social Emotional Learning Programs

Since the publication date of CASEL’s 2008 Technical Report, additional studies have
been conducted which demonstrate the continued need for SEL program implementation in
schools, as well as the effectiveness of properly implemented SEL programs in supporting the
social and emotional needs of students (Durlak et al., 2011; Low, Cook, Smolkowski, Desfosses,
2019; Payton et al., 2008). Researchers have found that the successful implementation of SEL
programs yields positive outcomes such as higher levels of academic achievement as well as
improving student behavior and the classroom management experiences of teachers (Desrochers
2015; Jones, Bailey, & Jacob, 2014).

One leading study in this area was a meta-analysis conducted by Durlak et al. (2011) of
213 school-based SEL programs involving 270,034 Kindergarten through high school students.
Working from the premise that learning in school is naturally a social experience for students, as
students learn alongside their peers and in collaboration with their teachers, Durlak et al. (2011)
conducted an extensive review of literature on prior studies related to SEL program
implementation, (p. 2). This study focused on programs that were provided to a school’s entire
student population (universal interventions) and did not include programs for individual or small
groups of students (Durlak et al., 2011). The following research questions were addressed:

(a) What outcomes are achieved by interventions that attempt to enhance children’s

emotional and social skills?
(b) Can programs be successfully conducted in school setting by existing school
personnel?
(c) What variables moderate the impact of school-based SEL programs? (Durlak et al.,

2011, p. 4)
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The results of this meta-analysis revealed multiple significant and positive outcomes that
enhance children’s social and emotional skills, particularly with respect to enhancing social and
emotional competencies and attitudes about self, others, and school (Durlak et al.,

2011). Students who participated in these programs were also noted to demonstrate an increase
in prosocial behaviors and a reduction in conduct as well as internalizing problems (Durlak et al.,
2011). One of the key findings of this study which is referenced in other studies about SEL
indicate that students’ participating in universal SEL programs had an 11 percentile-point gain in
academic achievement as compared to control groups (Durlak et al., 2011). This increase in
academic achievement was assessed by school records of grades and standardized achievement
test scores (Durlak et al, 2011). Follow up results were also gathered at least 6 months following
the SEL program implementations in order to assess the sustainability of the impact and provided
additional support for the benefits of SEL programs overall (Durlak et al., 2011, p. 15).

The results of this meta-analysis addressed research question (b), indicating that the
classroom teachers and other school staff who participated in the programs comprising this study
effectively conducted SEL programs (Durlak et al., 2011). Therefore, SEL interventions can be
integrated into daily educational practice by educators within a school (Durlak et al., 2011). The
results of this study also addressed research question (c), indicating that the use of four
recommended practices as part of program implementation do moderate program outcomes
(Durlak et al., 2011). The acronym S.A.F.E. was developed to reflect criteria used to “capture
the application of evidence-based practices,” (Payton et al., 2008, p. 10) and is defined as:

Sequenced:  Program uses a connected and coordinated set of activities to achieve

objectives related to skill development;

Active: Program uses active forms of learning to help youth learn new skills;
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Focused: Program has at least one component devoted to developing personal or

social skills; and

Explicit: Program targets specific SEL skills rather than targeting skills or positive

development in general terms. (Payton et al., 2008, p. 10)

Although this meta-analysis was not able to fully investigate the effects of these four
recommended practices, the impact of these practices on skill development was recommended as
an area for future research (Durlak et al., 2011). While the results of this meta-analysis suggest
the promise of SEL programs, Durlak et al. (2011) also affirm that in order to be effective, SEL
programs must be well designed and implemented with fidelity. A limitation of this meta-
analysis was the small percentage (16%) of studies which collected post-test data on academic
achievement (Durlak et al., 2011). Suggestions for future research include more investigations
regarding the impact of SEL programs on academic outcomes as well as the effect of SAFE
practices on skill development during program implementation (Durlak et al., 2011).

Durlak et al. (2011) argue that a child’s emotional experiences either facilitate or impede
their motivation and ability to engage in academic tasks, thereby influencing their levels of
academic achievement. This viewpoint is also expressed by researchers Brackett and Simmons
(2015) who stress that a child’s emotions contribute directly to his or her performance in the
classroom. Brackett and Simmons (2015) reiterate this viewpoint by describing how emotional
distress has a physiological effect by triggering the sympathetic nervous system. The
compromising effect that this has on a child’s executive functioning and working memory, key
skills needed in order for students to succeed academically, was also described in further detail

by Brackett and Simmons (2015).
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These views are further supported by the findings of a study on Classroom Emotional
Climate, Teacher Affiliation, and Student Conduct, which emphasized the positive effect that
supportive classroom environments can have on student conduct (Brackett, Reyes, Rivers,
Elbertson, & Salovey, 2011). This multi-methods study “examined the link between classroom
emotional climate and student conduct, including as a mediator the role of teacher affiliation, i.e.,
students’ perceptions of their relationships with their teachers” (Brackett et al, 2011, p. 27).
Participants included 63 teachers and 2,000 students from 90 fifth- and sixth-grade English
Language Arts classes (Brackett et al., 2011). Data collection methods included classroom
observations that were conducted via digital videorecorders, which participating teachers set up
in their class on three separate days over the course of two weeks (Brackett et al., 2011).
Members of the research team became trained in the Classroom Assessment Scoring System
(CLASS) and then later viewed, as well as coded, the video recorded data using this measure
(Brackett et al., 2011). Student participants also completed an eight-item Affiliation with
Teacher Survey which asked students to rate their response to statements on a 5-point Likert
scale, indicating the extent to which they agree or do not agree with items that assess the quality
of their relationships with their teachers (Brackett et al., 2011; Cook, Greenberg, & Kusche,
1995). Student report cards which included a 5-point Likert scale ranging from unsatisfactory to
excellent were used to collect data related to student behavior (Brackett et al., 2011).

The researchers then conducted mediation analyses examining the association between
emotional climate and conduct through teacher affiliation (Brackett et al., 2011). The results of
these analyses indicated moderate to strong positive correlations among Classroom Emotional
Climate, Classroom Organizational Climate, and Classroom Instructional Climate. The findings

of this study demonstrated a positive relationship between Classroom Emotional Climate and
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student conduct which was mediated by student relationships with their teacher (Brackett et al.,
2011). One limitation of this study was the subjective nature of the ratings that teachers gave
students for conduct scores and the lack of clarity as to what factors may have influenced certain
teachers to assign certain ratings. Bracket et al. (2011) recommend future research in the area of
examining the relationship between Classroom Organizational Climate and classroom conduct.
Brackett et al., (2011) conclude with an emphasis on the need for teacher training in the area of
SEL, emphasizing that when teachers establish an environment in their classroom that
emotionally supports students, students are better able to behave and engage academically which
leads to positive outcomes as they grow older. The connection between childhood behavior
during adolescence and future success in adulthood further demonstrates the need for school-
based supports to help students develop their social emotional competencies (Brackett et al.,
2011).

Jones, Greenberg, and Crowley (2015), studied the connection between children’s
prosocial skills in Kindergarten and outcomes in young adulthood. The ratings that Kindergarten
teachers gave children for pro-social skills at the time these students began school was studied in
connection with their adolescent and adult outcomes, particularly those related to education,
employment, public assistance, crime, mental health, and substance abuse (Jones et al., 2015).
The researchers used data from a previously conducted study of an intervention program that
aimed at reducing aggressive behavior in children who were identified as high-risk in this area
(Jones et al., 2015, p. 2284). Associations between social and emotional skills in kindergarten
and key outcomes when these students entered young adulthood were measured using a sample

size of 753 (high-risk, control group, n = 367; non-high risk, normative group, n = 386) (Jones et
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al., 2015). The initial data collection took place in 1991 and follow-up data were collected 19
years later when participants were about 25 years of age (Jones et al., 2015).

Jones et al., (2015) analyzed this longitudinal data with particular focus on the results of a
rating scale (the Pro-social Communication Skills subscale of the Social Competence scale),
which was relied upon to represent social competence in Kindergarten students. The results
indicated significant associations between the measured social and emotional skills in
kindergarten and key young adult outcomes later in life (Jones et al., 2015). The findings of this
study suggested that levels of social competence measured in Kindergarten students were found
to be predictive indicators of future outcomes as young adults with regards to social adjustment.
In particular, the researchers found that students who were rated to demonstrate prosocial skills
in Kindergarten were less likely to have police involvement by the time of the follow up (Jones
et al., 2015). One limitation of this study is the focus on a single measurement at an early age
considering other noncognitive factors and positive traits that have not yet fully emerged in
children as young as five years old and could not be accounted for, such as conscientiousness
(Jones et al., 2015, p. 2288). The researchers concluded by highlighting the need for SEL
programs that can provide the intervention necessary to help students develop necessary
prosocial skills early on in order to develop into socially adjusted adults (Jones et al., 2015;
Desrochers, 2015).

The possible effect of SEL programs on social and emotional and academic outcomes for
elementary aged children was assessed by Low, Cook, Smolkowski, and Desfossses (2018) in
their intervention study on the impact of an SEL program on student social and emotional and
academic outcomes following two years of implementation. One program that aims at helping

children to develop the social competency and relational skills necessary in order to succeed in
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later years is Second Step. Second Step is a research based SEL program which provides
students with instruction and structured learning opportunities to practice social and emotional
skills (Low et al., 2019). Second Step includes grade level curriculum which can be delivered in
classrooms by teachers, include lesson materials, posters to provide visual references and
reinforcements of outlined skills, games to promote skill development and letters for families
(Low et al., 2019). The program curriculum focuses on skills for learning, empathy, emotion
management, and problem solving through 25 to 40-minute lessons which teachers can
implement as part of their regular classroom routine (Low et al., 2019).

This study sought to address a gap in the literature related to multiyear effects of this
program’s implementation (Low et al., 2019). The importance of evaluating the outcomes over
multiple years was defined due to how students have more time to practice behaviors as well as
receive reinforcement for their appropriate behavior and use of social skills taught as part of the
program (Low et al., 2019). This study included 61 participating schools, 321 teachers, and
8,941 early elementary (Grades 1 and 2) students (Low et al., 2019, p. 415).

Data were collected from a treatment group participating in Second Step and compared to
a control group that did not participate in Second Step at their school (Low et al., 2019, p. 415).
Assessments administered included online surveys of student behavior to teachers in the mid-Fall
of each year followed by spring assessments two weeks prior to the end of the school year (Low
et al., 2019). Behavioral observations were used to gather data related to on-task behavior and
disruptive behavior that interfered with the learning environment. Curriculum Based Measures
were also administered using the Aimsweb Curriculum Based measures or oral reading fluency
and math calculation twice during each year. The results of these measures indicated that

students tended to demonstrate improved behavior during the school year as they participated in
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the program, but not over the summer (Low et al., 2019). The results also suggested that boys
showed improvement in conduct problems as a result of participation in the program (Low et al.,
2019).

The findings of this study were limited to early elementary populations, similar to the
schools which participated in this study, that have used or plan to use Second Step (Low et al.,
2019). The Second Step program can support the efforts of school personnel to enhance and
promote behaviors that are conducive to learning such as emotional management, while reducing
negative behaviors that can disrupt the learning process (Low et al., 2019). The researchers
concluded that the results confirmed the importance of supporting student social and emotional
learning throughout their development, as well as implications to consider with program
implementation in the early elementary grades (Low et al., 2019).

The implementation of SEL programs such as Second Step was also highlighted through
Aidman and Price’s (2018) case study analysis of a middle school’s experience with
implementing SEL initiatives. Aidman and Price (2018) focused on Clear Stream Middle School
which is located in an urban area in the southwestern United States, serves a diverse population
of more than 900 students, and is one of 18 middle schools in its school district (River School
District). Clear Stream’s adoption of its SEL initiative was prompted by outreach provided by
CASEL through a program called the Collaborating Districts Initiative (Aidman & Price, 2018).
The school district agreed to become part of this initiative which required a commitment to
implement a districtwide SEL program and collaborate with others regarding aspects of SEL
program implementation (Aidman & Price, 2018). The district chose to adopt the Second Step
program (Aidman & Price, 2018). The program was subsequently piloted by three teachers

during the spring semester prior to possible whole school roll out the following fall (Aidman &
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Price, 2018). The teachers were provided with the materials they needed in order to deliver the
lessons, as well as the time needed through an advisory period (Aidman & Price, 2018).
Teachers were also provided support from campus facilitators of the program as well as SEL
coaches from the district office. These SEL coaches provided teachers with professional
development which included observing program lessons in progress and providing feedback
(Aidman & Price, 2018, p. 31).

In studying Clear Stream Middle Schools’s whole school approach to implementing the
Second Step program, Aidman and Price (2018) particularly aimed to understand the social
emotional experience of students participating in Second Step at Clear Stream Middle School as
part of a district wide initiative to implement SEL and provide students with explicit SEL
instruction at each grade level. This case study analysis include data gathered from student and
teacher focus group interviews as well as Likert scale questionnaires developed within the
district and administered at the building level to gather information about how educators and
students feel in response to items such as “SEL lessons have made a positive difference in our
school” (Aidman & Price, 2018, p. 32). Information shared by students and educators
participating in Second Step at Clear Stream indicated consistent views that were positive
towards the program as well as towards some less preferred aspects of the program, i.e., outdated
videos and lessons that may seem repetitious (Aidman & Price, 2018).

The findings of this study suggested that Clear Stream educators made a distinct and
consistent effort to not only provide students with SEL lessons as part of an SEL curriculum, but
to also creatively integrate aspects of SEL throughout each school day. One finding of this case
study indicated that both students and teachers especially valued lessons that teachers creatively

developed on their own by expanding upon the outline and ideas provided by the SEL
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curriculum. For example, one teacher designed a lesson focused on the topic of micro-
aggressions which helped students to understand the definition of micro-aggressions and then
encouraged them to share related personal experiences (Aidman & Price, 2018).

Aidman and Price (2018) emphasized the need for teamwork between school district
faculty and administration in order to facilitate effective program implementation, as well as the
program being prioritized when planning the school’s master schedule. Stressing the need for
schools to include time for SEL instruction within the master schedule, Aidman and Price (2018)
noted that schools may encounter challenges with SEL program implementation without the
presence of an advisory class period or another structured block of time specifically dedicated to
providing SEL instruction during the school day. The need for continuous reflection and
professional development towards practices in the area of SEL was also identified as a
recommendation of this case study analysis (Aidman & Price, 2018). A limitation of this study
includes its small sample of one school, therefore the findings of this case study may be difficult
to generalize (Merriam, 2009). Finally, Aidman and Price (2018) highlight the strong effort
which Clear Stream exhibited to embrace SEL and integrate it into the fabric of their school day.
Aidman and Price (2018) further emphasize that it is incumbent upon schools to prioritize SEL
and establish a culture that supports the whole child.

The ways in which the implementation of a school-wide SEL approach may support
student engagement through promoting teacher-student and student-student relationships, as well
as teaching of social emotional competency, was studied by Yang, Bear, and May (2018).
Working within an ecological systems framework, Yang et al., (2018) also argue that the school-
wide SEL approach is a multilevel process because of the manner by which the implementation

of SEL throughout the school is influenced by individual and organizational features. Yang et
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al., (2018) state that there is a gap in the literature related to the association between the teaching
of social and emotional competencies and student engagement, particularly with respect to
empirical studies that directly examining this (Yang et al., 2018, p. 46). In an effort to address
this issue, Yang et al., (2018) conducted a multilevel analysis of the associations between student
perceptions of their cognitive-behavioral and emotional engagement in schools and three factors
that are tenets of school-wide SEL approaches. The three factors studied include teacher-student
relationships, student-student relationships, and teaching of social and emotional competencies
(Yang et al., 2018). Data were gathered from the administration of the Delaware School Climate
Survey — Student completed by 25,896 students across grades 4-12 (elementary, middle, and
high school) from 114 U.S. public schools in Delaware. Students also completed the Teaching
of Social and Emotional Competencies (TSEC) subscale of the Delaware Techniques-Scale-
Student (DTS-S), and the Teacher-Student Relationships and Student-Student relationships
subscales of the 2014 version of the Delaware School Climate Scale- Student (DSCS-S-2014;
Bear, Gaskins, Blank & Chen, 2011; Bear et al., 2014; Yang et al, 2018). Student participants
were randomly selected by their schools and administered surveys during the school day between
late February and April 2014. Students were informed prior to taking the survey that responses
were completely anonymous, as neither pseudonyms nor numbers would be used to identify
them (Yang et al., 2018).

The results of this study indicate that all three factors aligned with the major aims of
school-wide SEL (i.e., teacher-student relationships, student-student relationships, and teaching
of social and emotional competencies) were significantly associated with cognitive-behavioral
engagement, as well as emotional engagement at both the student and school levels. The

findings of this study indicated that teacher-student (TS) relationships were influential with
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promoting student engagement (Yang et al., 2018). While these results shed useful insights,
there were limitations to this study that should be taken into consideration, including that
causation or directionality cannot be inferred by the correlational analyses (Yang et al., 2018). It
is also possible that student self-report measures might have been biased or that students may
have felt a sense of pressure to respond in a certain manner (Yang et al., 2018). Finally, Yang et
al., (2018) concluded by emphasizing the importance of systematic and quality SEL instruction,
as well as an emotionally safe and supportive school culture, with promoting student
engagement.

The findings of these studies highlight the benefits of SEL programs in schools on
promoting student achievement and cultivating a supportive school climate. Table 4 provides

brief descriptions of the studies supporting the efficacy of SEL programs.
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Table 4

Studies Supporting the Efficacy of SEL Programs

Topic/Author Participants Method/Purpose Findings
Social and emotional N =1 middle Qualitative case ~ Lessons that teachers
learning at the middle level:  school study; Analysis creatively developed on

one school’s journey;
Aidman and Price (2018)

consisting of
900 students

of perceptions
towards whole
school
implementation
of Second Step
program.

their own by expanding
upon scripted SEL
curriculum were well
received. SEL is an
essential part of supporting
the whole-child.

Classroom emotional
climate, teacher affiliation,
and student conduct;

N =2000
students from
90 fifth- and

Multi-methods
analysis to
examine factors

Supportive classroom
environments can have a
positive effect on student

Brackett, Reyes, Rivers, sixth-grade related to conduct.
Elbertson, and Salovey classrooms classroom
(2011) emotional

climate and

student conduct.
The impact of enhancing N=1270,034 K Quantitative Academic achievement
students’ social and - High School =~ Meta-Analysis improved for students who
emotional learning: a meta-  Students who participated in school-
analysis of school-based participated in based SEL programs.
universal interventions; 213 School-
Durlak et al., (2011) based SEL

programs
Early social-emotional N=1753 Quantitative, Levels of social
functioning and public hioh-risk Longitudinal and competence measured in
health: the relationship (high-ris nonintervention  Kindergarten students
: ) control group,

between kindergarten social n=367- non— study of were found to be
competence and future high—ris’k associations predictive indicators of
wellness; Jones, Greenberg, normatiV; between future outcomes as young

Crowley (2015)

group, n=386)

prosocial skills
in Kindergarten
and outcomes in
young adulthood

adults with regards to
social adjustment.
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Table 4

Studies Supporting the Efficacy of SEL Programs

Topic/Author Participants Method/Purpose Findings
Two-year impact of a N=9,262 Mixed methods;  Students in Second Step
universal social-emotional Teacher n = assess student schools showed more
learning curriculum: group 301 outcomes improvement than students
differences from Student n = following 2 years in non-Second Step
developmentally sensitive 3941 of Second Step schools.
trends over time; Low et al. ’ program
(2019) implementation.

Multilevel associations N = 25,896 Quantitative; Student engagement is a
between school-wide social- Students from examine the multilevel construct that is
emotional learning approach elementary student and influenced by ongoing and
and student engagement middle an(i school level reciprocal interactions
across elementary, middle, high sc,hool main effects of between multilevel

and high schools; Yang, et
al., (2018).

student
relationships in
school.

systems across individuals
and school context.

Rise in Mental Health Concerns

According to the 2018 Children’s Mental Health Report published by the Child Mind

Institute, the percentage of anxiety disorder diagnoses by health care providers in youth under

age 17 increased from 3.5% in 2008 to 4.1% in 2018, with some studies indicating as much as a

17% increase in Anxiety Disorder Diagnoses (Bitsko et al., 2018; Child Mind, 2018). Symptoms

of anxiety manifest in children present differently based on an individual child and his or her

unique experience, as some may demonstrate anxious-avoidant behaviors, while others act out

with aggression (Child Mind, 2018). The percentage of children and adolescents who will meet

criteria for an anxiety disorder at some point is reported to be 30%, with 80% of these children

never receiving help. It is reported that “Anxiety disorders can impact every aspect of a child’s

life, but particularly their social and educational functioning” (Child Mind, 2018, p. 3). This

report also provides an overview of the subtypes of Anxiety Disorders that children and



adolescents experience, i.e., separation anxiety, social anxiety, selective mutism, generalized
anxiety, specific phobias, and panic disorder (Child Mind, 2018, p. 4).

There is growing understanding regarding risk factors that may contribute to this increase
(Child Mind, 2018). Child temperament is noted to be an indicator of possible risk factors, i.e.,
people may assume that a child who demonstrates reserved social behavior is shy, while this
could be an indicator of the child’s tendency to develop anxiety over time (Child Mind, 2018)
Studies have shown that the average age of onset for some anxiety disorders occur the most in
school aged children (Child Mind, 2018). The average age of onset for Separation Anxiety
Disorder and Specific Phobias is 11 years, while the average age of onset for Social Anxiety
Disorder is 14 years (Child Mind, 2018). Additionally, studies show that children and
adolescents who meet the criteria for anxiety disorders are also at risk for other emotional
difficulties and problematic behavior in the future, i.e., depression, continued anxiety, behavior
problems and substance abuse (Child Mind, 2018). It is also noted that the likelihood of a child
becoming depressed or developing a substance use disorder in the future is twice as much as
youth without anxiety (Child Mind, 2018).

Ways to prevent the onset, or mitigate the extent, of anxiety in youth is also discussed,
with research suggesting that prevention programs can help reduce anxiety symptoms in youth
by up to 60% (Child Mind, 2018, p. 13). The efficacy of interventions such as mindfulness
meditation which can be introduced to children in schools is also discussed. The authors argue
that the impact of anxiety on youth in the U.S., is a serious public health issue that merits further
attention, and that despite efforts to address this, many children in need continue to go without
treatment (Child Mind, 2018). The debilitating impact that anxiety has on preventing children

from reaching their full potential, and the tendency for youth experiencing anxiety to suffer in
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silence is stated (Child Mind, 2018). The authors stress that anxiety is highly treatable, that early
intervention support is effective, and schools have the potential to provide students much needed
support through education (Child Mind, 2018, p. 17). While in some cases anxiety may require
medical or other clinical interventions to be fully treated, there are ways in which school-based
social emotional learning programs can support children and adolescents who struggle with
anxiety-related disorders or other feelings of emotional distress. Research has shown that these
programs can effectively serve as another layer of support to help children and adolescents
develop coping skills that will help prevent, or alleviate, symptoms of emotional distress
including, but not limited to, anxiety (Desrochers, 2015; Rossen & Cowan, 2015). Schools can
employ a multi-tiered system of supports which includes social and emotional learning programs
in an effort to address this need (Desrochers, 2015; Rossen & Cowan, 2015).
Policies and Guidance Promoting SEL

The need for educational policies and guidance related to SEL in schools, at both the state
and federal levels, has become increasingly recognized over recent years. Researchers such as
Brackett et al., Durlak et al., (2011), and Jones et al. (2015), have stressed that providing SEL
instruction in schools is imperative to supporting the development of children and adolescents.
Durlak et al. (2011) implored policy makers and educators to support SEL programming in
schools so as to support the healthy development of children. Brackett and Rivers (2013) argue
that providing SEL in schools alongside academics is necessary in order to help children and
adults reach their potential. Jones et al. (2015) claim that,

The growing body of literature that demonstrates the importance of noncognitive skills in

development should motivate policymakers and program developers to target efforts to

improve these skills to young children. Enhancing these skills can have an impact in
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multiple areas and therefore has potential for positively affecting individuals as well as

community public health substantially. (p. 2289)

Steps have been taken at the state and federal level to emphasize the importance of these

findings and to support progress towards these goals, including, but not limited to, the
development of new federal laws and policies. The Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) signed
into law in 2015 replaced No Child Left Behind and supports SEL through providing a broader
definition of student success for schools (Gayle, 2017). In providing guidance regarding state
accountability plans, ESSA allows states to expand their focus beyond academics and consider
how schools support student development through a whole child approach (Gayle, 2017). The
revised accountability system for states now allows at least one additional nonacademic indicator
of student success and provides funding via Title II grants to support initiatives that will facilitate
progress in this area (Gayle, 2017). Some of these initiatives include providing professional
development for educators. Title II grants are also being provided to schools in order to fund
professional development for educators in the area of SEL (Gayle, 2017). These initiatives are
geared at helping schools and educators develop their capacity with supporting at-risk students
by helping them learn skills such as making safe decisions and engaging in school (Gayle,
2017). Gayle (2017) suggests five ways that policy makers can integrate SEL into their approach
which include articulating a well-rounded vision of student success, providing professional
development to improve educator SEL capacity, identifying evidence-based SEL interventions as
a school improvement strategy, leveraging Title IV grants to implement SEL strategies, and
making data related to SEL transparent to the public (p. 1-6).

Many states throughout the nation have already integrated SEL approaches into their

standards for students across grades K-12 or are making progress with doing so (Weissberg &
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Cascarino, 2013). All 50 states have identified SEL standards for preschool with integrating
SEL into their accountability plans and academic standards, while some but not all states have
identified standards for students across grades K-12 (Weissberg & Cascarino, 2013). For
example, NYS has identified the following goals to guide SEL benchmarks for NYS schools:

1. Develop self-awareness and self-management skills essential to success in school and

in life.

2. Use social awareness and interpersonal skills to establish and maintain positive

relationships.

3. Demonstrate ethical decision- making skills and responsible behaviors in personal,

school, and community contexts. (NYSED, 2018, p. 1)

NYSED has issued a position statement that emphasizes the need for schools to promote
the development of SEL skills, stressing that this is a critical component safe and supportive
schools, in addition to ensuring high quality academic instruction (NYSED, 2018). As part of
this, schools are required to distribute climate surveys to prompt reflection and intervention as
needed in order to improve school climates. This is one of multiple steps emphasized within the
NYSED Guidance on SEL (NYSED, 2018).

The ways in which ESSA is effecting change by prioritizing SEL on state and national
levels were acknowledged by the Aspen Institute’s 2017 Consensus Statement. This Consensus
Statement issued by the Aspen Institute’s National Commission on Social Emotional and
Academic Development’s Council of Distinguished Scientists claims that social, emotional,
cognitive, and academic skills are “intertwined and interdependent” (Berlinski, 2018, para.

4). The Aspen Institute’s 2017 Statement also promotes the concept of SEL program
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implementation in schools, claiming that schools are an ideal setting in which to teach students
so that they may develop the necessary social and emotional skills (Jones & Kahn, 2017).

Jones and Kahn (2017) also discuss how SEL skills are malleable over time and can be
positively influenced by school-based SEL instruction. Claiming that social, emotional, and
academic development is an essential part of preK-12 education, Jones and Kahn (2017) argue
that teaching SEL can help students learn necessary 21 century skills (Jones & Kahn,

2017). The benefits of allocating resources towards SEL is highlighted as worthwhile for the
positive impact that this has on students and eventually on society as whole. Lastly, the ways in
which SEL programs can universally support all students and promote equity were underscored,
with Jones and Kahn (2017) expressing that SEL serves as the foundation for student success and
therefore contributes to the well-being of society. The findings of research studies that these
statements are based on highlight the benefits of SEL as both a prevention as well as an
intervention measure in supporting children and adolescents throughout their school years.

SEL Programs as Prevention and Intervention Supports

Regarding SEL implementation in schools, the literature also demonstrates how SEL
serves as both prevention and intervention supports, thereby promoting and enhancing a multi-
tiered system of supports within schools. Public schools are responsible for educating all
students and therefore need to provide a continuum of supports that address the presenting needs
of the student population (US Department of Education, FAPE,
https://www?2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ocr/frontpage/pro-students/issues/dis-
issue03.html). Through a multi-tiered system of support, schools are able to evaluate and

address the social, emotional, and academic needs of students (Desrochers, 2015).
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Desrochers (2015) asserted that schools which embed well-developed SEL programs into
their multitiered system of supports (MTSS) have better outcomes than schools which do not
have these supports built within. Through “Tier 1” or universal prevention supports, schools
implement strategies that promote positive behaviors for all students and facilitate the
development of a supportive school environment which cultivates feelings of connection and
belonging amongst students (Rossen & Cowan, 2015, p. 10). For specific students or groups of
students who struggle in school, “Tier 2” (p. 10) supports are implemented and may take the
form of school-based group counseling by support staff (psychologists or social workers). The
third tier focuses on “individual/tertiary intervention” (p. 10), which may include direct
counseling support as well as other supports that may comprise a wrap-around plan to support
students with a diverse array of ability and skill levels. The Multi-tiered System of Support is
often depicted in a tiered triangle similar to that shown in Figure 6. A more detailed visual of a
tiered model of support illustrating a continuum of school mental health services is available in
Communication Planning and Message Development: Promoting School-Based Mental Health

Services (National Association of School Psychologists, 2006).
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Figure 6. Tiered Model of Support. Graphic developed by researcher.

The provision of these services can help to mitigate the extent of emotional difficulties
students may experience as their mental health needs develop or increase over time (Desrochers,
2015). The MTSS framework also promotes proactive and school-wide efforts to screen students
for emotional or behavioral issues early on so that intervention strategies can be appropriately
developed (Desrochers, 2015).

Maras, Thompson, Lewis, Thornburg, and Hawks (2015) studied the role of various
support staff (school psychologists, social workers, and school counselors) with implementing
MTSS supports and SEL. Maras et al., (2015) identified and addressed a gap in the literature
with respect to how these professionals coordinate efforts within the tiered system of support that
often guide prevention and intervention services in schools. Maras et al., (2015) aimed to
“describe the initial steps of a multiyear project intended to (a) enhance and improve existing
SEL curricula/interventions through SEL assessment within a tiered response model and (b)

develop a comprehensive tiered system of support for academics, behavior, and SEL” (p. 202).
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Utilizing a consultation approach, Maras et al., (2015) engaged in a collaborative project with
other school personnel in a small, Midwestern rural community. During the first year of this
project, Maras et al., (2015) sought to explore connections between SEL assessment and existing
SEL interventions in one elementary building serving students K-3. Additionally, Maras et al.,
(2015) sought to use existing data to illustrate the importance of utilizing SEL assessments
within an multitiered support model.

Participants in this study included 9 teachers, and 138 students evenly distributed across
grade levels K, 1, 2 (Maras et al., 2015). Participants completed the Devereux Student Strengths
Assessment-mini (DESSA-mini) and the Devereux Student Strengths Assessment (DESSA)
which are used to assess social and emotional competences for children ages 1 month through 14
years (Maras et al., 2015). Academic skills were assessed using common core assessments and
standardized assessments such as the STAR Early Literacy (Maras et al., 2015; Renaissance
Learning, 2009). This study was used to describe how SEL data were used to inform SEL
supports for students at the school after an analysis of their setting (school, classroom, group)
and individual situations. Behavioral data were collected via office disciplinary referrals.

Study procedures included collecting student demographic data as well as administering
the SEL, academic, and behavioral outcomes at three points during the school year (October,
December, May). Students were placed in one of three categories, low, moderate, and high risk.
Maras et al., (2015) then engaged in consultation sessions with faculty and support staff involved
with these students to help develop intervention strategies. This study described the process by
which SEL screening data were utilized to inform interventions across tiers and help mobilize
teams within the school to coordinate intervention efforts (Maras et al., 2015). Maras et al.

(2015) further emphasize their view that school psychologists were equipped with the
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consultation, assessment and evaluation skills, necessary to increase engagement by other
professionals in the MTSS process.
Class and School-wide Preventions

In 2014, Jones, Bailey, and Jacob discussed how SEL as a universal approach supports
the classroom management practices of teachers. Jones et al. (2014) posit that high-quality and
trusting relationships between students and teachers promotes effective classroom management.
This article elaborates upon the view that classroom management and SEL are related. Jones et
al. (2014) also proposed that understanding a child’s social and emotional developmental
experience can help teachers to devise new and productive strategies for addressing behavior
when needed. Through helping children to develop social and emotional skills, children develop
a foundation upon which they can learn and exercise more complex skills in the future (Jones et
al., 2014, p. 21). This article also summarized the work of Jones et al., (2014) with developing a
SEL intervention called SECURe. SECURe aims to support self-regulation skills in students as
well as responsive approach by teachers. The strategies emphasized within this program are
described, and the positive impact that programs such as this have on the development of social
emotional skills in children, as well as the related positive impact that this has on academics,
were discussed (Jones et al., 2014).

Smith and Low (2013) discussed the role of SEL in bullying prevention efforts and
referenced studies that supported research indicating that SEL approaches help prevent bullying
in schools. The ways in which bullying and the multiple levels of the social-ecology of schools
relate were also discussed by Smith and Low (2013). This article discussed how SEL programs
have been effective in bullying prevention and intervention programs (Smith & Low, 2013).

Through fostering the development of empathy, emotion management, social problem solving,
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social competence, SEL programs teach students the skills that will deter them from bullying and
also promote resilience when faced with challenging situations (Smith & Lo, 2013). For
example, students learned assertive communication skills through SEL programs. The manner in
which SEL programs can contribute to a positive school climate that offers social skill training to
children were discussed (Smith & Low, 2013).

Researchers have also studied the ways in which SEL programs have supported students
with a diverse array of backgrounds and abilities. A literature review conducted by Feuerborn
and Tyre (2009) researched how SEL programs also support the skill development of specific
student populations, particularly students with specific learning disabilities (SLD). Feuerborn
and Tyre (2009) claimed that the US federal definition of specific learning disability fails to
indicate that social and emotional deficits commonly found amongst students with SLD. It is
noted that the definition of Learning Disability according to the United States Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) does not mention social and emotional deficits, while
research indicates that students with specific learning disabilities tend to struggle with SEL.
Through their overview of relevant studies and literature supporting the need for schools to
implement practical SEL strategies for students with SLD in the U.S., Feuerborn and Tyre
(2009) provided practical school-based strategies for addressing the SEL needs of students with
SLD, recommendations for successful implementation of SEL initiatives, and discuss common
barriers to SEL implementation. Some of the practical school strategies offered include teaching
perspective taking in order to help students with SLD sustain positive relationships. Feuerborn
and Tyre (2009) highlight the benefits of taking an integrated approach (i.e., parent contact with
newsletters, meetings, phone calls) as well as structured SEL programs that could be effective,

such as PATHS (Promoting Alternative Thinking Strategies), Check and Connect, and Second
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Step (p. 24). These evidence-based SEL practices are encouraged while educators are also
cautioned that SEL efforts fail when efforts are short-term and disjointed. Leaders in the field
say that it should be explicitly taught in a manner similar to that of reading, writing, and math
(Feuerborn & Tyre, 2009). Student peer support and interactions are highlighted as a way to
promote program implementation and student participation (Feuerborn & Tyre, 2009).
Contextual and Implementation Factors Influencing SEL Program Success

A study conducted by Anyon, Nicotera, and Veeh (2016) identified contextual factors
that support the successful implementation of SEL program in schools. Acknowledging the
research indicating that the low implementation quality of approaches can lead to nonsignificant
impacts on participants, Anyon et al. (2016), conducted this study in an attempt to add to the
research base on how to improve treatment fidelity (Anyon et al., 2016; Durlak & Dupre, 2008).
Anyon et al., (2016) conducted a mixed-methods study that examined the contextual influences
on the whole-school implementation of the Responsive Classroom approach. The purpose of the
study was to identify factors that constrained or enabled high-fidelity implementation of
Responsive Classroom in a diverse K-8 urban public school (Anyon et al., 2016).

Anyon et al., (2016) discussed the Responsive Classroom approach and prior research
which indicated that this approach was effective in improvement academic and social and
emotional outcomes for economically disadvantaged students. Utilizing a convergent mixed-
methods design, the researchers recruited 30 participants of whom 24 were teachers, three were
administrators, and three were social work interns. The researchers collected quantitative data
through utilizing the Classroom Practices Observation Measure (CPOM) which is developed
specifically to assess Responsive Classroom implementation (Anyon et al., 2016). A survey, the

Classroom Practices Frequency Survey (CPFS), was also used to obtain teacher self-reports of
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how they integrated the Responsive Classroom Approach into their daily practice. Qualitative
data were collected through focus group protocols in which participants were asked to respond
and help sort answers to questions about what they thought were the most challenging and
rewarding experiences to date using the Response Classroom approach, and what were their
greatest hopes and fears for using this whole-school approach (Anyon et al., 2016).

The results of quantitative analysis indicated that elementary teachers reported using
Responsive Classroom strategies significantly more than middle grade teachers (p <.01).
Qualitative analysis yielded nine codes which were organized into three categories. The findings
of this study suggest that “compatibility between the intervention model and the host
organization’s mission and values” supports effective program implementation, and that it is
important for there to be flexibility of the intervention to adapt to a school’s individual needs
(Anyon et al., 2016). The ability to integrate the intervention into existing structures and
routines, as well as maintain shared vision and buy-in, were also identified as key areas to
support Responsive Classroom implementation. A limitation of this study is that the quantitative
sample size was small, and the qualitative study results may not be generalizable beyond the
scope of this study (Anyon et al., 2016; Merriam, 2009). Anyon et al., (2016) also discussed the
influence of the ecological orientation of the system on the implementation process. Suggestions
for future research include investigating teacher and administrator beliefs about effective
behavior management, particularly at the secondary level.

The prevention and intervention approach of School-wide Positive Behavior Intervention
Supports (SWPBIS), while not an SEL program, can shed light on factors contributing to the
successful implementation of Evidence Based Interventions (EBIs) such as SEL programs

(Coffey & Horner, 2012; Hicks-Hoste, 2015). Coffey and Horner (2012) studied the
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sustainability of school-wide positive behavior interventions and supports through administering
sustainability surveys to 117 schools which had implemented PBIS for at least three years. The
surveys administered to the sample schools consisted of 40 items inviting participants to share
their views about what components are necessary to effectively implement SWPBIS (Coffey &
Horner, 2012). Data were collected through the School-wide Evaluation Tool (SET) which is
designed to assess and evaluate the critical features of SWPBIS for each school year. This
assessment is conducted by an external reviewer who “administers the 28-item research tool on
site by receiving materials that relate to SWPBIS, performing observations, and conducting staff
and student interventions” (Coffey & Horner, 2012, p. 411). The Team Implementation
Checklist (TIC) and the Sustainability Survey were completed by study participants. Surveys of
sustaining and non-sustaining schools were analyzed. The findings indicated that PBIS was
more prevalent in elementary schools than secondary schools. A limitation of this analysis is
that it was exploratory and the results may not be generalizable to a larger or other population
(Coffey & Horner, 2012).

Findings suggested that schools which maintain practices with communication,
administrative support, data-based decision sustain PBIS over multiple years (Coffey & Horner,
2012). The findings of this study also suggested that ‘continuous regeneration’ by assessing the
effectiveness of practices on achieving desired outcomes, and modifying practices as needed, is
an important component of ensuring sustainability” (Coffey & Horner, 2012, p. 409). Schools
that attempted to use Evidence Based Interventions (EBIs) for students with intensive behaviors
are more likely to be successful when there's already a universal approach in place (Coffey &
Horner, 2012). Teacher responses suggested that support from building or district leadership

was found to be the most commonly reported element of what helped programs sustain over
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time. Teacher participants shared their views that some obstacles to effective implementation
and sustainability include funding, time constraints, administration turnover, and resistance from
other educations (Coffey & Horner, 2012). The communication and collaboration between staff,
and also between staff and administrators, were also noted to be essential factors in program
implementation and sustainability (Coffey & Horner, 2012).

The findings of this and other aforementioned studies suggests that the system of
supports that each school has influences the implementation and success of SEL programs. A
brief summary of studies on the contextual influences of SEL program implementation is

provided in Table 5.
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Table 5

Studies on the Contextual Influences of SEL Program Implementation

Topic/Author Participants Method/Purpose Findings
Contextual influences N = 30 Mixed Methods Three contextual factors
on the (24 teachers convergent analysis of  influence implementation
implementation of a ’ focus group, fidelity: (1) staff
school-wide 3 observation, and members’ beliefs about
intervention to administrators,  survey data to examine behavior change and
promote students’ 3 social work  contextual influences ~ management, (2)
social, emotional, and  interns) on the whole-school organizational capacity
academic learning; implementation of the  such as principal and
Anyon, Nicotera, and Responsive Classroom teacher buy-in, and (3)
Veeh (2016) model intervention support

system such as training

and technical assistance.
The sustainability of N =117 Quantitative logistic Schools that attempt to
school-wide positive  schools regression analysis to  use EBIs for students
behavior interventions determine with intensive behaviors
and supports; Coffey sustainability features  are more likely to be
and Horner (2012) of SWPBIS successful when there's

implementation already a universal

approach in place;
Developing a tiered Teacher N=9  Mixed methods study A tiered response model
response model for Student N = including Rating for SEL is needed to
social-emotional 138 scales (administered to address the mental health

learning through
interdisciplinary
collaboration; Maras
et al. (2015)

assess the social-
emotional skills of
students between
grades K-2) and other
data (office
disciplinary referrals,
academic skills)

needs of youth. School
psychologists are well
positioned to utilize their
consultation skills and
training to help promote
systems change with
integrating, continuously
assessing, and enhancing
SEL approaches in
school.

81



Educator and Student Perceptions of SEL Programs

The perceptions that educators have towards their roles with participating in social and
emotional learning initiatives can influence the degree to which such initiatives are ultimately
effective when implemented (Hicks-Hoste, 2015). Many educators are not aware of the
evidenced-based SEL programs that exist (McKevitt, 2012). Even with educators who spend a
significant amount of their time addressing the social and emotional needs of students as part of
their roles in schools (i.e., school psychologists), the ways in which educators approach students’
SEL needs can vary significantly (McKevitt, 2012).
Studies Including Educator Perceptions of SEL Programs

McKevitt (2012) conducted a mixed-methods study by surveying 331 school
psychologists’ knowledge and use of evidence-based, SEL interventions through a Likert Scale
Instrument and also an open-ended format. The purpose of the study was to investigate how
practicing school psychologists learn about effective SEL interventions, whether school
psychologists are aware of and use existing evidenced based SEL interventions, and what factors
influence a school psychologist’s decision to use a particular intervention program (McKevitt,
2012). Participants in the study were practicing school psychologists in grades pre-K through 12
and members of the National Association of School Psychologists (NASP) at the time.
Individuals who met these criteria were randomly selected from the NASP membership database
and 1,400 surveys were mailed out for completion, of which 331 were returned. Respondents
were from 44 of the United States and averaged 13.08 years of experience.

McKevitt (2012) developed the Social/Emotional/Behavioral Intervention Survey, a
Likert Scale instrument, for use in this study. This survey contained 42 items divided into four

parts which requested information about the respondents’ employment characteristics, how they
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learn about evidenced-based SEL interventions, their knowledge and use of 16 published and
evidence-based SEL programs, and their decision-making about selecting interventions. A
descriptive analysis of the survey results suggested that the majority of respondents (71%) rely
on professional development activities to gain information about effective SEL interventions,
while many others (57.4%) rely on past experiences. Only 27.8% indicated relying on journal
articles and 34.7% indicated that they consult internet resources. Participants also shared that
they had overall limited knowledge of the 16 evidenced-based SEL interventions mentioned in
this survey, with the following percentages summarizing responses of “very familiar” regarding
these programs, Second Step (28.7%), I Can Problem Solve (21.8%), Good Behavior Game
(19.9%), Olweus Bully Prevention Program (18.4%), and Project Achieve (11.8%). These
results suggest that there are many evidence-based SEL interventions that are not frequently used
by practicing school psychologists (McKevitt, 2012).

When ranking the factors that influence a school psychologist’s decision to use a
particular intervention program, participants in this study indicated that the research supporting a
program’s effectiveness and the amount of time required for implementation were important to
consider (McKevitt, 2012). The perceived pressures of time constraints were noted as
influencing participant responses throughout this study (McKevitt, 2012). Also, following the 42
survey items, respondents were also invited to add anecdotal comments and 43 respondents
chose to do so. The following themes emerged from these open-ended comments:

1. School psychologists in the district do not implement SEL interventions;

2. School psychologists in the district only test;

3. Respondents used other interventions that were not listed, such as school-wide

positive behavior support;
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4. Individuals, schools, or districts make their own programs and do not rely on

published interventions;

5. Preparation for the state test is emphasized over SEL interventions; and

6. Interventions used are theory-based, not research-based. (McKevitt, 2012, p. 40)

In consideration of the survey responses which indicated a strong tendency for school
psychologists to rely on professional development opportunities to learn about evidenced-based
SEL interventions, McKevitt (2012) recommends more professional development opportunities
which focus on developing school psychologist knowledge-base and capacity with supporting
the implementation of SEL evidence-based programs. While study participants reported
spending a significant portion of their time addressing the social and emotional needs of their
students, survey results suggested that school psychologists lack awareness regarding the
majority of evidence-based SEL programs (McKevitt, 2012, p. 33). However, this finding also
connects with one of the study’s limitations, that the survey studied participant self-perceptions
of their awareness of SEL evidenced-based programs, and not their actual knowledge in this area
(McKevitt, 2012). It is possible that participants may have underrated their true knowledge base
in these areas.

Other limitations to this study included the population consisting only of NASP
members, while not all school psychologists are NASP members (McKevitt, 2012). Also, only
school psychologists were invited to participate, while other practitioners (i.e., school counselors
or social workers) who were also involved with the implementation of evidenced-based SEL
programs in schools may have had additional insights to contribute (McKevitt, 2012). Lastly,
the survey mentioned 16 evidenced-based SEL programs while there are other evidence-based

SEL programs with which participants may also be familiar. Despite these limitations, the study
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results and findings are informative for reasons including, but not limited to, that the respondents
reported spending a substantial amount of their time (over 25% on average) with social and
emotional learning consultation and interventions (McKevitt, 2012). It is important to
understand the perceptions that educators, including school psychologists as well as teachers and
others, have towards their role with meeting the social and emotional needs of students, so as to
identify ways to help ensure the effective implementation of evidence-based SEL programs in
schools (Hicks-Hoste, 2015; McKevitt, 2012).

The perceptions of teachers towards the need for schools to implement positive behavior
supports were studied by Feuerborn and Chinn (2012). Feuerborn and Chinn (2012) argued that
the successful implementation of strategies such as SWPBS are dependent on teachers to “buy-
in” to the approach (p. 219). In order to investigate ways to achieve this, Feuerborn and Chinn
(2012) conducted a qualitative study which aimed at understanding how teachers perceive
student needs and the practices by which they address those needs. A convenience sampling
process was used to recruit participants from nine public school districts and three university
teacher preparation programs with which at least one of the researchers had an established
reputation or relationship (Feuerborn & Chinn, 2012). It is unknown how many people may
have received the recruitment letter. However, there were 81 responses initially received, of
which 12 responses needed to be excluded from the study due to incomplete or otherwise
inadequate responses that did not follow directions, resulting in 69 responses that were used for
analysis (Feuerborn & Chinn, 2012).

The resulting population of 69 participants included 40 experienced teachers who had
with five or more years of experience, 12 less experienced teachers who had less than 5 years of

experience, 16 preservice teachers enrolled in teacher preparation programs, and one teacher who
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did not provide information regarding years of experience (Feuerborn & Chinn, 2012). The
majority of respondents were female (85.5%) while 14.5% were male (Feuerborn & Chinn,
2012). Approximately half of the practicing teachers indicated that SWPBS was being
implemented in their school (Feuerborn & Chinn, 2012). Participants were asked to complete a
writing prompt based on a fictitious scenario which presented with a scenario of a student who
displayed a variety of behavioral and developmental needs (Feuerborn & Chinn, 2012). Each
participant was asked to read the scenario and then provide a written response describing how he
or she would approach the situation (Feuerborn & Chinn, 2012, p. 219). The researchers utilized
a grounded theory approach to analyze the responses and identified types of assessment needed,
topics of concern, and strategies that could be employed.
Validation strategies including the triangulation of data sources and an external audit
were used to establish accuracy and credibility within the study’s findings (Feuerborn & Chinn,
2012, p. 223). The results of the study indicated the following:
e 67% of participant responses included the background of the student (Feuerborn &
Chinn, 2012).

e 39% included the need to gather information regarding past negative behavior,
particularly novice and secondary level teachers (Feuerborn & Chinn, 2012).

e 20% of participants did not provide any strategies related to SEL or behavioral issues
(Feuerborn & Chinn, 2012).

e 100% mentioned the value of building relationships with students, particularly those
who are considered to be at-risk (Feuerborn & Chinn, 2012).

Findings suggested that the positive impact of SWPBS universal supports on positive

school climate were apparent in participant responses (Feuerborn & Chinn, 2012). The
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researchers found a difference between the responses of participants from SWPBS schools and
non-SWPBS schools, noting that those who were from SWPBS schools were more inclined to
consider the possible effects of environmental variables on student behavior (Feuerborn &
Chinn, 2012). The responses provided by teachers also conveyed ideas for strategies to teach
social, emotional, and behavioral skills to students through creative planning within the school
day such as thoughtfully planned instructional groups and partnerships that could support SEL
(Feuerborn & Chinn, 2012). These participants suggested ideas for ways to naturally embed
SEL opportunities into the course of the day, rather than ways to provide direct SEL instruction
during specific times of the day (Feuerborn & Chinn, 2012). The importance of developing
positive student-teacher relationships as a primary method for supporting student SEL needs and
reducing problematic behavior was also discussed by teacher participants (Feuerborn & Chinn,
2012, p. 224). While these findings may provide insights regarding teacher perspectives towards
providing social and emotional supports to students in school, this study is limited in that its
findings are specific to the population involved and cannot be generalized to a larger or more
diverse population.

Implications of this study include the lack of clarity regarding how prepared teachers may
feel to address student social emotional needs in their classroom (Feuerborn & Chinn, 2012). In
light of this, Feuerborn and Chinn (2012) suggest that teachers should receive more training
about how to address student behavior and support SEL through a proactive and collaborative
approach. Through enhancing teacher training in these areas, it is possible that more teachers
will feel more at ease with implementing social emotional supports, i.e., SWPBS, in their

classrooms (Feuerborn & Chinn, 2012).
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Studies Including Student Perceptions of SEL Programs

Haymovitz, Houseal-Allport, Lee, and Svistova (2017) studied the views of students,
faculty, and parents towards the perceived benefits and limitations of a school-based SEL
program through a concept map evaluation. This study was used to assess the pilot
implementation of the Social Harmony SEL program via a tiered approach in a small,
independent school supporting children from birth through eighth-grade (Haymovitz et al.,
2017). Implementation of the Social Harmony program includes training for stakeholders
regarding ways to support student motivation, encourage communication, understand the
underlying reasons for a child’s behavior and help the child develop their social problem-solving
skills (Haymovitz et al., 2017). The program involves students, teachers, and parents and aims to
help them learn SEL skills in ways that are engaging for students (Haymovitz, 2017). A “Social
Harmony Committee” is formed within the school in order to help facilitate program
implementation and sustaining the intervention efforts over time (Haymovitz, 2017, p. 47). This
group receives training in how to help implement the program and the members of the group
rotate so that knowledge is spread throughout the school community (Haymovitz, 2017). Social
Harmony is mostly a school-wide SEL approach, while students who demonstrate need for
additional social emotional support may receive additional support via Social Harmony’s Tier 2.
The goal of Social Harmony is to build capacity within schools and among teachers to help
students learn from behavioral incidents, reflect, and generate ideas for how to effectively cope
with frustrations in the future (Haymovitz et al., 2017).

Haymovitz et al., (2017) aimed to explore the perceptions of students, faculty, and
parents who had participated in Social Harmony towards the values and influences of this SEL

program. Haymovitz et al., (2017) utilized a concept mapping evaluation approach which
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invited participants to respond to a focus prompt that elicited their feedback about one specific
result of implementing Social Harmony in their school. Although the prompt asked for just one
specific result, participants were invited to share any additional thoughts they may have had in
response (Haymovitz et al., 2017). Utilizing an online program, participants anonymously
provided responses on the internet, then categorized each response into themes using a virtual
card sort task, and then subsequently rated each idea on a Likert scale (Haymovitz et al., 2017).

This questionnaire was administered to 32 participants which included stakeholders
(current students in grades 7 and 8, school alumni, faculty members, administrators, parents)
who had been associated with the school for at least three years prior (Haymovitz et al., 2017).
Faculty participants shared their perceived benefits of Social Harmony, with multiple
participants emphasizing that the program enhanced faculty awareness of issues students may
have experienced at school (Haymovitz et al., 2017). Participants also indicated that the
implementation of this program had a positive effect on school climate, expressing their feeling
that relationships between students and teachers had improved (Haymovitz et al, 2017). Eleven
of the students who participated in this study reported their impressions that participation in the
program improved their communication as well as conflict resolution skills (Haymovitz et al.,
2017). Students also reported an increase in compassionate behavior between peers (Haymovitz
et al., 2017). Student participant responses indicate that this program helped them to feel safe
and more inspired to help each other in various ways (Haymovitz et al., 2017). Students also
expressed that they were more comfortable with expressing their feelings and needs, and felt that
they were more likely to seek out assistance from teachers (Haymovitz et al., 2017).

While many participants expressed their positive perceptions of the Social Harmony

program, other participants expressed frustration that the program is difficult to implement, as
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well as confusion surrounding the need for training and expectations for teachers with
implementing the program (Haymovitz et al., 2017). Participants emphasized the need for clear
and consistent leadership within the school towards implementing the program, including the
presence of someone (who was not a full-time teacher or staff member) designated as the leader
of the program’s initiatives in the school (Haymovitz et al., 2017). Based on these responses,
Haymovitz et al., (2017), discussed the implications for these findings and ways to possibly
improve implementation of SEL programs in the future. According to Haymovitz et al., (2017),
in order for SEL program implementation efforts to be successful, school administrators need to
appoint a full-time program director who can serve as the coordinator for the various aspects of
the program and facilitate its implementation. Haymovitz et al., (2017), suggested the possibility
that schools consider appointing school social workers with this responsibility because social
workers address school and home relations for academic and non-academic student needs.

While the study participants expressed many perceived benefits of the Social Harmony
Program, there are limitations to this study which warrant consideration (Haymovitz et al.,
2017). The study was conducted with a small sample size of only 32 participants associated with
only one school. Additionally, there were no pre or post-test quantitative data regarding possible
results of the Social Harmony program as a school-wide intervention (Haymovitz et al., 2017).
Recommendations for future research include additional quantitative and qualitative studies in
other similar school settings (Haymovitz et al., 2017).

Similar to the aforementioned Haymovitz et al. (2017)’s study, DePaoli, Atwell,
Bridgeland, and Shriver (2018) included the perspectives of students towards their participation
in SEL programs using a nationally representative survey of current (age 14-19) and recent (age

16-22) high school students. DePaoli et al., (2018) argue that considering the perspectives of
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students provides a compelling description of the role and value of SEL in schools throughout
the United States. This nationally representative survey was conducted via a mixed-methods,
multi-phase, research design conducted between February and June 2018. The first phase
consisted of qualitative interviews with youth and young adults in non-SEL schools which
included (at that time) 11 middle school students, 10 current high school students, 10 recent high
school graduates which asked participants to share about their experiences in high school
(DePaoli et al., 2018). The second phase also consisted of qualitative research, but conducted
with high school students who were (then) currently enrolled in schools that focus on social and
emotional learning. The third and final phase of the research was quantitative and involved a
total of 1,300 online surveys, administered to 800 (then) current high school students, and 500
young adults, post-high school.

DePaoli et al. (2018) emphasized that, “there is power in listening” and what was shared
by students presented in report “should serve as a wake-up call to improve our schools” (p. 1).
DePaoli et al. (2018) summarized the findings of a three phase multi-methods study on student
perceptions towards SEL which aimed to investigate student perspectives regarding their
experience in high school, as well as their perceptions and experience with SEL in school. The
findings of this research indicated the following: students acknowledged the long-term benefits
of SEL; students from strong SEL schools noted that their schools helped them to better learn
academically; students from strong SEL schools reported a positive social climate and learning
environment; schools that emphasized SEL were broadly appealing to students; students
(especially the most vulnerable) cited social and emotional problems as significant barriers to
learning, doing their best, and fulfilling their potential (DePaoli et al., 2018, p. 3). One student

shared:
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I like it (my school) because the other school that I went to, they are more violent. That’s
stereotypical, but I feel like it’s true. My school doesn’t really have that violence
because, I think, of communication. Learning how to deal with it so that conflict doesn’t
occur even if there are arguments. Learning how to deal with that is a good skill.
(DePaoli et al, 2018, p. 35)

Schools that emphasize SEL are broadly appealing to students while less than half of
students surveyed believe their high schools are doing a good job of helping students develop
SEL skills; students cite social and emotional problems as significant barriers to learning, doing
their best, and fulfilling their potential (DePaoli et al., 2018).

Recommendations of this multi-phase study are for schools to integrate more
opportunities for SEL, as well as to create and articulate a clear vision for student success and
SEL. School personnel are encouraged to invite students to be part of the decision-making
process, particularly around SEL programming and assessment, and establish related youth
leadership opportunities. In addition to these recommendations, the importance of recognizing
the need for more SEL research including the voices of young people is accentuated (DePaoli et
al., 2012).

In addition to the findings of this study which underscore the value in student
perspectives towards SEL programs, the studies discussed in this section also suggest that
exploring the perceptions of educators towards school-based SEL programs is an important step
in developing and adequately implementing evidence-based SEL programs. A summary of the
studies including educator and student perspectives towards SEL programs is provided in Table

6.

92



Table 6

Studies on Educator and Student Perspectives Towards SEL Programs

Topic/Author Participants Method/Purpose Findings
School N =331 School Mixed-methods; School psychologists
psychologists’ Psychologists survey evaluation of have limited awareness

knowledge and use school psychologist of the majority of

of evidence-based awareness of evidence- published, evidence-
SEL interventions; based SEL programs based SEL programs.
McKevitt (2012)

Teacher perceptions N = 69 teachers Qualitative; open Teachers, particularly

of student needs and
implications for
positive behavior
supports; Feuerborn

ended surveys which
identified common
themes that teachers
indicated as

new teachers, would
benefit from training in
how to identify a
student who may be

and Chinn (2012) sustainability features  experiencing feelings of
for School-wide internalized distress and
Positive Behavior implement effective
Supports intervention strategies.
Exploring the N =32 students in Mixed-methods; In order for SEL
perceived benefits grades 7 & 8, Community-based program
and limitations of a  educators, parents  concept mapping implementation efforts
school-based social- (N for each sub- procedure to to be successful, school
emotional learning group is unknown understand perceived  administrators need to
program: A concept due to the impact of the Social appoint a “full-time

map evaluation;
Haymovitz,
Houseal-Allport,
Lee, and Svistova
(2017)

anonymity of the
process)

Harmony SEL
Program

leader” who can serve
as the coordinator for
the various aspects of
the program and
facilitating its
implementation.

Respected:
Perspectives of
youth on high school
& social and
emotional learning;
DePaoli, et al.
(2018)

N =1,348
students between
middle school and
high school and
young adults
(post-high school
age 16-22)

Multi-methods;
interviews and survey
data obtained student
perspectives regarding
their experience in
high school and
perceptions and
experience with social
and emotional learning
programs.

Students from strong
SEL schools report a
more positive social
climate and learning
environment, doing
better academically, and
being better prepared
for life than those in
weak SEL schools.
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Chapter Summary
This chapter provided an overview of the literature supporting this study regarding how
educators view their roles towards SEL programs in school, as well as how educators and
students experience participating in school-based SEL programs. Systems and Motivation
theories were reviewed and discussed in connection with the concept of school-based SEL. Out
of all of the 22 studies reviewed, there was only one qualitative study that focused on teacher
perspectives related to what they think of a program that has been implemented in a school for
more than 2 years, and how it affects them. Only five of the 22 studies dealt with student
perspectives, indicating that there is a gap in the literature regarding educator and student views
towards participation in SEL programs. The literature reviewed in this chapter provides an
overview of research supporting Maslow’s Theory of Human Motivation and Bronfenbrenner’s
Bioecological Model, as well as the need for school-based SEL programs to support children
with their individual development as well as their surrounding systems.
Based on this review of literature, the following research questions will guide this study:
1. How do educators (teachers, counselors, administrators) view their roles when
participating in a structured SEL program (the Choose Love Enrichment Program)?
2. How do educators (teachers, counselors, administrators) and students experience a

structured SEL program (Choose Love Enrichment Program)?
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CHAPTER THREE:
METHODOLOGY

While there has been much research on the effectiveness of SEL programs, there still
exists a gap in the literature regarding the perspectives of educators who participate in and
support the implementation of SEL programs, as well as the perspectives of students who
participate in SEL programs (Aidman & Price, 2018; Brackett et al., 2011; Feuerborn & Chinn,
2012). The need for this research is critical in order to advance the research base on how
teachers and students experience SEL programs as this could help improve the effectiveness of
school-based SEL programs (Brackett et al., 2015; DePaoli et al., 2018; Feuerborn & Chinn,
2012; Haymovitz et al., 2017; Hicks-Hoste, 2015). This study aims to address this issue by
adding to the body of research related to educator and student perspectives towards their
experiences with SEL programs. This chapter describes the methodology used to collect and
analyze qualitative data through this multiple-case study in order to answer the following
research questions:

1. How do educators (teachers, counselors, administrators) view their roles when

participating in a structured SEL program (the Choose Love Enrichment Program)?
2. How do educators (teachers, counselors, administrators) and students experience a
structured SEL program (Choose Love Enrichment Program)?

This chapter begins with an overview of the researcher’s biography and statement of
ethics, followed by a description of the selection criteria for the two case studies, as well as the
settings, participants and sampling procedures. The research design, methods used to collect and

analyze data, and the study’s timeline are also discussed in this chapter.
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Researcher Biography

The researcher’s personal and professional experiences working with children and
adolescents were highly influential in the decision to pursue this research study. According to
Creswell (2013), “Researchers ‘position themselves’ in a qualitative study” (p. 47). The
researcher’s “background (e.g., work experiences, cultural experiences, history), how it informs
their interpretation of the information in a study, and what they have to gain from the study”
underlies a qualitative research study (Creswell, 2013, p. 47). Supporting this concept, the
reflexive process was consistently ongoing throughout the course of this study.

During the time that data were collected and analyzed, the researcher was a Director of
Pupil Personnel Services in a suburban school district in NY, and had over 10 years of
professional experience in public school education, as well as more than 10 years prior
experience working with children and adolescents in various other capacities (school psychology
intern, substitute teacher within a private school, assistant to counselors supporting adolescents
participating in a mandated therapeutic program, swim lesson instructor and competitive
swimming coach for children ages 5-18). While pursuing certification as a school psychologist,
the researcher participated in multiple fieldwork opportunities that provided experience working
with students across grades K-12 who exhibited a wide array of academic as well as social and
emotional ability levels.

Following the completion of her training and certification, the researcher served as a
school psychologist for six years in a small city school district located in upstate NY, primarily
supporting students in grades 6-8 as a counselor, consultant, and evaluator for students
throughout the district across grades K-12. Subsequent to this professional experience as a

school psychologist, the researcher transitioned into a leadership role as Committee on Special
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Education and 504 Committee Chairperson at a suburban district located about 30 miles north of
New York City. The researcher served in this role for three years prior to becoming the Director
of Pupil Personnel Services in the same district.

Throughout these professional experiences, the researcher became familiar with multiple
forms of therapeutic intervention as well as school-wide initiatives to support positive behavior
in school, i.e., Positive Behavior Interventions and Supports (Horner, Sugai, & Lewis, 2015) and
minimize the occurrence of problematic behaviors such as bullying, i.e., the Olweus Bullying
Prevention Program (Olweus & Limber, 2010). Although the researcher had experience with
individual and school-wide interventions to support students in meeting behavioral expectations,
the researcher had not been involved in the implementation of any structured SEL programs and
thus did not have any direct experience with SEL programs at the time of this study. As a result
of her involvement with various initiatives to support the social and emotional growth of
students, the researcher sought to learn more about SEL programs, particularly the CLEP.
Through this study, the researcher seeks to contribute information to advance the field of
research in this area.

Criteria and Procedures for Site Selection

The researcher’s process of identifying cases and possible participants for this study
began in August 2016 when she was introduced to Ms. Scarlett Lewis, the founder of the Choose
Love Enrichment Program, at a Choose Love Conference for Educators, by her dissertation
advisor, Dr. Delcourt, who is also a lead researcher for the Choose Love Enrichment Program.
Through follow up correspondence with Ms. Lewis and Dr. Delcourt, the researcher learned of
schools that had implemented the CLEP since the start of the prior school year and could

potentially serve as research sites for this study. In order to recruit educators and students who
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had participated in the CLEP, the researcher utilized a purposeful sampling process to recruit
schools which had implemented the CLEP since the fall of 2015 via a classroom or school-wide
approach. Purposeful sampling was conducted based on those educators and students who
selected to participate in this curriculum, or those who changed the most based on their
participation in the program.

According to Creswell and Plano Clark (2011), “Purposeful sampling in qualitative
research means that researchers intentionally select (or recruit) participants who have
experienced the central phenomenon or the key concept being explored in the study” (p. 173).
Since the schools which had implemented the Choose Love Program throughout the prior year
within a classroom or school-wide approach would therefore have educators and students who
had also participated in the program, the researcher began the sampling process by identifying
schools which had implemented the program over the prior year. Through correspondence with
Ms. Lewis and Dr. Delcourt, five schools which could potentially participate in this study were
identified. Please refer to Table 7 for a description of the schools which were nominated for

invitation to participate in this study.
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Table 7
Original Sample of Potential Participants

School Name School Grade Public or
Region (Pseudonyms used) Population Levels Private

South- Hamilton Elementary School 312 K-4 Public
Central US

Northeast Parker School 500 PreK -8  Private
Northeast Lincoln Middle School 713 6-8 Public
Northeast Roosevelt Elementary School 521 PreK -5  Public
Pacific John F. Kennedy School 196 K-6 Public
Southwest

The schools that the researcher sought participation from varied in structure and grade
levels, two were public elementary schools serving students in grades K-4, and a third was a
public elementary school serving students across grades K-5. Consent was also sought at a
public middle school serving grades six, seven, eight, as well as a private school serving students
in the Pre-Kindergarten through eighth-grades. The locations of these schools ranged from the
Northeast, Pacific Southwest, and West South-Central regions of the United States. The
researcher initially anticipated obtaining consent for all five schools to participate, however
ultimately only received consent from two of these potential sites, as three of the schools could
not participate for various reasons which will be further described.

Each school had a designated Choose Love site liaison who was known to Ms. Lewis and
Dr. Delcourt. The process of seeking consent began with the researcher emailing each school’s
Choose Love liaison a brief overview of her intentions and the overall purpose of the study. The
opportunity to meet in person or discuss the project further via phone was offered to each liaison.

The liaisons for each school responded via email and expressed willingness to discuss the study
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further with the researcher via phone which subsequently took place. Following these initial
correspondences, the administrative leadership for each school were also contacted, to whom
requests for consideration of study to be conducted at their respective schools were submitted.

Following a telephone conversation with the site liaison of the school located in the
Pacific Southwest, the liaison and principal of this elementary school were both contacted via
email. After consideration by both the liaison and building administrator, the principal declined
participation in the study as a separate research project was already underway and there were
concerns regarding the possibility of duplicating research. Information regarding the proposed
study was exchanged with the superintendent and building principals for the remaining four
schools districts. District level consent was declined for three school districts and accepted by
two.

Participating Schools

After obtaining consent from the administrative leadership at the two schools, one in the
northeast and one in the south-central regions of the US, the site liaisons were consulted
regarding next steps for conducting the study. The liaisons at both sites assisted with distributing
and collecting consent forms, as well as developing a schedule for interviews, prior to the
researcher’s arrival at each school.

District and building level administrative consent was obtained for School A, Hamilton
Elementary School, which is a public elementary school located in the South-Central Region of
the US in August 2017. Interview and classroom observation data were collected over the course
of two days during September 2017.

During the fall of 2017, the researcher corresponded with the principal of School B,

Parker School, the participating PreK-8 private school, on multiple occasions. In accordance
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with the school’s policy regarding visitors, the researcher participated in a mandatory training on
identifying child maltreatment prior to planning visits to the school. Consent was subsequently
obtained in February 2018.
Description of the Settings

This multiple-case study took place in Hamilton Elementary School (HES) and Parker
School (PS). These pseudonyms will be used throughout the study. HES is a public elementary
school serving students in Kindergarten through fourth grades, located in a city within the South-
Central Region of the United States. According to July 1, 2017 census estimates, this city had a

population of 85,257 and the median household income was $40,013 (https://www.census.gov).

The district enrollment was 9,864 as of the 2016/2017 school year (HES State Data Center).
According to HES State Data Center, the 2017-2018 enrollment for school A was 312 students
(District 2017 Demographics report). The school’s mission statement posted on the school
website states that this school “in cooperation with parents and the community will provide a
safe and nurturing environment where meaningful learning experiences will afford all students
the opportunity to become productive, lifelong learners with a vision for their future.” There are
two to three classes per grade level in this school. According to the state department of
education school performance report card, 55% of students in this school come from low-income
backgrounds.

PS is a private school located within a city in the Northeast which serves approximately
500 students from grades pre-K through 8. According to 2017 Census Estimates, the population
in this city was 89,005 and the median household income was 80,896. The school website states
that there are two classrooms in each grade level. This school draws students from its city

location as well as surrounding suburbs. This school emphasizes its philosophy of promoting
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faith-based instruction and providing a curriculum that is centered around this faith. In order to
preserve the confidentiality of PS and its participants, further information regarding socio-
economic status is not available at this time.
Description of the Participants

HES Educator Participants

A total of 11 educators from HES volunteered to participate in this study, of which nine
were female and two were male. The group of educator participants from HES consisted of 1
administrator, one school counselor, three Kindergarten Teachers, two second grade teachers,
one third grade teacher, and three fourth grade teachers. At the time of the interviews, conducted
in September 2017, participants ranged in age between 25 to 53 years (M = 42). The number of
years of experience in their position ranged from less than one to 18 (M = 6). Two of the
educator participants self-reported that they were parents of students attending HES who also
participated in the CLEP, and shared information from both an educator and parent perspective
in response to interview questions. Please refer to Table 8 for the summary of description of

educator participants from HES.
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Table 8

Hamilton Elementary School (HES) Educator Participants’ Profiles

Participant Age Years in Years in
Pseudonyms Group Role Education Current Position
Bonnie 40-49 School Administrator >20 10-19
Kristen 50-59 School Counselor 10-19 10-19
Fiona 30-39 Teacher, Grades K-2 10-19 <5
Madeline 30-39 Teacher, Grades K-2 6-9 <5
Reagan 21-29 Teacher, Grades K-2 >5 <1
Frank 40-49 Teacher, Grades K-2 10-19 6-9
Stephanie 40-49 Teacher, Grades K-2 >20 <1
Laurie 50-59 Teacher, Grades 3-4 >20 <5

Anne 40-49 Teacher, Grades 3-4 >20 <5
James 30-39 Teacher, Grades 3-4 <5 <5
Michelle 40-49 Teacher, Grades 3-4 >20 10-19

PS Educator Participants

A total of three educators from PS volunteered to participate in this study, of which two

were female and one was male. The group of educator participants from PS consisted of one

content specialist teacher for grades PreK-8, a Humanities teacher for grades 3-8, and one

elementary grade-level teacher who provided instruction across subject areas. At the time of the

interview conducted in February 2018, participants ranged in age between 56 to 71 years (M =

62). The number of years of experience in their position ranged from 3 to 23 (M = 12). Please

refer to Table 9 for the summary of description of educator participants from PS.
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Table 9
Parker School (PS) Educator Participants’ Profiles

Participant
Pseudonyms Age Role Years in Education Years in Current Position
David >60 Content Specialist, >20 <5
PreK — 8
Donna 50-59 Teacher, >20 >20
Grades 3-5
Selena 50-59 Humanities 10-19 10-19
Grades 3-8

HES Student Participants

A total of 17 students from HES agreed to participate in this study. This school’s liaison,
who was also the school counselor, assisted with recruiting students who participated in the
CLEP and were agreeable to being interviewed for the purpose of this study. Parental consent
and student assent forms were obtained for these student participants in advance of the
researcher’s visit.

During the researcher’s visit to this school, two of the 17 students were absent and
therefore unable to participate in the interviews. Therefore, 15 students participated in
interviews, of which 11 were female and four were male. At the time of the interview,
conducted in September 2017, participants ranged in age between 5 to 9 years (M = 7.5). The
group of student participants from HES consisted of two Kindergarten students, two first-grade
students, four second-grade students, three third-grade students, and four fourth-grade students.

Please refer to Table 10 for the summary of description of student participants from HES.
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Table 10
Hamilton Elementary School (HES) Student Participant Profiles

Participant

Pseudonyms  Age Grade
Jackie 5 K
Walter 6 K
Shannon 6 1
Susan 6 1
Barbara 7 2
Faith 7 2
Patrick 8 2
Sarah 7 2
Jennifer 9 3
Jude 8 3
Nicole 8 3
Anna 9 4
Mary 9 4
Patricia 9 4
Paul 9 4
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PS Student Participants

Parental consent and student demographic surveys were obtained for seven students from
PS. All of these students participated in group interviews, of which three were male and four
were female. At the time of the interview conducted in February 2018, participants ranged
between eight to 13 years of age (M = 10.6). The group of student participants from PS
consisted of five fifth-grade students and two eighth-grade students. Please refer to Table 11 for

the summary of description of student participants from PS.

Table 11
Parker School (PS) Student Participant Profiles

Participant

Pseudonym Age Grade
Anthony 11 5
Daniel 10 5
Doreen 10 5
Gabriel 11 5
Joseph 11 5
Jenny 13 8
Kelly 8 8
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Research Design

This research study was conducted using a qualitative multiple-case study involving
schools which have implemented the CLEP between the fall of 2015 to the fall of 2017. The
researcher sought to gather information regarding how educators (teachers, counselors,
administrators) perceived their role with participating in SEL programs, as well as how educators
and students experienced a structured SEL program, specifically the CLEP. The two schools
were identified as cases because of their participants’ willingness to be interviewed and
observed, as well as their involvement with the CLEP over a period of two years utilizing a
whole school approach.

One case, Hamilton Elementary School (HES), is a public elementary school serving
students in grades Kindergarten through four, located in the South-Central Region of the United
States. The second case is Parker School (PS), a private school serving students from Pre-K
through eighth-grade, located in the Northeast region of the United States. The purpose of
collecting data at both schools was not to compare one to the other, but to obtain information
from each and subsequently integrate information and themes that emerge to help inform the
study of SEL programs in the future. According to Merriam (2009), “These insights can be
construed as tentative hypotheses that help structure future research; hence, case study plays an
important role in advancing a field’s knowledge base” (p. 51). A purposeful sampling process
was utilized to recruit educator and student participants from these schools which have
implemented the CLEP.

In order to gain further insight regarding the experience that educators and students have
with this SEL instruction, individual and group interviews as well as two observations of the

CLEP lessons were conducted at HES. Detailed field notes were taken during these classroom
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observations. The findings of these observations were connected to the data gathered during
interviews, as well as program artifacts and demographic survey forms collected from HES. Due
to logistical factors related to the scheduling of the researcher’s visit, observations were unable
to be conducted at PS.

Following the collection of data at HES, the researcher conducted group interviews with
educator and student participants at PS as well as reviewed one program artifact (a student
essay). This information, along with the data collected via the demographic surveys, assisted the
researcher in developing inferences and identifying connections between multiple sets of data.
Upon gathering data from both HES and PS, the researcher analyzed each case’s data set
separately before conducting a cross-case analysis (Merriam, 2009). The validation strategy of
triangulation was utilized to determine whether the multiple data sources (consisting of interview
responses, demographic surveys, program artifacts, and classroom observations) yielded similar,
or different, codes or themes (Creswell, 2013). According to Merriam (2009), “Triangulation
using multiple sources of data means comparing and cross-checking data collected through
observations at different times or in different places, or interview data collected from people with
difference perspectives or from follow-up interviews with the same people” (p. 216). The

triangulation of data methods for this study is depicted in Figure 7.
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Figure 7. Triangulation of data sources.
Instrumentation

Administration of instruments. During both site visits, multiple sources of data were
collected from educator and student participants. A total of seven educator interviews took place
at both sites, six at HES, one at PS. At HES, three of the six educator interviews were conducted
in a group format while the other three were conducted in an individual setting due to reasons
that were schedule driven. At PS, the three educator participants were interviewed together in a
group.

Also due to scheduling challenges, classroom observations were only conducted at HES.
At both schools, the schedule for interviews were developed by the CLEP liaison prior to the

researcher’s visit, with consideration given to when teachers and students were not in classes.
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While the researcher only collected two program artifacts from participants in this study, other
program artifacts (student artwork, bulletin boards) were also observed during the visits to each
school.

Educator demographic survey. The researcher began the data collection process by
administering a demographic survey to educator participants (see Appendix C) in order to gather
basic information about each, including name, age, gender, ethnicity, current role (i.e., teacher,
counselor, administrator), years in current position, years in education, and definition of social
and emotional learning. The survey is brief and took no longer than 10 minutes for participants
to complete.

Educator interview. Qualitative data were obtained through semi-structured interviews
with educators at HES and PS. The Educator Interview Form (see Appendix D) consists of 13
questions developed by the researcher, which yielded information pertaining to the overall
research question of how educators perceived meeting the social and emotional needs of
students. These questions sought to assess the respondents’ views on SEL programs, in general,
and for the CLEP, in particular, with respect to meeting the social emotional needs of students.
The questions also assessed the rationale behind why the CLEP was selected over other SEL
programs and what the interviewees felt were the positive and negative aspects of the program.
Due to scheduling availability, between one to three educators participated in each interview.
Each interview was completed in less than one hour, was audio-recorded, and later transcribed.

Classroom observation. The researcher utilized a semi-structured classroom
observation protocol (see Appendix E) to observe CLEP lessons in progress while also serving as
the instrument in completing this observation in the role of an “nonparticipant-observer”

(Creswell, 2013, p. 167). The researcher conducted two classroom observations as an educator
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(the school counselor) taught CLEP lessons at HES. According to Creswell (2013), a
nonparticipant-observer is “an outsider of the group under study, watching and taking field notes
from a distance. He or she can record data without direct involvement with activity or people”
(p. 167). During the observations, the researcher sat in a location that was least intrusive to the
class and took detailed and concrete field notes (Gall et. al, 2007). These field notes included
descriptions of the physical setting (i.e., classroom and school) in which the lesson took place as
well as the general structure of the class (i.e., the type of class, number of male and female
students, grade level, etc.). The dialogue, activities and sequence of events that took place
during the class, as well as any observable impact that the researcher’s presence in the class may
have had on what was observed, was documented.

Following the observation, the researcher reflected on the observation experience and
noted any ideas that came to mind regarding her perception of the class while staying conscious
of any personal biases that might have influenced her interpretation of the classroom observation.
The length of each observation varied according to the length of the lesson that was delivered as
part of the CLEP. Lessons typically ranged from 15 to 30 minutes.

Student demographic survey. The purpose of the Student Demographic Survey was to
gather basic information regarding each student participant’s background. This survey consists
of five items relating to each student participant’s name, age, gender, ethnicity, and grade level
(see Appendix F).

Student interview. The Student Interview protocol (see Appendix G) was used to
conduct semi-structured interviews with groups of students. This form consists of 11 questions
developed by the researcher, which yielded information pertaining to the overall research

question of how students viewed their experience participating in the CLEP. This instrument’s
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questions aimed at assessing how students felt about the CLEP, particularly whether they liked
or disliked this program, as well as any possible changes or modifications they suggested
regarding this program. Due to scheduling availability, between one to four students participated
in each interview. Site visits were scheduled over a two- to three-day time span. Each student
group interview was completed between 20 and 45 minutes, were audio-recorded and later
professionally transcribed.

Program artifacts. Program artifacts which educator and student participants
voluntarily provided for the purpose of this study were collected. These included a parent
newsletter related to the CLEP, created by the HES school counselor (see Appendix H), as well
as an essay written by an eighth-grade student at PS (see Appendix I). These artifacts provided a
glimpse into how an educator communicates about the program with parents, as well as how a
student has applied her learning regarding the CLEP to a learning activity such as essay writing.
The number and types of available artifacts was not known in advance since it was dependent
upon the class activity at the time of the visit. Unfortunately, few artifacts were available when
the researcher was available at each school.

Reflexive Journal. The researcher maintained a reflexive journal to monitor and record
any particular emotions, thoughts, feelings of bias or other experiences that arose throughout the
data collection and analysis process. According to Creswell (2013), qualitative researchers
engage in reflexivity “in which the writer is conscious of the biases, values, and experiences that
he or she brings to a qualitative research study” (p. 216). The use of a reflexive journal also

assisted with ensuring the credibility of this study’s findings.
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Data Collection and Analysis

This study was conducted over a period of 10 months. Within this overall timeframe,
data were collected during two visits to each school which were between 1 to 2 days each.
Qualitative data were collected via demographic surveys, semi-structured interviews, program
artifacts, and classroom observations. The researcher reviewed the findings in an effort to
explore the phenomena of (a) how educators (teachers, counselors, administrators) view their
roles with participating in a structured SEL program (the CLEP), and (b) how educators and
students experience a structured SEL program (CLEP). Educator and student interviews were
conducted during school day hours at times that coincided with breaks from classes in their
respective daily schedules. During the interviews and afterwards, member checking strategies
were used to ensure that the participants agreed that the researcher’s findings from the interviews
were consistent with what they shared (Merriam, 2009). These interviews were audio-recorded
and then professionally transcribed. Field notes were also taken regarding any subtle factors that
may have influenced the interview process (Merriam, 2009). The researcher included thick and
rich descriptions of the interview context and experience, as well as that of the classroom
observations (Krefting, 1991; Merriam, 2009). During the classroom observations, detailed
notes were taken of the setting, students, and instruction provided by the educator leading the
lesson that was part of the CLEP. Program artifacts provided by study participants (i.e., a parent
communication developed by an educator at HES, and an essay written by a student at PS) were
collected. The researcher maintained a reflexive journal throughout the data collection process,
and later triangulated the data collected from multiple participants and sources (i.e., the
classroom observations, student interviews, and educator interviews) in an effort to ensure

trustworthiness (Krefting, 1990; Merriam, 2009).

113



After the interview data were transcribed, data were reviewed and an open coding process
was utilized to identify common elements that emerged within the data (Merriam, 2009).
Transcripts were studied and the researcher inputted notes and comments alongside these data.
The researcher then identified common pieces of data to develop construct categories (Merriam,
2009). Through this process, the researcher identified possible themes and constructs that
emerged, connecting information to the research questions. This qualitative data analysis
process followed a multiple case-study design (Merriam, 2009). The findings of educators and
students involved in the program at HES (public school serving grades K-4) and PS (private
school serving grades preK-8) were analyzed separately. After analyzing the data from these
two cases, the researcher sought to determine if common themes emerged across the cases.

According to Merriam (2009), coding is “This process of making notations next to bits of
data that strike you as potentially relevant for answering your research questions...” (p. 178).
The researcher develops codes and “attributes specific meaning to each individual datum for
purposes of pattern detection, categorization, and other analytic processes” (Saldafa, 2016, p. 4).
The data analysis for this study began with an open coding process (Merriam, 2009). Open
coding (or initial coding) is the process by which the researcher “breaks down qualitative data
into discrete parts, closely examines them, and compares them for similarities and differences”
(Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p. 102). Upon reading the interview transcripts, the researcher took
notes alongside the margins as ideas occurred about parts of the data that seemed to recur or
were striking in some way. Ideas, words, and phrases that emerged from the data at the start of
this analysis were noted as part of the open coding process (Merriam, 2009). Sometimes
concepts were noted that emerged based on participant responses to interview questions, but

were not directly stated by participants, such as “community building.” At other times during
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the data analysis, codes were identified that were identical to words stated by participants, i.e.,
“safety.” According to Merriam (2009), “What you jot in the margins (or insert in the computer
file) can be a repeat of the exact word(s) of the participant, your words, or a concept from the
literature” (p. 178). The researcher made notations next to all data that seemed to bear some type
of striking relevance to the research questions, whether this information was directly stated
within the participants’ choice of words or if it was inferred based on an answer to interview
questions. The open coding process was employed through the initial analysis of program
artifacts and field notes taken during the classroom observations.

After reviewing the interview transcripts, classroom observation field notes, and program
artifacts, as well as the codes generated from these data sources, the researcher proceeded to
contemplate how various codes seemed to connect in a way that would allow for them to be
grouped together. This process of “Axial Coding” helped further define codes which shared
common threads and could comprise categories based on emerging patterns and similarities
(Saldana, 2016, p. 291). According to Merriam (2009), “Categories are conceptual elements that
‘cover’ or span many individual examples (or bits or units of the data you previously identified)
of the category” (p. 181). The researcher utilized a computer assisted qualitative data analysis
(CAQDAS) software program, HyperResearch (HyperResearch, 2015), to upload each transcript
and assist with assigning codes and sorting data into categories.

This process was utilized to analyze the data gathered from HES and PS. The data and
codes were kept separate as a within-case analysis for each school was conducted (Merriam,
2009, p. 204). After analyzing the data from each case, a “cross-case analysis” was then
conducted in which the data, codes, and categories derived from each case were reviewed.

According to Merriam (2009), “A qualitative, inductive, multi-case study seeks to build
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abstractions across cases” (p. 204). As the within-case analysis of the data gathered from both
schools was conducted, followed by a cross-case analysis, findings emerged which addressed the
research questions.

Data Collection Timeline

Data were collected over a 10-month time period. The following description outlines the

steps taken to initiate the research and complete the data collection process.

1. Mid-April 2017: Granted IRB approval to conduct this study.

2. May 2017: The researcher reached out to five schools which had implemented the
CLEP since the fall of 2015 to discuss the purpose of this study as well as invite
participation from educators (including administrators, teachers, counselors) and
students. Verbal and written consent were sought from the school and district leaders
at this time.

3. June 2017: The administrator at HES verbally agreed to participate in the study, at
which time the site liaison was consulted on next steps for recruiting educator and
student participants for the study. The need for written consent was discussed.

4. August 2017: Written consent received from HES. PS site liaison also expressed
interest in the possibility of PS participating in study.

5. Early September 2017: Researcher and site contact at HES discussed how to recruit
educator and student participants. Consent forms were distributed to educators and
parents of students, who may wish to participate in this study, with the assistance of
site contact coordinator.

6. September 20" and 21%, 2017: Data collected during two-day visit at HES via

gathering demographic, interview, classroom observation data and program artifacts.
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7. February 2018: Researcher obtained consent from and visited PS, gathered

demographic and interview data as well as program artifacts.

8. April 2018: The researcher conferred with educator participants from both schools in

April 2018 to complete the member checking process and ask follow-up questions.
Statement of Ethics

After IRB approval for this study was granted in April 2017, the researcher then sought
permission from those who supervise the schools that participated in this study, which included
the superintendent and building principal of Case A (Hamilton Elementary School) as well as the
principal of Case Study B (Parker School). Consent was also requested and obtained from the
educators and parents of students who participated in the study. Participants were informed that
their participation was completely voluntary and that they could withdraw from the study at any
time. Student assent forms were also obtained from students ages 7 and above in an effort to
ensure that these participants were fully knowledgeable of the purpose of the study and also
understood that their participation was voluntary. The researcher made efforts to protect the
confidentiality of all participants through using pseudonyms for the schools, students, and
teachers on interview transcripts as well as other documents and information shared regarding
the study and its findings.

To assure confidentiality, all participants and schools were assigned pseudonyms. All
survey forms were assigned a number. The data were stored on a password protected electronic
device and any data on paper have been locked in a filing cabinet by the researcher. Coded data
have been made available to the researcher’s primary dissertation advisor for the purpose of data
verification, coding, and analysis. The results will be made available to respective school

administrators, if requested.
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Chapter Summary
This chapter reviewed the methods used to gather the qualitative data comprising this
research in order to address the research questions. Qualitative data were gathered through a
variety of sources (demographic surveys, semi-structured interviews with educators and students,
classroom observations, program artifacts, and a reflexive journal). The researcher analyzed data
gathered from each participating school in a separate within-case analysis, followed by a cross-
case analysis. Descriptions of the timeline of the study and the data analysis procedures, as well

as a statement of ethics, were also provided.
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CHAPTER FOUR:
ANALYSIS OF THE DATA AND EXPLANATION OF THE FINDINGS

The purpose of this study was to explore the perspectives of educators (defined as
teachers, counselors, and administrators) and students towards structured SEL programs,
particularly the CLEP. In order to accomplish this, data were collected through demographic
surveys, viewing program artifacts, and conducting semi-structured interviews with participants
as well as classroom observations of the program lessons in action. In order to ensure
confidentiality, pseudonyms are used to refer to the participating schools, educators, and
students. This study was guided by the following research questions:

Research Question 1: How do educators (teachers, counselors, administrators) view their

roles when participating in a structured SEL program (the CLEP)?

Research Question 2: How do educators (teachers, counselors, administrators) and

students experience a structured SEL program (the CLEP)?

Over the course of a 10-month period, data were collected from two schools in order to
address these research questions. A qualitative multiple-case study design was used to explore
the perspectives of educators towards their role with participating in structured SEL programs
such as the CLEP, as well as how educators and students experience a structured SEL program
(the CLEP). Each case was comprised of a school which has consistently implemented the
CLEP since the fall of 2015 and included educators as well as students who agreed to participate
in this study. Hamilton Elementary School is referred to as (HES) and Parker School is referred
to as (PS).

At both schools, the researcher collected demographic surveys, conducted semi-

structured interviews with educators and students, and viewed program artifacts. Demographic
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surveys sought to obtain basic data regarding each participant’s name, age, gender, and ethnic
background. In addition to this basic information, the Student Demographic Survey asked
students to share their grade level. The Educator Demographic Survey asked educators to also
report how many years they have been in educator, how many years they have been in their
current position, and to provide their definition of SEL. Program artifacts which included a
parent newsletter created by an educator at HES, and an essay written by a student at PS were
collected (see Appendices H and I). In addition to collecting these demographic surveys and
program artifacts, semi-structured interviews with educators and students were conducted. The
purpose of these interviews was to gain insight regarding the views that educators have towards
their roles with participating in the CLEP as well as how educators and students experience this
structured SEL program.

Across both cases, a total of 13 semi-structured interviews were conducted in a single
session each, of which seven were with educators and six were with students. These initial
interviews were conducted with a total of 36 participants, of which 14 were educators and 22
were students. Interviews were scheduled according to the availability of participants during the
school day and took place in both group as well as individual formats. Interviews took place in
both formats due to reasons related to participant availability during the timeframe of the
researcher’s visit to each school. All interviews were conducted during the participants’ non-
instructional periods during their school day with consideration given to convenience with their
schedules.

HES included six educator interviews and four student interviews. All of the HES
student interviews, and three of the educator interviews, were conducted in a group format, with

groups ranging between three to four participants in each. Three HES educator interviews were
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conducted in an individual setting. The length of time for HES interviews ranged from
approximately 20 to 45 minutes each.

PS included one educator interview and two student interviews. All of these interviews
were conducted in a group format, consisting of two to five participants in each, and lasted
approximately 30 minutes.

At both schools, educators and students were interviewed in person. Educators were later
contacted via email and invited to answer follow up questions as well as check the accuracy of
interview data. All interviews were audio-recorded then professionally transcribed, and follow
up questions were asked via email correspondence.

Classroom observations of the CLEP in action were conducted at HES on two occasions,
but not at PS due to limitations with the school schedule during data collection timeline. The
researcher observed Ms. Kristen deliver the CLEP third-grade unit one (Courage), lesson three,
to two separate third-grade classes. Both lessons lasted approximately 30 minutes each.
Throughout the classroom observations at HES, detailed field notes were taken to ensure that
there was rich, thick description of the participants and setting (Creswell, 2013; Lincoln & Guba,
1985; Merriam, 2009). Although classroom observations were only gathered at HES, the data
collected from these observations were used to help identify emerging themes along with other
data sources collected at both schools. Creswell (2013) emphasizes the importance of collecting
multiple forms of qualitative data in order to present an in-depth understanding of the case.
Through analyzing multiple and varied sources of data, the information gathered was
triangulated in an effort to enhance the trustworthiness of this study, particularly its credibility
(Creswell, 2013; Krefting, 1991). The ways in which each of these data sources supported the

findings of other data sources will be discussed later in this chapter.
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This chapter will provide descriptions of the cases and qualitative data, including the
results of semi-structured interviews, which will lead to a discussion of emerging categories and
themes. The descriptions of each case also contain further detail about each educator and student
participant. The experiences that educators and students have had participating in SEL programs
such as the CLEP, their views towards the importance of having SEL programs as part of the
school day, and ways to improve the implementation of such programs in schools are also
discussed.

Description of the Choose Love Enrichment Program

The Choose Love Enrichment Program (CLEP) is a structured SEL curriculum available
for students across grades preK-12 (Jesse Lewis Choose Love Movement, 2016). The program
was founded in 2015 by Ms. Scarlett Lewis whose son, Jesse Lewis, was killed in the tragedy at
Sandy Hook Elementary School on December 14, 2012. Before leaving for school on that
morning, Jesse had written three words on their kitchen chalkboard, “nurturing, healing, love”
which inspired Ms. Lewis and the development of the CLEP (Jesse Lewis Choose Love
Movement, 2019, p. 6).

According to the CLEP Educator’s Guide, “The Jesse Lewis Choose Love Movement is a
501(c)(3) charitable organization committed to reaching students, educators, and individuals,
both nationally and internationally, with a simple, yet profound formula for choosing love. Our
signature program uses ‘“nurturing, healing, love” as a foundation for learning and for life” (Jesse
Lewis Choose Love Movement, 2019, p. 7). The CLEP is further described as a comprehensive,
evidence-based program which was “created by educators for educators” and is aligned with

Common Core State Standards, American School Counselor Association (ASCA) Mindsets &
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Behaviors for Student Success, and CASEL’s five core SEL competencies (Jesse Lewis Choose
Love Movement, 2019, p. 5).

The curriculum consists of four major units that guide lessons across grade levels. Each
unit focuses on the concepts of Courage, Gratitude, Forgiveness, and Compassion in Action,
which together equal the “Choose Love Formula” promoted by the program (Jesse Lewis Choose
Love Movement, 2019, p. 13). The definitions of each of these terms, as provided by the CLEP,

are described in Table 12.

Table 12

Definition of Choose Love Enrichment Program Unit Terms

Unit Definition

Courage Courage is the willingness and ability to work through obstacles
despite feeling embarrassment, fear, reluctance, or uncertainty.

Gratitude Gratitude is mindful thankfulness and the ability to be thankful even
when things in life are challenging.

Forgiveness Forgiveness means to choose to let go of anger and resentment toward
yourself or someone else, to surrender thoughts of revenge, and to
move forward with your personal power intact.

Compassion in Compassion is the understanding of a problem or the suffering of
Action another and acting to solve the problem or alleviate the
suffering. Students apply their empathy and communication skills to
support one another through compassionate action

The CLEP’s curriculum includes lessons that focus on these concepts and can be
implemented on a flexible schedule to facilitate integration into school routines despite the
challenges and time constraints that may arise throughout a school year (Jesse Lewis Choose
Love Movement, 2019). Program lessons at the elementary level are 20 to 45 minutes, middle-
school lessons are 5-30 minutes, and high school lessons are 10-15 minutes in length (Jesse

Lewis Choose Love Movement, 2019). The program can be implemented by teachers or other
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educators (i.e., school counselors) in a classroom and through a school-wide approach (Jesse
Lewis Choose Love Movement, 2019). Lessons are designed to be taught in sequence while
educators are encouraged to continue with the lesson sequence even if there is an interruption to
the schedule (Jesse Lewis Choose Love Movement, 2019). A summary of the lessons, the time
allotted for each lesson, and the recommended duration of each unit and program are listed in

Table 13.
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Table 13

Choose Love Enrichment Program, Recommendations for Lesson Delivery

Grade Level Number of Total Number of  Number of Total
Lessons in Number of ~ Minutes per  Weeks for Number of
each of the Lessons Lesson Each Unit Weeks (at
Four Units pace of 1

lesson per
week)

Kindergarten 5 20 20-30 5

20

First Grade 4-6 17 20-30 4-6

17
Second Grade 4-6 18 25-35 4-6
18
Third Grade 4-6 19 25-40 4-6 (1 lesson
per week) 19
Fourth Grade 4-6 20 30-45 4-6 (1 lesson
per week) 20
Fifth Grade 4-6 21 30-45 4-6 (1 lesson
per week) 21

Middle School 35 140 15-30 7

(Grades 6,7, 8) 7 “Brain 28 “Brain “Brain 1 “Brain 28
Blasts” Blasts” Blasts” Blast” Lesson
2 112 per week

8 followed by
“Power “Power 5-15 “Power
Surges” Surges” “Power Surges” on the

Surges” remaining
days each
week

High School 7 28 10-15 7 weeks (1

(Grades 9, 10, unit lesson per 28

11,12) week)
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Educators can access and download the curriculum as well as related resources, including
an educator’s guide, for free via the CLEP’s website (www.jesselewischooselove.org, 2019).
The Educator’s Guide for implementing the CLEP provides educators with a “description of the
program, research, content, teaching strategies and best practices for teaching social and
emotional learning (Jesse Lewis Choose Love Movement, 2019, p. 1). In addition to the
strategies for teaching the program lessons, The Educator’s Guide also provides educators with
suggestions for how to navigate difficult conversations with students including how to identify
when it is appropriate to refer a student to their school counselor for further assistance. Although
the CLEP can be taught by educators who are not counselors, educators are encouraged to
collaborate closely with the school counselor in order to implement this curriculum (Jesse Lewis
Choose Love Movement, 2019).

The CLEP promotes the development of social and emotional skills through a variety of
approaches depending on student age and grade level. While the curriculum is differentiated
according to grade level, there are central tenets to the program (i.e., the units focusing on
courage, gratitude, forgiveness, and compassion) and frequently used terms. One of the
foundational teachings of the program is a simplified overview of brain functioning to help
students of all ages develop insight with their emotions and decision-making processes. The
basic composition of the human brain as it relates to impulse control and decision making is

depicted in Table 14.
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Table 14

Neuroscience Behind Choose Love Enrichment Program

Parts of Brain Brief Description

Lizard Brain Brainstem and cerebellum; responsible for body’s vital functions, i.e.,

(Reptilian) breathing, heart rate, body temperature; reactive (Kukk, 2018;
MacLean, 1967)

Numbat Brain Responsible for social and emotional behaviors, quick value

(Mammalian judgements, influences initial behavior when experiencing something

Brain) (Kukk, 2018; MacLean, 1967)

Human Brain Responsible for imagination, thought, planning, and decision-making

(Prefrontal (Kukk, 2018; MacLean, 1967).

Cortex)

Summary All three parts of brain influence behavior, knowledge of how this

happens can inspire more self-awareness and better decision making.
“The Jesse Lewis Choose Love Foundation wants to help everyone
learn how to leave the lizard, and to nudge the numbat toward hugging
the human” (Jesse Lewis Choose Love Movement, 2019, p. 30).

These concepts are central to the instruction of the CLEP. Another way in which the
program strives to engage students of all grade levels and ages is through commonly used
phrases. For example, “Brave Breaths” are taught to help students calm down in order to think
about what to do next when faced with a challenge (Jesse Lewis Choose Love Movement, 2019,
p. 26). The CALM acronym as described in Table 15 below. This term is used in reference to
lessons on social problem solving (i.e., how to resolve a conflict with a friend) in various parts of

the curriculum.

127



Table 15

“Calm” Problem-Solving Technique

Acronym
Initial Word Calm Problem-Solving Steps

C Collaborate Students consciously choose to collaborate to
solve a problem. They decide working together
(with one another or with an adult) is important.

A Ask Questions How do I feel? How do you feel? What do I see
happening? What do I hear happening?

L Listen Practice listening skills. Notice what parts of
stories are similar or different.

M Make Your Move Decide what to do next and come up with
solutions together.

According to the Jesse Lewis Choose Love Movement (2019), the CLEP has been
downloaded and is currently being implemented in schools throughout the United States. As of
2019, the program has been in existence for three years as it officially launched in 2016
(www.jesselewischooselove.org, 2019). Both of the cases in this study, HES and PS, have
implemented the CLEP utilizing a whole-school approach which will be further described
throughout this chapter.

Description of Cases and Participants

Both of the cases comprising this study were chosen from a group of five schools
throughout the nation which self-reported that they had consistently implemented the CLEP
since the fall of 2015. This information was confirmed by the founder of the Choose Love
Enrichment Program, Ms. Scarlett Lewis, and a lead researcher for the CLEP. A description of
these five schools is provided in Table 7. In addition to meeting these criteria, the two cases
(HES and PS) were chosen because of the willingness of school personnel to participate in this

study and include educator as well as student participants.
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The focus of the study was not to compare both cases, but to find common themes related
to the two research questions at each school. Descriptions of key facts relative to each case, as
well as the demographic information pertaining to the individual participants from each case, are
provided via Tables 8, 9, 10, and 11. Further description regarding each case and the participants
comprising each case is provided below.

Hamilton Elementary School (HES)

Hamilton Elementary School (HES) is a public elementary school serving children in
grades K-4 located in a city of approximately 82,830 residents (2015 Census Estimate) within
the Southwest Central Region of the United States. HES is one of 10 elementary schools in a
district with approximately 10,039 students enrolled as of October 2017. According to the
district’s 2016-2017 state report card data, 40% of students throughout the district were
considered to be low-income. According to HES’ 2016-2017 state report card data, there were
333 students enrolled in the school, of which 55% were considered to be low-income. The
average class size consists of about 21 students and there are three classes in each grade level.
The district’s vision statement emphasizes the district’s goal to serve as a “trusted leader” in
public education within its state and enable every student to achieve his or her full potential. The
district’s mission emphasizes the importance of exceeding high expectations every day and
providing students with an inclusive and safe environment. HES’ vision and mission statements
emphasize working cooperatively with parents and the community to provide a safe and
nurturing environment where meaningful learning experiences will afford all students the
opportunity to become productive, lifelong learners with a vision for their future. A

demographic summary report from the fall of 2017 posted on the district’s website states that the
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student enrollment in the district has grown 9.4% in the five years between the 2011/12 and
2016/17 school years.

HES began implementing the CLEP in the fall of 2016. The school counselor, Ms.
Kristen, has served as the lead facilitator of the program at HES since its inception. Ms. Kristen
initially became familiar with the CLEP at HES after she was contacted by the school district
Assistant Superintendent who heard about the program and reached out to discuss the possibility
of piloting the program at HES. Ms. Kristen stated that she believes the assistant superintendent
sought her out to pilot this program at HES because, in her words, “I’m usually open to ideas,
and he also knew my real commitment to classroom guidance and school-wide initiatives.”
Following this conversation between the district assistant superintendent and Ms. Kristen, Ms.
Kristen called Scarlett Lewis to learn more about the program. In speaking about her phone call
with Scarlett Lewis, Ms. Kristen stated, “She’s so passionate, I thought after talking to her, well
I’ve got to try it and so that’s what I did.” As the program was still very new at that time, the
district supported its pilot implementation at HES instead of other schools in the district.
According to Ms. Kristen, part of the reason for this is due to the concerns related to the stressors
that students who attend HES experience in the lives as many come from economically
disadvantaged backgrounds which prompts the need for more school-wide supports.

Starting in the fall of 2016, HES piloted the CLEP by Ms. Kristen going into classrooms
every other week to teach the lessons that are part of the curriculum, with teachers observing and
then informally reinforcing elements of the program through references to concepts, as situations
arise during the day. The school principal led whole school assemblies in which students were
awarded for making good choices in line with the CLEP. HES’ approach combined the CLEP

with aspects of another SEL program which had been implemented at HES since 2012, Franklin
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Covey’s Leader in Me Program (Covey, 2008). A commonly used phrase at HES that highlights
the integration of both programs is, “Remember Leaders, Leaders Choose Love.” Ms. Kristen
also shared that in the past she used the Second Step (Committee for Children, 2011) curriculum
to inform her classroom guidance lessons. However, as time progressed she felt the need to
change her approach, and so she began to develop her own curriculum which she used until she
became introduced to the CLEP.

After obtaining consent from district and building administrators to conduct this research
study at HES, initial interviews and classroom observations took place over the course of two
days in September 2017. HES is housed within a rectangular-shaped brick building built in
1889, and located within a residential area of the city that is approximately one-mile walking
distance to the downtown area. A green “Choose Love” sign was observed to be present in the
window adjacent to the building’s main entrance.

At the start of the day, children were observed entering the HES building, some of whom
were escorted by their parents, and immediately going into the gymnasium located next to the
main entrance in order to meet their teachers and line up with their classmates. Kristen (school
counselor) quickly introduced herself and invited the researcher into the gymnasium to wait until
the school day officially began with their weekly meeting as a whole school. As students
continued to come into the gym, all teachers and the school counselor were observed to be
actively assisting students with getting settled into their class lines while waiting for the principal
to address everyone for the school’s weekly meeting.

After students settled into their class lines over the next 10 minutes, the principal
(Bonnie) addressed everyone and acknowledged students who demonstrated positive behavior

towards others over the prior week. Bonnie referenced the CLEP and gave out rewards to certain
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students who were observed to demonstrate behaviors promoted by the CLEP (i.e., courage),
such as a “Choose Love Pillow,” a small pillow with a heart embroidered on it. As Bonnie
acknowledged students for showing kindness to others, the importance of demonstrating
leadership skills was also referenced as she made various announcements to the school such as,
“Remember, leaders choose love.” The school counselor later shared that the principal conducts
this school-wide morning meeting once each week.

HES educator participants. The participant pool available for this study at Hamilton
Elementary School (HES), was comprised of 11 educators, including an administrator, a
counselor, and teachers, of whom nine were female and two were male. Although parents were
not originally intended to be part of the study, three HES educators (Stephanie, Laurie, Anne)
stated during their interviews that they were also parents of students who participated in the
CLEP at HES. These three educators openly shared information from both an educator and
parent perspective in response to interview questions. Another educator participant, the school
principal (Bonnie), shared her general perspective of the program as a parent during her
interview. Bonnie acknowledged that her children did not participate in the CLEP (as they were
older, ages 13 and 17, and had already exited HES when the program was implemented), but in
reflecting on the program from a parent perspective, felt that this program would help students
develop more resilience as they get older and face challenges of adolescence and young
adulthood.

School counselor (Ms. Kristen). The interview with Kristen took place at 8:30am on the
first day of the visit, September 20", 2017, in an individual format. At the time of her interview
in September 2017, Kristen reported having 18 years of experience in education, of which 15

years were in her current position at HES. At the time of the interview, Kristen was the only
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counselor at HES, a position which required her to provide varying levels of social and
emotional support to students across all grade levels (K-4) at HES. After having corresponded
multiple times via phone and email to plan this visit, the researcher and Kristen had established a
positive rapport in the months leading up to the interview. Kristen was instrumental in helping
to secure permission from her building and district administration for this study. Kristen further
assisted with recruiting educator and student participants as well as obtaining informed consent
from the educator participants, parental consent from the parents of student participants, and
student assent forms in advance of the visit. Kristen also developed the interview schedule with
consideration given to the availability of educators and students during non-instructional periods.

Throughout the interview as well as all interactions with Kristen during this visit, the
researcher observed that Kristen consistently exhibited a warm, optimistic, and thoughtful
demeanor during her interactions with others. Kristen was eager to share ideas in response to
interview questions and provided her definition of SEL as “teaching children/humans the skills
necessary to make it through life.” Kristen reported that she provided classroom guidance
through delivering the CLEP lessons to each classroom once every two weeks. In addition to her
scheduled class lessons, Kristen provided counseling support to HES students on an individual
and group basis throughout each school day. Kristen also provided counseling support at non-
scheduled times if a student was in distress and demonstrated a need for this type of support by
either coming to her office or being referred by a parent, teacher, or administrator.

During their interactions, Kristen also shared that she is an adjunct professor at a local
university where she teaches undergraduate psychology courses. Kristen holds a master’s degree

in counseling and is married to Frank, a second-grade teacher at HES, who also participated in
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this study. On multiple occasions throughout the visit, during and outside of the structured
interview, Kristen shared that she is enthusiastic about the CLEP and implementing it at HES.

School principal (Bonnie). The interview with Bonnie took place in the morning of the
first day of the visit, following Kristen’s interview. Bonnie stated that she had more than 20
years of experience in education, 18 of which were in her current role as principal of HES as of
the time of her interview. Bonnie also acknowledged being a single mother of two daughters.

Bonnie exhibited a calm, warm, and caring demeanor throughout the interview. She
provided her definition of SEL as the “teaching and instruction of feelings, emotions, self-
reflection, and necessary coping skills.” Bonnie spoke to the SEL related initiatives that have
been implemented in the past, indicating that this may have helped HES receive and implement
the CLEP. Bonnie discussed the importance of educators at HES addressing the needs of the
whole-child throughout her interview. Bonnie particularly emphasized the importance of
addressing the basic needs of children with helping them to feel “comfortable and feel like
they’re safe” in order to facilitate academic progress.

Kindergarten teacher group (Fiona, Madeline, Reagan). This group of three educators
arrived at their scheduled time. The range of years of experience in education for the members
of this group was less than one to 11 (M = 6). The range in ages of members of this group was
between 25 and 32 (M = 29). As a group they presented with an upbeat, relaxed interpersonal
dynamic and quickly settled into the interview.

At the time of the interview, Fiona had over 10 years of experience in education. She
provided her definition of SEL as “learning skills that allow you to manage your emotions for
yourself and toward others.” Fiona exhibited a friendly and positive attitude throughout the

interview.
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Madeline shared that she had between five and 10 years of experience in education. She
completed most of the demographic survey form but did not provide a definition for SEL. Due
to time limitations, there was not an opportunity to follow up on this during or after the
interview. Madeline exhibited an engaged and positive demeanor as she spoke about her work
with students and the CLEP.

Reagan was a student-teacher in her first year in education and at HES, working with
Fiona and Madeline as part of her training. She provided her definition of SEL as “teaching the
whole child and promoting the development of healthy emotions, providing students with coping
mechanisms.” Reagan exhibited a warm and calm presence throughout the group interview.

Second-grade teacher group (Frank and Stephanie). This group of two teachers arrived
together on time for their scheduled meeting. The average years of experience in education
between both Frank and Stephanie was 18 (M = 18) and the range in age between them was 45 to
48 (M =46.5). Frank and Stephanie appeared very relaxed and happy to participate in the
interview as they felt favorably towards their experiences with the CLEP. Both also offered to
share more information for research purposes if needed at a later time.

At the time of the interview, Frank stated that he had over 10 years of experience in
education, with 9 of those years being in the role of second-grade teacher. He provided his
definition of SEL as “The skills and strategies that help us understand and manage our emotions
and that help us function with others in everyday life.” Frank exhibited a calm and content
disposition throughout this interview, smiling as he spoke about his views towards the CLEP and
the ways in which he feels it supports students.

Stephanie stated that she had over 20 years of experience in education, while at the time

of the interview, she was in her first year as a second-grade teacher. Stephanie shared her

135



definition of SEL as “the process through which people learn and apply the strategies necessary
to understand and manage emotions.” In addition to sharing these aspects of herself and her
definition of SEL, she also self-identified as a parent of a child at HES who is participating in the
CLEP.

Third-grade teacher (Laurie). The interview with Laurie took place at about 11am on
September 20%, 2017 in an individual format. Laurie demonstrated a kind demeanor and seemed
slightly reserved initially but grew at ease as the interview progressed. She stated that she had
over 20 years of experience in education with three of those years as a third-grade teacher at
HES.

Laurie spoke in a heartfelt way about her views towards SEL programs in schools, and at
one point became tearful as she discussed personal family experiences which have led her to
reflect on the role of SEL programming in schools. Laurie provided her definition that SEL is:

Gaining education that all people have emotions and learning that we are responsible for

how we use those emotions. We have the ability to choose how we act/react to different

situations. We can choose to show empathy for others. We can choose goals to obtain
using our knowledge.

Laurie also self-identified as a parent of a child participating the CLEP at HES and spoke
to the ways in which she feels her son has benefitted from the program lessons.

Fourth-grade teacher group (Anne, James, Michelle). This group of three teachers
arrived to the counselor’s office together and warmly greeted the researcher. The range of years
of experience for members of this group was three to 21 (M = 15). The range in age for

members of this group was 35 to 46 (M = 42). Following the researcher’s initial introduction
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and explanation of the study, these teachers transitioned quickly into discussion regarding the
interview questions.

Noting that she had 20 years of experience in education at the time of the interview, Anne
shared that she was in her first year as a fourth-grade teacher at HES. Anne described her
definition of SEL as “Learning about how to relate to others in healthy positive ways.” She also
self-identified as a parent of a child participating in the CLEP at HES.

James acknowledged having less than five years of experience in education, with two of
those years as a fourth-grade teacher at HES. He provided his definition of SEL as the “gaining
of social and emotional skills that allow students to become successful members of society.”

Michelle shared that she had over 20 years of experience in education, with 10 of those
years as a fourth-grade teacher at HES. She provided her definition of SEL as “teaching children
to be proactive in how they deal with each other as well as their own emotions.”

HES student participants. A total of 15 HES students participated in this study, of
which 11 were female and four were male. Parental consent and student demographic surveys
were initially obtained for 17 students from HES. However, two of these 17 students were
absent during the researcher’s visit, did not participate in interviews, and were therefore removed
from the study. At the time of the interviews conducted in September 2017, student participants
ranged between five to nine years of age (M = 7.5). The group of student participants from HES
consisted of two Kindergarten students, two first-grade students, four second-grade students,
three third-grade students, and four fourth-grade students. The student interviews took place in
the Kristen’s office. Kristen remained present throughout the interviews to assist students with

meeting the researcher as well as helping to manage time and keep to the planned schedule.
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Kindergarten and first-grade group. This group consisted of four students including two
Kindergarten students, Walter (age 6) and Jackie (age 5), as well as two first grade students,
Susan (age 6) and Shannon (age 6). Walter and Jackie (Kindergarten) had been exposed to two
Choose Love lessons since the start of the school year. Susan and Shannon (first-grade) had
participated in Choose Love throughout the prior school year when they were in Kindergarten.

The students were escorted by Kristen to the office as a group where they transitioned
easily to sit around a circular table with the researcher. Walter sat in a small rocking chair
adjacent to the table while others sat around the table. Kristen sat off to the side near her desk
but close enough to be present if needed. The researcher then explained the purpose of the
interview to these students in simple terms to help them understand and help them engage (e.g.,
inviting the students to share their thoughts, reassuring them that there would be no right or
wrong answers, and letting them know that they can ask questions at any time). The students
were receptive to this and seemed relaxed throughout the group interview. On occasion, students
needed mild redirection to help keep the conversation on topic, but they were easily transitioned
back to the question or topic being discussed. At times when a student’s response was slightly
unclear or did not directly answer the question, the researcher sought clarification by gently
prompting the student to expand further. For example, when asked what does she think about the
CLEP, Susan happily replied, “I got a Choose Love pillow!” The researcher responded “you
did? does that mean you like it?”” and Susan affirmed that yes, she does like the program.

Second-grade group. This group consisted of four students: Barbara (7), Faith (7),
Patrick (8), and Sarah (7). Although they were in the same grade and received the Choose Love
lessons on a similar schedule, not all students were in the same class. The students in this group

were slightly quiet at first and Patrick was a bit reluctant, speaking in a low voice, but all
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warmed up after a few minutes. The students shared their thoughts in response to the questions
as part of the student interview and tended to elaborate without need for prompting.

Third-grade group. This group consisted of three students: Jennifer (9), Jude (8), and
Nicole (8). The students were easily engaged and seemed happy to participate. At the
beginning, after the researcher introduced herself and the reason for the meeting, Jennifer shared
at the start “isn’t that an interview? Because my mom does interviews on the radio all the time.”
The researcher affirmed that the purpose of the meeting was to conduct an interview and
explained further as to why. Students spoke in a slightly quiet voice in the beginning but as the
interview went on, seemed more comfortable sharing and independently provided supporting
details with their responses.

Fourth-grade group. This group consisted of four students who were all nine years old:
Anna, Mary, Patricia, and Paul. The students were quick to settle and engage in the interview
with the researcher. Anna was particularly eager to speak and share her thoughts. Mary listened
more and sometimes spoke in a slightly quiet voice while she appeared particularly reflective and
thoughtful with her responses. Paul discussed his reflections on the community service activities
that students have participated in as part of the CLEP at HES, and emphasized how the program
has inspired students to want to help others. Altogether as a group, these students spoke
enthusiastically regarding their insights with the program and the activities they enjoy
participating in as part of the program, particularly those that involve helping others.
Parker School (PS)

Participants from the Parker School (PS) were comprised of three educators (all teachers)
and seven students between grades five and eight. Parker School (PS) is a private school serving

approximately 500 students from preschool through eighth-grade located within a city in the
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Northeast. PS is situated within a residential area of this city approximately two miles driving
distance from a major highway. PS draws students from the city it is in as well as the
surrounding suburbs. According to PS’ website, PS promotes faith-based instruction and
provides its students with a curriculum that is centered around this faith. PS also emphasizes the
importance of providing students with an education that is faith-based and intellectually
stimulating so that students may reach their full potential (PS website, November 1, 2018). In
order for students to attend this school, parents are required to pay tuition costs which range from
$4,000 to $8,000.

PS has implemented the CLEP since the fall of 2016 via a whole-school approach in
which teachers teach the CLEP in their classrooms, and the school leadership integrates elements
of the program in larger school settings such as assemblies. After email correspondence with the
PS principal throughout the fall of 2017, the researcher planned to visit PS on Monday February
12, 2018. However, the visit was rescheduled as students from PS were invited to attend a CLEP
conference at a local university also scheduled for February 12, 2018. In order to avoid this
conflict, the researcher’s visit was rescheduled to Tuesday February 20, 2018. The researcher
visited PS on this rescheduled date and conducted the educator and student interviews in person.

A few days prior to the rescheduled visit, a mass shooting at Marjorie Stoneman Douglas
High School in Parkland, Florida, occurred on February 14, 2018. This event gained national
media attention. References to this tragic event were made during the interviews conducted at
PS on February 20', 2018 by both educators and students.

Upon entering the school building on this date, the researcher checked in with the school
monitor and personnel in the main office prior to being escorted to a conference room where the

interviews were scheduled to take place. Following this visit, the researcher inquired with the
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school principal about the possibility of interviewing more groups at PS and possibly completing
classroom observations. The principal informed the researcher that this would not be possible
due to schedule limitations and recent weather-related interruptions to the school’s schedule that
impacted the availability of teachers and students. Although additional visits and interviews
were not possible to arrange, the researcher later followed up with educator participants via
email to confirm the accuracy of interview data.

PS educator participants. A total of three educators from PS participated in this study,
of which two were female and one was male. At the time of the interview conducted in February
2018, these educator participants ranged between 56 to 71 years of age (M = 62). The range of
years of experience in education for members of this group was 11 to 49 (M = 28). Two of these
participating educators from PS, one content area specialist and another who was an elementary
teacher, assisted the researcher by serving as liaisons between the researcher and other
participants prior to the researcher’s arrival. These two educators developed a schedule for
interviews to take place throughout the course of the researcher’s one-day visit. Both of these
teachers assisted with recruiting a third educator, Selena, who was available at the time of the
teacher group interview and was interested in participating. The three participating educators (all
teachers) chose to meet with the researcher together and be interviewed as a group. This group
interview was conducted at the start of the day and was held within a conference room setting.

PS educator group (David, Donna, Selena). This group arrived together and met the
researcher at the scheduled time of 8:15am on Tuesday morning February 20, 2018. They
quickly settled into meeting with the researcher and were eager to share their views about the

CLEP in response to interview questions. Together as a group, these teachers exhibited a
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collaborative dynamic, reflectively listening and responding to each other’s comments, while
also answering the interview questions.

David acknowledged having more than 20 years of experience in education, three of
which were in his position as content area specialist for grades PreK-8. He provided the
following definition of SEL: “SEL can be described by an equation of choosing love, courage,
gratitude, forgiveness, compassion in action; skills of self-management, self-awareness, social
interactions, decision making are integrated in teaching SEL.”

Donna indicated that she also had more than 20 years of experience in education of which
23 were in her current position as an elementary teacher of all subjects. She provided her
definition of SEL as “the process of helping students be mindful of how they treat others and
how to have the courage to care, forgive and love others.”

Selena stated that she had over 10 years of experience in education, all of which were in
her current position as a Humanities teacher for students in grades three through eight at PS.
Selena provided the following definition of SEL: “SEL provides students (and adults too) the
'scientific' basis/reasons our brains react to situations and how we can train ourselves to be self-
aware and perhaps to see things and react in a different way or perspective.”

PS student participants. The PS principal, as well as two of the educator participants,
David and Donna, served as liaisons between the researcher and parents of student participants,
distributing and collecting parent consent as well as student assent and demographic survey
forms prior to the researcher’s visit. David and Donna assisted with obtaining parental consent
and Student Demographic Surveys for seven students, of which four were female and three were
male. All of these students participated in group interviews. The researcher met with one group

consisting of five fifth-grade students and then a group of two eighth-grade students. At the time
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of the interview conducted in February 2018, student participants ranged between 8 to 13 years
of age (M = 10.6). These student interviews took place within a conference room.

Fifth-grade group. This group consisted of five fifth-grade students who ranged
between ages 10 and 11: Anthony (11), Daniel (10), Doreen (10), Gabriel (11), and Joseph (11).
The students arrived together accompanied by their teacher, Donna, to meet the researcher. The
students came prepared with their CLEP journals to reference as needed during the discussion.
The students were respectful, listened to the examiner as well as each other, and overall
positively engaged throughout the interview.

Eighth-grade group. This group consisted of two eighth-grade students, Jenny and
Kelly, who were both 13 years old. They arrived to the conference room together to meet the
researcher and exhibited calm, kind, and thoughtful demeanors throughout the interview.
Together they shared their own thoughts and also spoke to experiences that they, along with their
classmates, have had with the CLEP in general. Jenny also shared with the researcher an essay
she wrote and presented at the Choose Love conference she attended during the week prior
which is included in this study as a program artifact (see Appendix I).

Coding and Data Analysis Procedures
Initial Coding Procedures

Interviews were audio-recorded by the researcher and then professionally transcribed.
After receiving the transcripts, the researcher listened to the interviews while reading the
transcripts and made minor edits wherever necessary to ensure the accuracy of the data. The
researcher engaged in member checking by sharing the updated transcripts with educator
participants and inviting their feedback to ensure that the data appeared accurate from their view

(Creswell, 2013). The researcher also asked follow up questions of participants in order to
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ensure the researcher’s interpretation of certain statements was accurate from participant
perspectives. After the transcripts were finalized, the researcher began the process of open
coding by writing ideas that emerged in the margins of each transcript (Merriam 2009). The
researcher also reviewed field notes taken during classroom observations, the definitions of SEL
provided by educator participants on their demographic surveys, and program artifacts (including
a parent newsletter from HES and a student essay from PS).
Coding Methods

The researcher entered the updated transcripts into the HyperResearch (HyperResearch,
2015) program. The researcher then developed a code book on HyperResearch and completed
the coding process using this software. The transcripts, field notes, classroom observation notes,
and program artifacts from HES were reviewed and coded first followed by the transcripts, field
notes, and program artifacts of PS. Open coding was used throughout the process of initially
reading both sets of data (Creswell, 2013). The researcher then reviewed all of the coded
transcripts on at least two more occasions to ensure that all data were thoroughly considered
throughout the coding process and that the codes offered accurate representations of the selected
content. The researcher then engaged in Axial coding to identify relationships between codes
and develop categories (Merriam, 2009). Upon developing categories and identifying which
categories connected to others, themes emerged which contributed to the researcher’s findings.

In order to determine how to sort codes into appropriate categories, the researcher wrote
the codes on note paper and then placed these on a large piece of paper. After looking over the
codes from this visual perspective, the researcher was able to develop ideas about which codes
related to each other or had a common element. This helped the researcher to group codes into

categories. Using the HyperResearch (HyperResearch, 2015) software, the researcher then
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generated frequency reports of each code as well as reports of the codes assigned to each case.
Upon further review of this information, the researcher drew inferences from the categories of
data which yielded themes and the subsequent development of findings statements. Throughout
this process, the researcher conferred with her dissertation advisor who also served as the auditor
for this study. Through in-depth discussions which took place throughout the process of
analyzing and drawing inferences from the data, the researcher’s advisor and auditor helped to
clarify the coding process and adjustments were made to all codes and categories along the way.
Development of Themes

Data were analyzed using a grounded theory approach (Merriam, 2009). After reading
the transcripts and beginning to conceptualize the data through the process of open coding, the
researcher engaged in axial coding which helped define the categories, and the codes comprising
each category. Interview data were coded first for both cases, followed by analysis of the two
program artifacts which were assigned codes as well. The program artifacts included a parent
newsletter created by the school counselor at HES, as well as a student essay written by a student
at PS (see Appendices H and I).

Upon developing and refining categories, the researcher engaged in selective coding
through closely reviewing the data comprising each category, which then led to the identification
of emerging themes (Merriam, 2009). The researcher constantly compared the data and
presenting concepts in order to identify codes, then categories, and then the themes which
emerged throughout this analysis. The researcher discussed the emerging themes with her
advisor and made necessary adjustments based on in-depth discussions. The four themes that

emerged from the data were:
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1. The Perceived Role of SEL in Schools emerged as a theme which consisted of
perspectives shared by educators (administrators, counselors, teachers), including
some who self-identified as also being parents of children participating in the CLEP.

2. The Purpose of SEL Instruction emerged as a theme which consisted of addressing
SEL needs, teaching strategies for coping with challenges, as well as teaching values
and skills.

3. Implementation Requirements for SEL Programs included views regarding the format
and structural elements of SEL programs such as the CLEP, implementation
challenges to overcome, instructional approaches, and recommendations for
implementing SEL programs.

4. The Benefits of SEL emerged as a theme related to school climate, prevention and
intervention, SEL outcomes of the CLEP curriculum, and student participant
perspectives regarding differences between schools which have the CLEP and those
that do not, as well as the overall importance of SEL instruction.

Confirmability Audit

The researcher sought the assistance of a highly qualified researcher, who was not
directly involved with collecting or initially analyzing data to serve as an auditor for the data
analysis process. The researcher’s dissertation advisor, Dr. Marcia Delcourt, also served as the
auditor for this study. Dr. Delcourt has over 35 years of experience as a researcher with
publications in journals such as Educational and Psychological Measurement, Gifted Child
Quarterly, The Journal for the Education of the Gifted, International Journal of Creativity and
Problem Solving and Journal of Research and Development in Education. Dr. Delcourt is

currently the Coordinator of the Doctoral Program in Instructional Leadership at Western
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Connecticut State University and has also served as a Professor at McGill University and the
University of Virginia as well as principal investigator for the National Research Center on the
Gifted and Talented.

As the auditor for this study, Dr. Delcourt reviewed the redacted data, analysis products,
the researcher’s de-identified process notes, the researcher’s de-identified reflexive journal and
information on how the instruments used in the study were developed (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
Through this confirmability audit, the auditor confirmed that the findings of this study “are
grounded in the data” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). This approach enhances the trustworthiness of
the study.

Discussion of Themes

The four themes that emerged from the data will be discussed as they relate to each
research question. The findings associated with Theme 1 address Research Question 1. The
findings associated with themes 2, 3, and 4 address Research Question 2. The researcher will
define each theme and then discuss the evidence, organized by categories and codes, that
supports each theme. This chapter will conclude with an overall summary of how the data
addresses both research questions 1 and 2, including a statement of findings.

Theme 1: Perceived Role of SEL in Schools

The perceptions educators have toward their roles with participating in a structured SEL
program, such as the CLEP, are multifaceted as well as influenced by their individual
professional and personal experiences. This theme is explained in two categories, (a) educator
participants’ perspectives, and (b) educator and parent perspectives.

The frequency of coded data which support the development of this theme and the related

categories and codes is indicated on Table 16.
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Table 16

Theme 1: Perceived Role of SEL in Schools, Categories and Frequencies of Codes

Categories and Codes HES PS
Educators Educators

Category 1: Educator Participant Perspectives

(a) Observations of Student Participation 7 8

(b) Sense of Responsibility with 17 3

Implementing SEL

(c) Sense of Competency 8 4

(d) School Obligation 13 4

(e) SEL as Foundation 8 2

(f) SEL as Priority 8 3
Total 61 24
Category 2: Educator and Parent Perspective

(a) Enhancing Resilience 3 0

(b) Home-School Connection 12 1
Total 5 1
Grand Total 76 25

Note. This theme did not include any student responses.
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Theme 1, category 1: educator participant perspectives. Throughout the educator
interviews across cases, participants shared their perspectives regarding the role of SEL
programs in schools. This included an overview of their observations of student participation in
the CLEP and their holistic view of the role SEL programs play in schools related to the
following concepts: (a) observations of student participation in the CLEP (b) educator sense of
responsibility towards implementing SEL, (¢) educator sense of competency with implementing
SEL, (d) school obligation to implement SEL, (¢) SEL as a foundation for other learning, and (f)
SEL as a priority for schools.

Theme 1, category 1, code a: observations of student participation. Throughout the
interviews, educators at both HES and PS discussed their observations of student participation in
the CLEP.

HES. HES educators discussed how they observed students participate in structured
CLEP lessons and related activities at other times during the school day. Kristen (school
counselor) shared her observation of how students enjoyed activities that are part of the CLEP,
particularly the diaphragmatic breathing exercises. Kristen noted that students have
enthusiastically asked her to guide them through “Brave Breaths” during her visits to their
classrooms (Jesse Lewis Choose Love Movement, 2019, p. 26). Teaching students to take
“Brave Breaths” is a diaphragmatic breathing activity that helps students develop focused
awareness of their emotions, regulate their emotions, and calmly approach what they may
perceive as a challenging task (Jesse Lewis Choose Love Movement, 2019, p. 26).

HES teachers described how student participation in the CLEP extended beyond the
structured lessons. For example, kindergarten teachers discussed their impressions of how

students were “really making an effort to use what we talk about” and described how in a class
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arts and crafts activity, kindergarten students chose to draw heart signs in reference to the CLEP.
These kindergarten teachers also shared that they have observed students making heart sign
gestures during their social interactions with others in the classroom, which appeared to be
inspired by student participation in the CLEP.

Stephanie and Frank, second-grade teachers, discussed their views of how student
participation in the program during non-lesson times occurred as a result of the ways in which
teachers integrated follow up activities into their classrooms. They noted their observations of
ways in which HES faculty members provided students with opportunities to take part in
activities that supported the program’s overall implementation. For example, the school
established a “Random Acts of Kindness” group which helped students engage in community
service activities, such as a fundraiser in which students created hand painted “Choose Love”
yard sticks that they then sold to raise money for charity. Stephanie also described how she
observed students engage in class discussions about topics such as courage during the CLEP
lessons, and strive to apply related concepts learned through the lessons at other times as well.
For example, when they appeared to be experiencing academic frustrations, Stephanie reminded
her students to “show me some courage and try to work through it.” Stephanie noted that
students then tried to persevere and that she has found that messages like this serve as “another
reinforcer, a positive reinforcer, that again they need to hear all the time.”

Similar observations were acknowledged in a separate interview with Laurie, third-grade
teacher, who discussed her impressions that, as a result of their experience with the CLEP
lessons on courage, students appeared more willing to complete challenging academic tasks.
Laurie shared she observed students “persevere a little bit more when they’re struggling.” HES

fourth-grade teachers also shared that following a CLEP lesson on courage, students appeared to

150



reflect on tasks they found challenging in the past, and seemed more willing to take academic
risks than they did previously.

Laurie, as well as HES fourth-grade teachers Michelle and Anne, also reported that they
observed students refer to visuals, such as posters that depict concepts of the CLEP curriculum,
outside of the program lessons. Laurie shared that she referred back to a “Choose Courage”
poster on the wall at times to help students who were struggling learners persevere through
academic frustrations. Anne and Michelle also shared that they have four posters reflecting the
CLEP objectives (i.e., “Choose Courage”) and that they “refer back to them a lot” with students
throughout the school day. Overall, HES educators collectively reported that they observed
students demonstrate their participation in the program during both the structured lessons and
also at other points throughout the school day.

PS. PS educators discussed the ways in which students responded favorably to activities
that are part of the CLEP curriculum such as journal writing. Donna, fifth-grade teacher,
highlighted an example of one particular student who voluntarily began writing in her Choose
Love journal, outside of structured CLEP lessons. Selena, Humanities teacher, discussed her
observations of how students seemed to especially enjoy a guided reflection activity in which
they listened to music and wrote in journals at the end of a CLEP lesson.

PS educators also discussed their observations of student participation at the middle
school (grades six through eight) as well as their observations of student participation at the
elementary (kindergarten through grade five) level. In grades six through eight at PS, males
were placed into separate groups from female for their CLEP lessons because the educators
noted that at times, it appeared that separating the groups according to gender at these grade

levels facilitated better participation and more productive group discussions. PS teachers shared
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their observations that separating groups in this way particularly helped eighth-grade girls
participate more readily in the program, as they were more open to deep discussion about their
emotional experiences related to the lesson. David, content specialist, discussed his impression
that boys actively participated in the program while it “takes a little longer” for them to engage
in group discussions as compared to their female peers.

PS teachers also discussed their observations of ways in which students referred to
program language outside of the structured CLEP lessons, such as encouraging each other to
“Choose Love,” during unstructured peer interactions in the hallways. Selena, Humanities
teacher, shared her view that aspects of the program’s teachings helped students to think through
ways to handle a situation differently, as prompted by a teacher in the classroom, and also on
their own during unstructured times, “I heard kids in the hallway, you have to choose love, and
there’s no sarcasm about it...” These teachers also reported that at a CLEP Conference held at a
Local University on February 2, 2018, students spoke publicly about their experiences with the
program in ways that demonstrated a high level of reflection as well as interest and engagement
in the program. In particular, Jenny, an eighth-grade student at PS read an essay she wrote (see
Appendix I) which detailed her experience with the CLEP, and the ways in which she as well as
other students participated this program. Other students from PS and their parents attended this
conference as well. This conference was also attended by student groups from two other schools
which have implemented the CLEP, as well as Scarlett Lewis, university college professors, and
a state senator.

Theme 1, category 1, code b: sense of responsibility with implementing SEL. Educators
across cases discussed the sense of responsibility that they felt towards implementing SEL

instruction such as the CLEP. Educators shared their perspectives that SEL programs are
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important to have in schools, while their views as to who should be responsible for leading SEL
program implementation varied. HES educators shared that the school counselor is viewed as
the point person and lead facilitator for implementing the program at HES. This included
delivering lessons to students while teachers were present for lessons and having the lesson
concepts reinforced throughout the school day. PS educators demonstrated a shared sense of
responsibility for implementing the program throughout the school with teachers serving as the
lesson facilitator for their classes.

HES. Throughout the school counselor, Kristen’s, interview and the classroom
observations, Kristen seemed to embrace her role and responsibilities as a school counselor with
providing classroom guidance lessons to students throughout HES. When asked how she views
her role and responsibility with meeting the SEL needs of all students in the school, Kristen
(HES school counselor) shared that she felt this is “100%” of her job. Kristen acknowledged
that she served as the lead facilitator for CLEP lessons in each classroom while teachers were
present in class during the lessons. While Kristen delivers the structured CLEP lessons, she
collaborates closely with Bonnie (school principal) who supports the CLEP implementation
through her role as building leader. Bonnie shared that she viewed herself as responsible for
establishing a culture that supports growth and “supporting others to allow students to feel safe
and secure.” Bonnie also discussed how she felt it was part of her role as school principal to
model behavior for others that aligns with these ideals, and that who she is and what she does is
essential to promoting a supportive atmosphere within the school.

While all HES educators interviewed acknowledged feeling a sense of responsibility
towards meeting the SEL needs of their students, kindergarten teachers seemed to express a

greater sense of this responsibility as compared to their teacher colleagues at higher grade levels.
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Their responses suggested that this is in part due to the young age of their students, as well as the
nature of kindergarten being less academically intensive and more socially focused than the
upper grade levels. Fiona and Madeline discussed how they felt it was their responsibility to
address the SEL needs of students, and that this teaching is inherent to a kindergarten classroom.
Madeline commented that “especially in kindergarten I feel like there’s a lot of... just social
emotional learning in Kindergarten.” Reagan agreed with this, stating her view that “it’s a very
big part of our job.” With respect to how she views her responsibility with meeting the SEL
needs of students in school, Fiona also stated “I feel that it’s the first need that I'm serving as the
teacher even though in theory we’re teaching standards, I feel like starting out that’s our first
role.” Throughout the interview, Fiona reiterated her belief that it was her responsibility as an
educator to provide students with SEL support, and to help students understand how their actions
can impact the emotions of others. Fiona also stated “I think it’s our responsibility to help them
understand what they’re feeling and helping them have the language to express themselves...”.

Second-grade teachers, Frank and Stephanie, discussed how they viewed it as their
responsibility to carry over what students learned in the CLEP lessons taught by Kristen (school
counselor). Stephanie shared her view that while the school counselor was the “Queen Bee” of
the program’s implementation, “everybody plays a part in keeping it going.” Frank discussed
how the concepts taught in the program are “something that you want your students to hear over
and over again, so you’re going to thread it throughout the day” and that elementary school
teachers, due to the amount of time spent with their students each day, play an important role in
helping students to buy into the ideas presented in the program. In Frank’s view, if students see
their teachers supporting the program and modeling strategies taught by the program, then

students are going to be more receptive to the program.
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Laurie, third-grade teacher, expressed that in her role, she felt a “large responsibility in
helping [her students] social emotional needs.” Laurie elaborated on her view that academics
should be balanced with SEL instruction, emphasizing that teachers must address SEL needs first
in order to achieve other instructional goals. Laurie shared her observations that when students
struggle to cope with stressful circumstances in their lives, their ability to sustain motivation
towards academics is hindered as a result. Laurie also expressed her belief that while teachers
are not the lead facilitators of the CLEP at HES, teachers still need to be present in the classroom
as the lesson is delivered by the school counselor. Through being present in this way, teachers
learn from the lesson. This helps teachers to be more prepared and willing to integrate, as well
as reinforce ideas from the program, into their academic lessons on a daily basis. Similar to
Laurie’s sense of responsibility with addressing the SEL needs of students, HES fourth-grade
teacher, Michelle, expressed her belief that she views this as one her “top responsibilities,” to
which James, another fourth-grade teacher, agreed. Both teachers indicated feeling responsible
for meeting the SEL needs of their students in order to help students access classroom
instruction.

PS. At PS, educators shared their views that they felt responsible for meeting the SEL
needs of students in school, particularly in light of how some students may not receive guidance
in this area at home. David, content specialist, commented that he felt SEL has always been “at
the height of any classroom teaching,” while the ways in which teachers are expected to meet the
SEL needs of students have changed over time. David discussed state initiatives to support SEL,
i.e., state guidance to integrate SEL related practices such as restorative justice. David also
referenced CASEL and the American Psychological Association, expressing that SEL has

evolved over time in part because of the SEL research conducted by these organizations.
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Furthermore, David expressed his view that teachers should embrace the CLEP curriculum and
resources within their classroom just as they would with any other subject. Donna shared her
view that embracing the program’s ideals, and modeling the skills when appropriate, is important
because “teachers have to mirror what they teach to students.”

Theme 1, category 1, code c: educator sense of competency with SEL. Educators at
both schools discussed their perceived level of competence with delivering SEL programs to
students. Educator self-perceptions towards their levels of competency with implementing SEL
varied between both cases. This seemed due in part to the different responsibilities associated
with the role of teachers in their respective schools.

HES. At HES, teachers expressed that while they infused tenets of the CLEP into their
daily interactions with students, they did not feel equipped to fully implement the program on
their own, and therefore deferred to the school counselor (Kristen) for the delivery of program
lessons. Kristen discussed how teachers were present in the classroom as she delivered lessons,
and then reinforced elements of the program on their own, but that teachers did not feel
comfortable teaching these lessons. Kristen speculated that teachers were concerned about a lack
of training in the area of SEL as well as a lack of time in their schedules to teach this in addition
to the other subjects for which they were already responsible.

This view was also expressed by HES kindergarten teachers who shared their views that
while teachers may be somewhat prepared to roll out SEL instruction, they do not know how to
direct an SEL initiative, and would need additional guidance in order to feel competent enough
to do this. Laurie, third-grade teacher, expressed similar views and summarized her sentiments
on this by stating:

As a teacher that’s not in my curriculum... that’s what the classroom guidance counselor
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is trained to do, she understands it more than I do... so to hear her language and to hear

her explain it and all of her background knowledge come into play, it helps me teach it, it

helps her teach the children and it helps me to reiterate it, but I don’t think I would do a

very good job if it was left up to me.

Laurie confirmed that she was present when Kristen taught the lessons in her classroom,
and felt equipped to informally reinforce elements of the program at other points during each
day, but did not feel comfortable delivering the program lessons. At the fourth-grade level,
teachers acknowledged taking a similar approach, with Anne stating, “Ms. Kristen teaches it but
we’re there in the room so we are able to carry over what she’s gone over with them.” While
HES educators seemed to embrace their role with “carrying over” information presented by
school counselor during CLEP lessons, they also expressed a general sense of reluctance to
directly facilitate lessons as they viewed this to be part of the school counselor’s role.

PS. The responses shared by PS teachers during their interview suggest a higher level of
confidence with their ability to implement SEL instruction and deliver CLEP lessons to students
in the classroom. PS teachers discussed their approach to teaching these lessons, including ways
in which they have expanded upon what is outlined in the CLEP curriculum. Donna (fifth-grade)
discussed how she and other teachers took a creative and individualized approach to
implementing the lessons based on information present within the CLEP curriculum. Donna
stated, “You kind of pick and choose and then you use [the CLEP curriculum] almost as a
springboard,” for developing lesson plans, noting that “there’s plenty in there but you can tailor
it to your teaching style or your level.” David (content specialist) agreed, adding with respect to

the prescribed lessons, “I found that you have to individualize that also... everything is there.”
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PS teachers easily discussed the ways in which they planned for CLEP lessons and
informally referenced elements of the CLEP curriculum during various subjects. These teachers
discussed creative ways in which they expand upon the scripted program lessons and take a
unique approach to engaging students in the lessons, depending on the needs and preferences of
the students. Donna elaborated on how she taught each CLEP module by stating:

The way we did it ... quarter one is courage, quarter two is gratitude, quarter three is

forgiveness, that’s where we are now, and quarter four is compassion and then I’'m going

to wrap it at the end. I think I’m going to do a project at the end like a poster project,
that’s how we’re going to end the program. But it just gave me parameters if [ just
divided it into four pieces, but I think you’re correct you have to do it in the order, I don’t
know, I do it in the [order of the CLEP] equation order, it makes more sense.

This approach and general timeline aligned with what is recommended for implementing
the CLEP fifth-grade curriculum. Overall, PS educators seemed at ease discussing how they lead
program lessons, refer to the program throughout the course of the instructional day, and also
devise their own unique strategies for supporting program implementation.

Theme 1, category 1, code d: school obligation. While the views of educators towards
their competency with delivering SEL instruction to students varied, educators in both schools
maintained that schools are obligated, for multiple reasons, to provide students with SEL
instruction. Educators across cases shared their concerns about the unknown factor of what
students experience outside of school that may impact their social, emotional, and behavioral
functioning in school. Educators across cases also questioned what, if any, guidance students

receive outside of school that cultivates their social and emotional development. These
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educators conveyed their view that the only way to ensure students receive SEL instruction is to
provide it to them when they are in school.

HES. At HES, school principal Bonnie emphasized the importance of providing SEL
programs in school and discussed how SEL programs are:

A critical part of the school day, school talk, and school culture. When I think about

students ... they come [to school] with a different variety of backgrounds and capacities

to work through problems and coping with issues. I feel like it has to be part of,
embedded, into the school day where it’s tied in...

Other HES educators expressed their view that schools need to provide SEL instruction
in order to promote the development of positive social skills and relationships. HES
kindergarten teacher, Fiona, stressed that SEL instruction is important to have in school because
children do not always have opportunities to learn these skills in their homes and so it is
therefore important for them to receive this support in school. Kindergarten teachers collectively
expressed that through being exposed to an SEL program in school, students are given the
opportunity to develop the communication skills necessary to cope with various emotions, to be
emotionally sensitive, and positively relate to each other at school. Madeline, another
kindergarten teacher, further acknowledged that schools are obligated to provide SEL programs
to students as school may be “the only place that they learn to deal with their emotions and deal
with people that they don’t necessarily get along with.” This sentiment was echoed by other
educators across grade levels at HES throughout interviews as well.

Stephanie, second-grade teacher, expressed her view that schools are obligated to provide

SEL instruction because students may not be receiving this guidance at home.
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I feel if the children aren’t exposed to that kind of language, and it is taught to them
specifically, I think they’re more mindful to practice those... the courage and the love,
you know, I think they’re more prone to practice it if they hear it because I think a lot of
our kids... it’s not an automatic thing in their home.

Frank, second-grade teacher, agreed and shared his view that children are not born with
the ability to cope with adverse experiences, and through providing this education in school,
educators help children to develop coping skills they can rely upon in the future. During a group
interview with HES fourth-grade teachers, Michelle shared her view that schools should provide
SEL instruction because many students do not have role models demonstrating “how to handle
conflicts with others or how to handle their upset feelings.” Other fourth-grade teachers
participating in this group interview agreed that it is important to offer SEL programs during the
school day because it is a way to reach all students, including those who “need it the most.” One
teacher noted that having these programs during the day also allows educators to intervene
during teachable moments in ways that support the development of these skills.

PS. The importance of supporting the social and emotional development of students so
they can access the learning environment was discussed by PS educators. David (content
specialist) discussed state and federal regulations that mandate schools to address student SEL
needs. In speaking about the SEL needs of students across grade levels, Donna spoke about how
adverse experiences can significantly impact students at the elementary level, despite their young
age, by stating:

It’s here [elementary school] too, you don’t know what crosses they’re bearing, what

they’re coming in with and if they can come here and learn [SEL skills] here, at least they

have it here, because some of them don’t have that in their home environment ... it [SEL
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programming] has to be part of the curriculum, at this point it has to be like Social

Studies or math. It’s got to be an actual course and it has to be part of the day, and it has

to start when they’re in preschool and go all the way through... it’s got to become part of

the flow of being a student in this day and age and learning to live with what’s outside.

PS agreed that the only way to guarantee students receive support coping with the
personal challenges that students encounter outside of school is to offer SEL programs during the
school day. PS teachers noted this in relation to their expressed view that it is important to
provide students with SEL instruction during the school day in order to ensure that students
receive guidance in the area of SEL.

Theme 1, category 1, code e: SEL as foundation. Educators across both cases discussed
their impressions of how the implementation of SEL instruction serves as a foundation upon
which other instruction can be provided and student learning can take place.

HES. HES school counselor Kristen shared that based on her experience, she feels that
the CLEP serves as a good foundation upon which to approach other interventions. Kristen
discussed how she views her role in providing SEL instruction to students, and that she tells
students in the beginning of their work together that she feels her “most important job in this
school is to come to the classroom and teach you the things you need to know to make it through
this world.” Kristen expressed her view that “children are desperate for help,” and want to learn
the basic skills needed in order to cope with challenging situations that arise, similar to the way
that they learn basic skills like addition during mathematics class. Kristen reported that students
have made comments about remembering lessons and skills they were taught during the previous
year in the CLEP, i.e., mindfulness related activities such as “rest and relax.” Kristen

highlighted how she has observed students absorb more of the program’s teachings after
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participating in it for a year and moving into new grade levels. Kristen shared her view that
exposure to this program is beneficial year after year because,

Their little brains are growing, growing and growing, so over time if you... you’ll say

“remember last year when I taught you...,” and then like the second time... [referencing

how students comprehend the information more] that’s how the brain works, it’s like they

get it faster and they can go a little deeper. So, I think over time it’s very helpful if you
continue to teach these lessons every year to kids.

In addition to Kristen noting her observation that students recall information they learned
in CLEP lessons during the prior year, the researcher also observed students indicate this during
the classroom observations. During the first classroom observation which the researcher
conducted of Ms. Kristen delivering third-grade unit one (Courage), lesson three, students
actively participated and commented about information they learned through CLEP lessons
during the prior year. As Ms. Kristen introduced the objective of the lesson to students, she
reminded students of the prior lesson’s activities related to talking about courage, as well as
information they learned the prior year about courage with reference to “Brave Breaths.” After
Ms. Kristen stated to the class, “the first thing you do when you practice courage is take a brave
breath. We learned lots of breaths last year. Anyone want to tell me the one you want to do?”
Multiple students raised their hand and enthusiastically said “oh yeah I remember.” Students
expressed interest in practicing the brave breath. The class then became silent and followed
along as Kristen modeled the technique for this particular deep breathing exercise.

Following the brave breaths, Kristen proceeded to discuss “affirmations” with the
students and engaged them in a creative activity where they created their own affirmation cards

to place on their desks and use a visual reference throughout the school day. Kristen introduced
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this activity and mentioned that towards the end of the prior year, she had started to teach the
students about affirmations and that this was the focus of the current lesson. Throughout the
observed lesson, Kristen helped students recall topics and information previously presented in
CLEP lessons, such as “wise choices” and also referencing the lizard, numbat, and human brain
profile (Jesse Lewis Choose Love Movement, 2019, p. 30). As they received new information
and were refreshed on previously taught information, students appeared to be upbeat,
enthusiastic, and engaged throughout these observed activities.

The importance of teaching children basic social and emotional skills similar to teaching
basic academic skills was also emphasized by Fiona, kindergarten teacher who stated, “It’s one
of those things that needs to be instilled in them daily, as much as we’re teaching them the
ABC’s we should also be teaching them how to handle a certain emotion.” Fiona further
elaborated on her view that SEL instruction gives “students a foundation on how to cope with
their social emotional skills,” adding that SEL instruction “opens the door” with talking about
emotions, understanding what emotions are, and the different ways for dealing with them.
Madeline, another kindergarten teacher, also stated that the CLEP helps kindergarten students
learn how to identify and process emotions, as well as learn language to verbalize what they are
feeling, noting that this “is a huge stepping stone for this age group at age five.”

Other HES teachers discussed their impressions of how children benefit from being given
learning opportunities that help them to identify various emotions and coping strategies. HES
second-grade teachers noted that providing this instruction helps to validate the experiences of
children as they realize that it is okay to have emotions and there are positive ways to channel
their energy. Frank shared his view that SEL programs in school support students because “...as

they get older, they’re going to have these resources that they’re going to be able to call upon,”
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when they face challenges that will require them to cope with feelings of distress. Stephanie
discussed the ways in which this type of instruction facilitates the development of social and
emotional skills over time. Speaking about how SEL helps students, Stephanie stated,

SEL helps students to be more responsible for their actions, their self, their thinking and I

think that that carries over into junior high and high school... so if they learn it at a young

age, if they learned all the things that CLEP teaches, it’s going to carry over.

The responses provided by HES teachers emphasized the importance of teaching positive
social and emotional skills to students at a young age in order to support their ability to
independently and effectively handle challenging situations that may arise in their future.

PS. PS teachers also conveyed their views that SEL instruction serves as a foundation
upon which students are able to learn the social and emotional skills necessary to navigate life
experiences. Donna stated that participating in SEL instruction needs to “become part of the
flow of being a student in this day and age and learning to live with what’s outside,” referring to
experiences that students may encounter outside of school. Both David and Donna shared their
impressions that the program should be provided across grades pre-K through grade 12 in order
for students to gain the foundational skills necessary in order to “self-manage” their emotions
and situations they encounter throughout life. While speaking in reference to how issues such as
violence, drugs, or mental health issues such as depression, may occur more frequently at the
older grade levels level, David discussed practical benefit of offering SEL programming across
grade levels so as to reach students of all ages. David argued that this assures that any students
who did not receive it one year (i.e., those who are new to the school) will at least receive it

during the following year.
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Table 18

Theme 3: Implementation Requirements, Categories and Frequencies of Codes

HES HES PS PS
Educators  Students  Educators  Students
Category 4: Recommendations for
Implementation
(@) ldeas for Improvement 27 26 3 12
(b) Professional Development 10 2 4 0
(¢) Trustin Program Facilitators 8 1 1 0
Total 45 29 8 12
Total Codes for Theme 3: 190 88 49 64
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Table 19
Theme 4: Benefits of SEL, Categories, and Frequencies of Codes

HES HES PS PS
Educators  Students  Educators  Students

Category 1: School Climate

(a) Community Building 3 0 2 12
(b) Equity 8 3 3 18
(¢) School/Classroom Management 3 0 1 0
(d) Improved Relationships 4 2 2 1
(e) Benefits for Educators 5 0 3 0
(f) Ripple Effect 5 1 3 4
Total 28 6 14 35
Category 2: Prevention and
Intervention
(a) Prevention 3 1 0 7
(b) Intervention 2 0 0 0
Total 5 1 0 7

Category 3: SEL Outcomes of Choose
Love Curriculum

(a) Courage 2 28 0 2

(b) Gratitude 7 4 2 4

(c) Forgiveness 1 3 1 7

(d) Compassion in Action 0 2 0 4

(¢) Choose Love Formula 3 0 2 0

Total 13 37 5 17
(Continued)
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Table 19
Theme 4: Benefits of SEL, Categories, and Frequencies of Codes

HES HES PS PS
Educators  Students  Educators  Students
Category 4: Student Participant
Perspectives
(a) Differences Between CLEP and 0 3 0 6
Non-CLEP Schools
(b) Importance of SEL Instruction 0 6 0 7
Total 0 9 0 13
Total Codes for Theme 4: 46 53 19 62
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Table 20

Support for CASEL SEL Competencies in Data Analysis and Findings

CASEL SEL Competency

Theme, Category, Code

Self-Awareness Theme 2, Category 3, Code 6
Purpose of SEL instruction, Values and skills
learned, Self-awareness

Self-Management Theme 2, Category 3, Code 5

Purpose of SEL instruction, Values and skills
learned, Self-regulation

Social Awareness

Theme 2, Category 3, Codes 1 & 2

Purpose of SEL instruction, Values and skills
learned, Advocating for others, and Civic
responsibility

Relationship Skills

Theme 2, Category 3, Code 7

Purpose of SEL instruction, Values and skills
learned, social skills

Responsible Decision-Making

Theme 2, Category 3, Code 4

Purpose of SEL instruction, Values and skills
learned, responsible decision making
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Table 21
A Summary of Themes by Quotations from Participants

Case 1 (HES) Case 2 (PS)
Theme 1: “I think it’s our responsibility to help “one day one girl said to me can I
Perceived Role them understand what they’re feeling write in my journal when we’re
of SEL in and help them have the language to not doing Choose Love? I have
Schools express themselves...” (Madeline, something I want to write in
Kindergarten) there... and I thought ‘oh it’s hers

now.” So if it’s done in a way
where it’s a growth experience,
they grow with it, just like they
grow with math or they grow with
science, they kind of use what
they’ve learned last year to propel
them into the next year... It’s
amazing how insightful they are at
such a young age, really... it’s
really surprised me. I had no idea
that they’re thinking these things.
Because really you never had an
opportunity to sit back, take a
breath and talk like that.” (Donna,
fifth-grade teacher)

“it needs to be part of the
curriculum, at this point it has to
be like social studies or math. It’s
got to be an actual course and it
has to be part of the day and it has
to start when they’re in preschool
and go all the way through, it’s got
to become part of the flow of
being a student in this day and age
and learning to live with what’s
outside...” (Donna, fifth-grade
teacher)

“1 would say that for years of not
having something put in place at our
school and for this to come on and be
embraced with our teachers and our
students, I have to agree it’s amazing to
see what it’s done for a lot of the kids
who didn’t have those strategies or
those techniques to help deal with
situations that may come up in their
lives at home or at school and be able to
solve them on their own and also in a
thoughtful way. So that’s what I think
about it.” (Stephanie, Second-grade
teacher)

“Yeah, I see it as part of my job as a
teacher to also meet those needs, the
social emotional needs as well as the
academic, because they’re not going to
learn if they don’t have those needs
met.” (James, fourth-grade teacher)

“they can come here and learn it
here, at least they have it here,
because some of them don’t have
that in their home environment.”

(David, content specialist)

(Continued)
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Table 21

A Summary of Themes by Quotations from Participants

Case 1 (HES)

Case 2 (PS)

Theme 2:
Purpose of SEL
Instruction

“Just the program itself, Choose Love, |
mean everybody knows what love is
and they want love, so I think that’s
another big aspect that really makes this
program wonderful is that the whole
idea is based on love and everybody
wants to feel love and wants to give
love and I think that makes it easier for
elementary kids to understand that
because they know what love is and
what they want to get out of it. So
that’s why I also buy into it, just
because also my wife was doing it and it
was part of our program, but I feel that
it’s even more so because it’s dealing
with that kind of situation.” (Frank,
second-grade teacher)

“It helps them understand their
emotions and manage their emotions,
like the breathing technique... take a
deep breath in, take a deep breath out...
When you have a child that has anger
issues or is easily set off just learning
those techniques, because nobody at
home is teaching them, when you feel
this way this is how you need to calm
yourself down. So just learning those
calming techniques and teaching them
how to manage their emotions, it’s a
fabulous tool, that I see myself doing,
just from listening, I mean I’ve always
done it, just take a deep breath in and
then I carry it over from Kristen’s
lessons to my class when they start
getting rowdy and someone starts
getting upset I say take a deep breath
in... so I carry it over, it really has a
calming effect, I think it helps them get
a grip on noticing their emotions...”
(Stephanie, second-grade teacher)

“When I was principal of the high
school here, your problems
multiply, and there are different
things that you have to contend
with in terms of violence, drugs, in
terms of things like that. I think
forever we knew that SEL was
important because the kids that
you face on your first day of
teaching, you don’t know where
they come from, you don’t know
all the things that are in their lives
and you walk in trying to get them
to pay attention to the academic
part of it and yet if they’re not well
socially and emotionally you’re
not going to get them to go
anyplace and in the high school we
had students like that that were
addicted to drugs and depressed or
suicidal and you didn’t go
anyplace, and it’s not just high
school.” (David, content specialist)

“Well there was this one activity
where we learned about the lizard
brain and how it taught us that you
should think about other people
before you do your actions. So
that kind of taught me that you
should really think about what you
do because it could affect someone
else and that you should kind of
step out of your comfort zone
sometimes and that kind of taught
me, because this past month I’ve
been doing a lot of things that I
wouldn’t usually do, so I feel like
that had the most effect on me.”
(Kelly, eighth-grade student)
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Table 21

A Summary of Themes by Quotations from Participants

Case 1 (HES)

Case 2 (PS)

Theme 3:
Implementation
Requirements

“at the end of announcements, Ms.
(Principal) always says choose love or
courage, empathy, yeah she always has a
little message to throw in there.”

“I think that everybody has adaptations, I
mean we follow the main point of the
lesson or the main point of being taught,
but I think everybody as a person would
make adaptations too.”

(Stephanie, second-grade teacher)

“it would be better because if there were
more counselors doing the Choose Love
Program and maybe some parents doing
it in home schools, there could be like a
building where there would be meetings
of what to do better in the Choose Love
Program.” (Barbara, second-grade
student)

“I found that in teaching
teachers how to do this I
found that you have to
individualize that also
because they have
different ways of doing
things. You still have the
same goal, you still have
the same skills and things
like that but you’ve got to
take the resources out of
choose love, which I
believe is the ultimate
remedy, everything is
there, but you’ve also got
to just like you do use the
resource in the textbook,
or you use other things,
you really have to get
them to adapt the
teaching of it to their own
style. It’s not strategic,
you know, the resources
are not exactly, it tells
you what to do but you
have lots of different
strategies.” (David,
content specialist)

“We have to accept it and
you have to make the
time for it but we’ve
done that here. I
normally do it as part of
my religion curriculum
because if you look at
this it’s not that different
than, right?” (Donna,
fifth-grade teacher)
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Table 21

A Summary of Themes by Quotations from Participants

Case 1 (HES)

Case 2 (PS)

Theme 4:
Benefits of
SEL

“Benefits... I just think it’s doing great
things for kids. I think... HESis a
diverse group economically and so
because of that kids come to us with all
different capacities, various levels of
capacities in dealing with day to day life
and I think it levels the playing field in
that sense.” (Bonnie, Principal)

“It’s a great program, it’s
helped me and everybody
in my class a lot, like
we’ve learned that if you
forgive it can make your
life like way better. Like
Scarlet forgave the man
that killed her son, it
made her life like way
better. If she didn’t her
life would be miserable
to this day and out of a
bad thing you can make a
great program like she
did. The one thing I wish
she could make better is
just make it worldwide.
If it was world-wide
everybody could just be
learning about it and the
world would just be way
better than it is now.”
(Anthony, fifth-grade
student)
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Table 22

Findings Related to Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory

System Theme

Microsystem Theme 1, Perceived Role of SEL in Schools
Theme 2, Purpose of SEL Instruction
Theme 3, Implementation Requirements
Theme 4, Benefits of SEL

Mesosytem Theme 1, Perceived Role of SEL in Schools
Theme 4, Benefits of SEL

Exosystem Theme 4, Benefits of SEL

Macrosystem Theme 4, Benefits of SEL

Chronosystem Theme 4, Benefits of SEL
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Table 23
Findings Related to Maslow’s Theory of Human Motivation

Needs Hierarchy Theme

Physical/Physiological Theme 2, Category 1
Purpose of SEL Instruction; Addressing Basic SEL Needs

Safety/Security Theme 2, Category 1
Purpose of SEL Instruction; Addressing Basic SEL Needs

Social Theme 2, Categories 2 & 3

Purpose of SEL Instruction; Strategies for Coping with Challenges,
Values and Skills Learned

Ego Theme 4, Category 3
The Benefits of SEL; SEL Outcomes of CLEP Curriculum

Self-Actualization Theme 4, Category 3
The Benefits of SEL; SEL Outcomes of CLEP Curriculum
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Table 24

Recommendations and Implications for Stakeholders

Stakeholder / Recommendation Recommendation Implication
Theme Category
Students / Model the Choose Love Support Peers If students model the
Theme 4 Formula (Courage, Gratitude, Choose Love Formula
Forgiveness, Compassion), during social interactions,
especially during social then their relationships
interactions with peers will improve.
Students / Tell other students what you If students tell others what
Theme 3 like about the program they like about the CLEP,
more students will want to
participate in the program.
Students / Respect others and their If students respect others

Themes 3 and
4

Educators /
Theme 3

participation in program (be a

good listener)

Collaborate with colleagues and Professional
others involved with promoting Development

SEL initiatives

Identify SEL Coordinator(s)
e Develop SEL Committee

Involve cross section of
staff to invite along with
students and parents to

participate

Build Capacity

and their participation in
the program, students will
benefit from the CLEP
lessons.

If educators collaborate
with each other about
ways to promote SEL
initiatives, educators will
feel more competent in
their ability to deliver SEL
instruction.

If school personnel
designate educator(s) to
lead SEL initiatives, then
these educators can
coordinate efforts to
facilitate successful
program implementation.
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Table 24

Recommendations and Implications for Stakeholders

Stakeholder

Recommendation

Recommendation
Category

Implication

Educators /
Theme 3

Communicate with parents

e Provide strategies and

guidance for ways parents
can reinforce learning at
home (newsletters, weekly

reports, host
presentations...)

Design building schedules so
SEL lessons can be implemented

on a regular basis.

Make SEL data regarding

programs implemented available
to those who implement so there
can be shared ownership and

ongoing “regeneration” of
practices as needed.

Home-School
Partnerships

Implementation
Planning

Shared
Ownership

If school personnel
communicate with parents
about SEL initiatives in
school, then this will foster
better home-school
partnerships and help
parents to support SEL in
their children at home.

If building master
schedules are designed with
consideration of SEL as a
priority, then schools will
be better equipped to
implement SEL programs
with fidelity on a regular
basis.

If educators are regularly
informed of the
effectiveness or
ineffectiveness of SEL
initiatives, then they can
modify programs as needed
to support successful
program implementation.
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Table 24

Recommendations and Implications for Stakeholders

Stakeholder Recommendation Recommendation Implication
Category

Educators /  Survey educators to assess Professional If school leaders

Themes 1 confidence level with Development understand the needs of

and 3 implementing SEL initiatives educators related to SEL

Design professional
development to close

gaps

Provide support to
building administrator
and SEL coordinators

Schedule professional
development sessions into
school district calendar to
allow for common
planning time and
collaboration, or SEL
Professional Learning
Communities

Host conferences to facilitate

collaboration and offer

opportunities for students as well
as faculty/staff to meet each
other and present on their
experiences with SEL

Community

Building

implementation, and
provide support to
administrators and staff as
needed, then the district
will demonstrate its
commitment to SEL as well
as reduce any feelings of
frustration people may
experience with
implementation efforts.

If schools take the initiative
to host conferences and
invite others to come share
their experiences, then they
will help build connections
between educators that may
support effective
implementation practices.
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Table 25

Suggestions for Future Research

Stakeholder / Recommendation Recommendation Areas of Future
Theme Category Research
Students / Model the Choose Love Support Peers How do students
Themes 2, 3,4 Formula (Courage, Gratitude, perceive the Choose
Forgiveness, Compassion), Love Formula (Courage,
especially during social Gratitude, Forgiveness,
interactions Compassion) as part of
their daily interactions?
Students / Respect others and their How does the behavior
Theme 3 participation in program (be a of students who

Educators /
Themes 1 and
3

Educators /
Themes 1 and
3

Educators /
Themes 1, 3, 4

good listener)

Collaborate with colleagues and  Professional
others involved with promoting  Development
SEL initiatives

Identify SEL Coordinator(s) Build Capacity
e Develop SEL
Committee;

Involve cross section of
staff to invite along with
students and parents to
participate

Communicate with parents Home-School

e Provide strategies and Partnerships

guidance for ways
parents can reinforce
learning at home

participate in the CLEP
influence the
participation of others?

What are the perceptions
of educators towards
collaborating with
colleagues regarding
SEL initiatives?

How does the presence
of an SEL coordinator
support efforts to
implement the CLEP in
schools?

How does school-home
communication about
school-based SEL
initiatives support
home-school

ins?
(newsletters, weekly partnerships?
reports, host
presentations...)
(Continued)
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Table 25

Suggestions for Future Research

Stakeholder / Recommendation Recommendation Areas of Future
Theme Category Research
Educators / Design building schedules so Implementation =~ How does the building
Theme 3 SEL lessons can be Planning master scheduling
implemented on a regular basis. process account for
student SEL
programmatic needs?
Educators / Make SEL data regarding Shared How does
Themes 1, 2,3 programs implemented Ownership communication about
available to those who SEL data influence
implement so there can be educator practices with
shared ownership and ongoing supporting SEL
“regeneration” of practices as initiatives?
needed.
Educators / Survey educators to assess Professional How do the confidence
Themes 1 and  confidence level with Development levels of educators
3 implementing SEL initiatives implementing SEL
. initiatives influence the
* Design PD to close gaps creation of professional
e Provide support to building development
administrator and SEL opportunities?
coordinators
e Schedule professional
development sessions into
school district calendar to
allow for common
planning time and
collaboration, or SEL
Professional Learning
Communities
Educators / Host conferences to facilitate Community How does collaboration
Themes 1,2,3 collaboration and offer building between schools and

opportunities for students as
well as faculty/staff to meet
each other and present on their
experiences with SEL.

educators influence the
motivation of educators
to implement the CLEP?
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Table 26
Perceived Strengths and Opportunities for Growth of CLEP

Strength Growth Opportunity

e Offer guidance to educators regarding
how to group students in ways that will
help facilitate discussions

e Provides activity ideas to elicit
student participation (i.e., Listening
Game)

Guidance needed for leading change

process in order to obtain teacher “buy in’

to try something new

e Program can be supported via single
classroom or whole-school
approaches

b

e Guidance needed to help schools decide

e Enhances resilience in students . .
who should lead it in their school

e Provides opportunities for home- * Need for more teacher training

school connections

e Addresses basic SEL needs of
students

e Guidance needed on developing building
master schedules to support SEL

Provide guidance on how to facilitate
collaboration between CLEP lesson
instructors and classroom teachers

e Promotes sense of emotional safety
in class environment

e Need for ongoing professional

e Promotes personal growth and .
development opportunities

development

e Promotes calming strategies
e Promotes reflection

e Promotes self-empowerment
e Inspires civic responsibility
e Inspires empathy

e Inspires responsible decision-
making

e Inspires self-awareness
e Promotes social skill development

e Flexible length of lessons can be fit
into most school schedules

(Continued)
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Table 26

Perceived Strengths and Opportunities for Growth of the CLEP

Strength Growth Opportunity

e Supports equity

e Supports teacher-student
relationships

e Inspires “ripple effect” of positive
behavior

e Enhances multi-tiered support
system

e Inspires courage, gratitude,
forgiveness, and compassion

e Supports CASEL competencies

e Diaphragmatic breathing exercises
that students enjoy and actively
engage in, i.e. “Brave Breaths”

e Opportunities for cross-curricular
connections (i.e., artwork re. CLEP)

e Opportunities to connect CLEP with
other school endeavors (i.e. Random
Acts of Kindness club)

e Teaches perseverance which can
help build academic stamina

e Use of visuals and multi-sensory
approach to engage students

e Journal writing activities
¢ Ensures students received guidance

in this area if they don’t at home,
ensures exposure

(Continued)
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Table 26
Perceived Strengths and Opportunities for Growth of the CLEP

Strength Growth Opportunity

e Helps students realize it’s ok to have
emotions, helps students label them

e Provides structured environment for
socialization

e Allows latitude for creativity with
lesson delivery

e Offers opportunity for informal daily
application

e Common Language

¢ Community Building
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Figure 1. CASEL Wheel, from https://casel.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/CASEL-Wheel-
2.pdf; Copyright 2017 by CASEL. Reprinted with permission; Refer to Appendix A.

© CASEL 2017

e
o)
pARTNE

406



Figure 2. Choose Love Formula. From https://www.jesselewischooselove.org/. Copyright
2019. Reprinted with permission; Refer to Appendix B.
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Social Emotional Learning
7,924 results

|¢

Social Emotional Learning (in titles)
531 results

+ Program
428 results

A 4
- FShol

+ School
411 results

|¢

+ Social Emotional Learning (in subject heading)
13 results

Researcher selected results

Figure 3. Initial Literature Search Process
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Figure 4. Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological Model. Graphic developed by researcher.

409



Self Actualization

/ Esteem (respect) \
/ Love (affection, belongingness) \
/ Safety \
/ Immediate Physiological Needs \

Figure 5. Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs triangle. Reprinted with permission from “Renovating
the pyramid of needs: Contemporary extensions built upon ancient foundations,” by Kenrick, D.
T., Griskevicius, V., Neuberg, S. L., & Schaller, M., 2010, Perspectives on psychological

science, 5(3), 292-314. Refer to Appendix J.
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Figure 6. Tiered Model of Support
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Educator and
Student
Interview Data
(HES & PS)

Educator and
Student
Demographic

Classroom
Observations of
lesson in
progress (HES)

Surveys (HES &
PS)

Educator
Program
Artifact (HES)
and Student
Program
Artifact (PS)

Figure 7. Triangulation of data sources.
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What's Happening in Classroom Guidancel
2nd grade

This week we will focus on friendship skills. Choosing love

means having the courage to use positive friendship skills
when we have a conflict with a friend. We will learn the CALM

@ way to deal with friendship problems. C-cooperate, A-ask
@ questions, L-listen, M-make your move.

Figure 8. HES parent newsletter communication including update regarding CLEP lessons sent

by school counselor. Printed with participant permission.
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