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This article reports the findings of a pre-pandemic national survey of English primary
schools (n=621) examining how Social and Emotional Learning (SEL) is prioritised and
practiced in school. Perceived benefits and prioritisation of SEL, barriers and facilitators
in supporting implementation, and the nature and extent to which whole school
approaches, classroom interventions and/or individual teaching practices are present, are
discussed. Responses showed consistency in respect to some established findings in the
field, namely concerns of time in respect to implementation, however some novel
findings emerged, including satisfaction with programmes and training approaches, and
a higher prevalence of SEL practice than previously reported. Findings are discussed in
relation to an increasing nuance in understanding SEL provision within schools. The
study contributes to limited research regarding typical practices, especially outside of
funded trials, and in doing so provides useful and relevant information for educational
professionals responsible for the implementation of SEL post-pandemic.
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Introduction

Social and emotional learning (SEL) is the process by which skills and strategies are developed to manage
emotion, understand the perspectives of others, communicate effectively, and make decisions that are in line
with future goals and values (Weissberg et al., 2015). Often implemented as a set of principles and curricula,

SEL programmes are typically embedded in the context and wider environment of the school setting, through
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the use of co-ordinated classroom, school, family, and community strategies (Oberle et al., 2016). The
potential benefits for SEL are well established, with a wealth of evidence supporting positive outcomes for
children (e.g., Cefai et al., 2018; Corcoran et al., 2018; Wigelsworth et al., 2016). Effective SEL can have a
positive impact both in the short-term (e.g., reductions in emotional distress and conduct problems) and long-
term (e.g., reductions in adult antisocial and criminal behaviour) (see Clarke et al., 2015; Gutman & Schoon,
2013). The importance of effective school-based provison has become even more critical as a framework in
addressing the consequences of Covid-19, as early evidence indicates a need to strategise addressing child and
adolescent wellbeing during and after the pandemic (Singh et al., 2020) by which SEL is emerring as one
possible pathway in doing so (Clarke, 2020).

A major caveat in the interpretation of effectiveness of SEL is a high reliance on evidence drawn from
within Randomised Control Trials (RCTs) and their variants, with a notable proportion of these conducted at
‘efficacy stage’ by which the internal logic of an intervention is tested. Conducted under ideal circumstances,
efficacy studies often receive additional resourcing otherwise unavailable outside of trial settings, and typically
ignore the various competing interests and contextual confounds present in ‘real world’ settings. As such
there are limitations to the ecological validity of any process and implementation findings as a result, despite
the central importance of these factors (Lendrum & Humphrey, 2012; Singal et al., 2014). In their meta-
analysis of 92 SEL programmes, Wigelsworth and colleagues (2016) noted that most trials were classifed as
efficacy (up to 69%) which corresponded to a drop in effect size of up to 0.2 when compared to studies trialed
outside of optimal conditions. Although there has been an increase in the study of the importance of local
context in implementing programmes (Connolly et al., 2018), there remains comparative little evidence
addressing many of the contextual factors that impact programme implementation within naturalistic settings
(Dusenbury et al., 2003; Fixsen et al., 2005), particularly in respect to perspectives from teacher and school
staff (Denham et al., 2012). This is important given successful SEL implementation is heavily dependent on
the wider context of implementation, including staff understanding and level of comfort with SEL itself,
alongside perception of support from the wider school environment (Brackett et al., 2012).

In examining SEL outside of funded trials, understanding and support of SEL appears high with recent
international teacher surveys across both the US (Bridgeland et al., 2013; DePaoli et al., 2017) and Europe
(Loinaz, 2019) reporting a very high degree of support for the principles of SEL. Over 90% of respondents
(across both surveys) agreed that emotions are important for learning and that teachers themselves are
responsible for socialising pupil emotions. Earlier evidence (Triliva & Poulou, 2006) indicated that support
for SEL is congruent with its intended aims, as teachers recognised links between educational foci such as
classroom management and support in academic learning. Interestingly, Triliva and Poulou’s study suggested
that teachers’ approval of SEL did not necessarily extend to the implementation of specific SEL programming.
Instead, it supported the idea of an experiential model of socio-emotional development by which ‘teachable
moments’ during daily education are maximised through the lens of SEL (e.g., a teacher introducing social

scripts to address issues of conflict in the playground). As the authors themselves note, this finding is far too
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tentative to ascribe causality, but it does nominally provide a potential hypothesis for the incongruence between
teacher support for SEL and prevalence of implementation. This is because, based on available data, actual
uptake of SEL programming appears limited. Survey figures from the USA (Bridgeland et al., 2013) indicate
just under than half of schools surveyed were explicitly teaching SEL (n=605). European data (Loianz, 2019)
shows comparable or lower prevalence, with similar findings in the UK, with 39% of schools (n=140) reporting
no explicit teaching incorporated into the curriculum (notably the lowest prevalence was in Sweden, with as
little as 26% of schools (n=27) reporting active SEL implementation). In explaining this discrepancy, literature
is limited. Ee and Cheng (2013) provide some insight through their study of teachers perceptions of SEL
provision through teaching practices in Singapore. Through a number of interviews, this study identified
factors recognised in wider implementation literature such as the need for senior support, time constraints in
implementing SEL, and access to resources. Although insightful, Ee and Cheng’s study features a very small
sample size (n=19) and issues of cultural transferability of findings across country settings have been called
into question, limiting the application of these findings (Loinaz, 2019).

Knowledge in the field remains limited. Even as a combined response, data from cited papers
represent a very small minority of views, and these do not account for concerns around the cultural
transferability of findings across countries. Further, an emphasis in teacher and school reports on SEL entails
a focus around conceptualisation and understanding, rather than a focus on current practice. Given the
recognition of the importance of Social and Emotional Learning, the current study intended to capture data to
further understand the status of SEL within English primary schools. Although SEL provision is potentially
available across all school years, the focus of this research is in the primary years of education (Years 1 — 6)
only. Primary school represents the earliest time at which all school children receive mandatory education in
a systematic and universal manner (i.e., within schools and classrooms) (McClelland et al., 2017).
Accordingly, the research attempted to explore the status of SEL provision in respect to its priority in school,
perceptions of its intended benefits from staff, and the nature of current practice. Specifically, this study sought

the address the following objectives research questions:

1. How is SEL viewed in school?
RQ1a. How is SEL defined by schools?
RQ1b.What do schools report as the perceived benefits of SEL?

RQ1.c. To what extent is SEL prioritised in school?

2. What influences the implemenation of SEL?

RQ2. What are the barriers and facilitators to implementing SEL?

3. What evidence is there of SEL implementation in schools?
RQ3a. What evidence is there for school level approaches?
RQ3b. What evidence is there for the use of individual programmes or curricula?
RQ3c. What evidence is there for the use of individual teacher practices?
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Method

The study adopted an online exploratory survey design (utilising ‘Key Survey’ software), sent to all state-
funded, mainstream primary schools in England. Although survey-based research is often criticised for lacking
depth (Robson, 2015), this approach offered an optimal reach across the population of interest, minimising
data burden to researchers and participants, and maintaining efficiencies in respect to timescale and budget
(Wright, 2005).

Survey design

In designing the survey instrument, we drew upon existing scoping surveys (as per those cited in the preceding
literature alongside literature exploring schoolwide implementation of SEL, notably the works of Domitrovich
et al. (2008) and Oberle and colleagues (2016)). This aided a distinction between school level factors (such as
climate and culture) and individual level factors (such as perceptions, attitudes and practice, which contributed
to the authors decision to capture both perceptions of wider school approaches as well as individual practices
and perceptions. Requests for social-demographic data (e.g. geographical location of the school, approximate
size, percentage of children eligible for free school meals) were included in order to assess representation of
the final sample. The survey was a blend of response type, as appropriate to the question (e.g., Likert-scale,
mark all that apply, etc), including open-text response, as shown in the results section. This variety allowed a
balance between a confirmatory and exploratory approach, allowing summation of responses in respect to
know areas for investigation (e.g., barriers and facilitators to implementation already established in the
literature) alongside opportunities for exploration, permitting respondents to utilise free text to report any
emergent issues that may not have been previously recognised. The surveys took approximately 15-20 minutes

to complete.

Procedure

Following ethical approval from the University’s Research Integrity Committee, a third-party provider was
commissioned to distribute the invitation to participate by email to all state-funded, mainstream primary
schools in England during March 2019. Where possible, emails were addressed to the headteacher directly.
As the survey included items about school-based approaches (rather than individual teacher practices),
responses were limited to one-per-school. Initial recipients of the survey (e.g., headteacher) were instructed
to pass the survey to the member of staff most knowledgeable about the school’s approach to SEL (e.g., a
member of the senior leadership team). On submission, participants were given the opportunity to enter a prize
draw for one of five iPads. A total of 621 schools (approx. 3.7% of the population) provided data. The majority
of respondents were head or deputy-head teachers (58%) followed by Special Education Needs Coordinators

(25%), with remaining staff making up the rest of the sample.
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Analysis

Analysis was conducted per question. For quantitative data, responses were summarised and presented
descriptively, reporting % of respondents per item response (e.g., 46% of schools reported SEL as top priority).
Open text responses were subject to a similar summary; however, a coding framework was required to
summarise related responses. Accordingly, qualitative data were analysed using thematic analysis (as outlined
by Braun & Clarke, 2008), which involved multiple readings to gain a holistic sense of the responses. Data
were collated under coded categories and % values reported for each category. Two of the study authors
discussed the wording and semantics relating to the generate codes to identify sources of overlap or ambiguity.
It was agreed that as responses fell into identifiable categories (given the specificity of individual questions)
and an initial coding activity reached 100% agreement, the coding was then predominately conducted by one

researcher.

Results

A total of 621 schools, from all regions of England, responded to the survey. No respondent answered every
single item, therefore the number of responses per question varied. We did not detect any pattern of
missingness to the data. In respect to sociodemographic representation, responding schools had a higher
average of pupils eligible for free school meals (FSM) which was used as a proxy for socio-economic
deprivation, compared to national figures. Responding schools had an average of 23.9% FSM pupils compared
to a national average of 17.3% (DfE, 2019).

Terminology & perceived benefits
Nearly all respondents reported that they use explicit terms “social and emotional learning” or “social and

emotional skills” in conversation with other school staff, parents, and/or school policy documents (Figure 1).

Use of terms related to Social Emotional Learning/Skills

Within school policy documents

With parents

With school staff

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

No Yes

Figure 1. Do you use the explicit terms “social and emotional learning” or “social and
emotional skills”? (n=413)
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For those responding “no”, open text responses provided alternative nomenclature, including “life skills” and
various permutations of “social, emotional, mental health and wellbeing”. Six schools referred to “social
skills”, five schools used the term “emotionally friendly”, and three schools referred to “emotional
intelligence”.

Schools were asked to rate the importance of SEL in relation to the following perceived benefits
(Figure 2).

Perceived importance Social and Emotional Learning across different outcomes

Improved grades and test scores
Improved school attendance
Less emotional distress
Responsible decision making
Reduced behavioural problems
Ability to regulate emotions | ‘ ‘ ‘ ‘ | | | ‘
Positive social behaviour in and out of school | ‘ ‘ ‘ ‘ | | | ‘

Positive attitudes about self and others | | | | | | | | |
0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Unsure Very important Important Somewhat important

Figure 2. In your opinion, how important do you think social and emotional learning is in terms of
contributing to the following benefits for students? (n = 368)

Prioritisation

Schools were asked to rate the importance of SEL in relation to other school priorities. 46% of schools reported
that “We believe it is one of our topmost priorities” (n=169) with 49% of schools reporting “We believe it is
important alongside a number of other priorities” (n=183). 4% of schools responded, “Other priorities take
precedence over SEL” and one school responded that “We don’t think prioritising SEL is an effective
approach”.

Schools were asked to compare their current SEL provision to five years ago, in order to assess whether
the school was “devoting more, less or about the same amount of time to social and emotional learning”.
Almost half (48%) of the 368 respondents reported they were devoting “much more time” (48%) or “somewhat
more time” (36%) to SEL compared to five years ago. 14% of the respondents reported they were devoting
“about the same about of time”. Slightly more than 1% of respondents reported either “somewhat” or “much

less time” devoted to SEL (Figure 3).
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Time devoted to SEL compared to five years ago

48%

36%

14%

1% 1%
Much more time  Somewhat more About the same Somewhat less Much less time
time amount of time time

Figure 3. Compared to you SEL provision to five years ago are you devoting more, less
or about the same amount of time to social and emotional learning.

Open text commentary was provided for this question and those who answered “much more time” or
“somewhat more” had their comments examined for general themes (n=284). For those responses focusing on
what changes occurred (n=472) the main three categories of change emerged:

Staff Training / Recruitment (n=143): Comments included examples of whole school training (e.g.,
“Training of all staff in school has been rolled out”); specialism training (e.g., “In the last 2 years we have
trained more staff to be able to support pupils with SEL needs”) and increased responsibilities of staff
members, focusing on SEL, e.g. (“We have more staff with responsibility for Social and emotional
wellbeing”).

Engagement in external programmes (n=58) including strategies, therapies, and interventions, e.g.
(“We have engaged with therapies such as art therapy, drama therapy, music therapy and family therapy to
support SEL”; “There are more interventions to develop children's social and emotional learning rather than
just English and Maths”).

Internal changes including policy, ethos, focus, and time (n=133) including curriculum and
timetabling changes (“Specific time allocated during the week for Personal, Social and Health Education”).
Whole school approaches (e.g., “Assemblies linked to Emotional learning SEL”) and school development
(e.g., “Wellbeing is a priority on our school development plan™).

Schools also reported upon why change occurred (n=130). Three main categories were identified:

External Motivation for Change (n=38) including pressures from social media (e.g., “Impact of
negative social and emotional practices such as social media on children”) perceived failing support from
external bodies (e.g. “Society generally a more toxic place, falling standards in parenting, less support from
police, health, social services, etc”) and pressures from the home environment (e.g., “Increased parental

pressure on schools to meet the child's needs”).
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Internal Motivation for Change (n=66) including increased needs of the children and staff (e.g.,
“Mental health and Social issues are having a significant impact on the ability of some pupils to fulfil their
potential”; “A higher percentage of children struggling to cope with the demands and expectations of school”).

Increased Awareness (n=26) from both external (parents, stakeholders) and internal sources (staff)
(e.g., “Raised awareness of its importance within school but also parents and pupils more aware to”; “An
understanding that by supporting children's social and emotional needs there is a positive impact on their ability

to access learning in the classroom”).
Barriers & facilitators
Schools were provided with a list of barriers to implementation as identified in prior literature and asked to

select as many as appropriate (Table I).

Table . % Responses to identified barriers to implementation.

Response %
Lack of time in class available to teach lessons on SEL 71
The pressure to focus on other priorities unrelated to SEL 68
Lack of time available to prepare for teaching lessons 47
Lack of specialist knowledge amongst staff in teaching SEL 38
Lack of finances available to purchase SEL curriculum 33
Lack of confidence amongst staff in teaching SEL 30
Difficulties in staff recruitment and turnover 14

General scepticism regarding need for teaching of SEL 9
We are not aware of a curriculum that addresses our needs 8
Lack of senior belief or support for SEL 3
Negative experiences with teaching SEL in the past 2
Other 10

Open text response was provided so that schools could indicate other barriers. These were identified
as: financial barriers (n=5); increased focus on learning and academic data (n=6); staff knowledge, engagement
and/or own SEL needs (n=6); and parental engagement, support and/or understanding (n=7).

In respect to facilitating SEL, schools were provided an open text response asking, “What support,
input or resources would help you in relation to supporting children’s social and emotional skill
development?”. When examining responses, four main categories were identified:

Staff training (n=80): This included whole school training rather than dissemination style approaches

(e.g., “Training that is offered for whole staff teams - not to one to then disseminated - weakens an important
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message by which chance is created and sustained”) with an emphasis on external partners (e.g., “Experienced
trainers to come into school to deliver training to all staff”).

Curriculum & Planning (n=76): This related to an integration of SEL into current schemes or work,
rather than commentary around explicit SEL curricula itself. Several comments noted the desire for SEL to be
integrated in this fashion, (e.g., “More links to core curriculum areas to allow teachers to include within English
lessons etc”). This theme was seen to be related to the barrier of availability of time and resources with
comments calling for “greater weight placed on Social and emotional learning in the curriculum”.

Development of resources (n = 68): Closely related to the theme above was commentary specifically
addressing the desire for more easily accessible resources that could be used to augment existing practice, for
instance, “ldeas about recommended additional resources/interventions that we could use to supplement what
we are already doing’. When explicit SEL programming was mentioned, time and resource limitations were
again reflected, as typified by the following quote: “we need a clear and concise, curriculum and resources
that is not overly expensive or has a huge time commitment”.

Funding and support for resources (n=58): A large number of comments referenced the need for
funding and support explicitly (e.g., “free resources and workshops as budgets are so tight”). There were calls
for funding and resources to support a range of activities, for instance, “Funding for extracurricular groups so

that identified children and parents could be supported out of class time”.

School-level approach
Schools were asked to rate to what extent their school adopted non-curricula, cross class approaches. Schools
were provided a 3-point Likert scale for items identified as “whole school practice behaviours drawn from

existing SEL interventions” (Figure 4).

Whole-school approaches adopted by schools

Multi-year SEL programming

SEL themed school displays

Community involvement

Parental Engagement featuring SEL

SEL themed assemblies

Professional Development for SEL
SEL working group or similar ‘ |

Dedicated planning time for SEL

| | | | |
| | | | I
0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

School wide policies promoting SEL

This is central to our practice We do some of this We don't do this

Figure 4. To what extent does your school adopt the following whole-school approaches to
SEL? (n=365)
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Programmes

Schools were asked whether they had a regular schedule for an explicit SEL curriculum. Of the 183 responses
to this question, 13% of schools reported they timetabled “more than an hour”, with 44% of schools reporting
scheduling “up to 1 hour”, 33% of schools reporting scheduling “up to 30 minutes” and 10% of the sample
reporting “no regular schedule”.

Schools that scheduled regular SEL provision were asked which particular SEL programmes they were
currently implementing, and whether they had started but subsequently stopped any SEL implementation in
the last five years. An open text box was provided to address the reasons underlying this interruption. Schools
were also provided a list of 20 common SEL programmes known to have been recently implemented in the
English context, along with an open text box to record any programme not listed. The most frequently
implemented programme (104 schools) was “Social and Emotional Aspects of Learning (SEAL)” (Department
for Education and Skills. 2005). The second most frequent programme (27 schools) was “Targeted Mental
Health in Schools” (Department for Children, Schools and Families, 2008), followed by “FRIENDS” (Barrett,
2005) (15 schools), “Promoting Alternative Thinking Strategies” (9 schools) (Greenberg & Kusche, 1993) and
“b mindfulness” (6 schools) (Huppert & Hohnson, 2010).

Teaching practices
Finally, schools were asked to think about a typical class in school and to reflect to what extent they observed

the following teaching practices (Table I1). Results showed a range of responses across practices.

Table 1l. Thinking about a typical class in your school, in the last year, to what extent have you
observed the following activities (n=346)?

Never Occasionally | Regularly
Observed Observed Observed

Deliberate strategies to increase pupil’s emotional 18% 45% 37%
vocabulary (e.g., word of the day, spellings, class posters)

Deliberate opportunities for pupils to explain their own 3% 39% 58%
feelings and the context behind them (e.g., drawing
‘feelings’, sharing stories in circle time)

Using and teaching calming and regulatory techniques 1% 41% 58%
(e.g., count to ten, breath slowly, sit on hands);

Use of perspective taking in understanding social 2% 37% 61%
interaction (e.g., discussing empathy in a story, role
modelling different ways of behaving

Deliberate development of communication strategies (e.qg., 6% 52% 42%
typical scripts for social situations “can I play?”

Deliberate teaching of rational decision making when 6% 47% 47%
solving social problems (e.g., reflecting on choice and
consequence either through stories or worksheets).
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Discussion

Terminology, perceived benefits, and prioritisation

Surveyed schools showed a consensus in respect to terminology, with approximately 89% of schools explicitly
using the terms “social and emotional learning” or “social and emotional skills” both within school and in
respect to communication with parents and written policy documentation. However, this finding may in part
reflect the sampling technique, by which respondents were invited to respond to a “social/emotional health
survey” and given the pre-specified terminology of the question itself. Although the wider field of positive
promotion has been criticised for a confusing set of overlapping terms, including non-cognitive development,
character education, 21st century skills, emotional literacy ([author redacted], under review), Primary schools
in England were subject to nationally mandated initiative for Social & Emotional Learning (Hallam, 2009).
This initiative is estimated to have been used in over 80% primary schools in 2008 (Humphrey et al., 2008).
Active use of the programme has significantly dropped in respect to survey findings (57% schools surveyed
reported still using materials), but familiarity with this programme otherwise supports Loinaz’s (2019)
assertion in respect to the cultural specificity of otherwise international terminology.

Almost all schools (95%) ranked SEL as a priority (though this may reflect that this was a volunteer
sample). Regarding perceived benefits, most schools (84%) reported a commitment to increased SEL
provision, mainly through increased training and recruitment as well updating school method and policy
documentation alongside curriculum and timetabling changes in support of SEL. Proximal benefits of SEL
were recognised by over 90% of schools (i.e., attitudes towards self and others, behavioural regulation and
pro-social behaviour). The identification of some of the more distal benefits (e.g., improve school attendance
(70%) and improved grade and test scores (63%)) was considered to be less of a priority. This shows a
deviation from wider literature, as SEL has been associated with improved academic outcomes (Corcoran et
al., 2018). However, this response may indicate perceived ‘want’ by schools in relation to SEL provision which

itself does not directly target attainment as an outcome.

Barriers and facilitators

Lack of time for both the preparation and delivery alongside competing priorities unrelated to SEL were
identified as prevalent barriers to implementation, despite indications of increased investment from surveyed
schools over the last 5 years. This is congruent with wider findings in the field, which often report on factors
such as overcrowding in the curriculum, lack of staff time and a lack of adequate resourcing and support (Cefai
& Askell-Williams, 2017; Durlak & Dupre, 2008). Similarly, issues in relation to staff training was the most
prevalent response in respect to facilitating SEL, reflecting a general consensus in the wider literature as to the
importance of staff training (e.g., see Cefai et al., 2018 for a brief review). However, suggestions from schools
did not necessarily reflect recommended training models. For instance, surveyed schools noted a desire for
whole staff training delivered by an external agency, in contrast to suggested dissemination models by which

more experienced staff guide and support other staff internal to the school (Askell- Williams, 2017). However,
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these ideas are not mutually exclusive and indeed, Cefai et al., (2018) warn against a reliance ‘champion-
based’ dissemination, given concerns around sustainability. Differences may reflect type of training needs,
distinguishing between programmatic or ‘instruction based’ knowledge on how to deliver specific
interventions vs. value-based approaches in which awareness and prioritisation of SEL as a focus. There is,
therefore, a call for further nuanced understanding about the potential acceptability of different types of staff
support and training in respect to SEL.

SEL implementation

School level approaches. Novel and emergent findings arose in respect to responses to school level
approaches, not least because of a significant paucity of empirical data in respect to what constitutes typical
practice in this area. Less than 40% of responding schools reported engaging with parents in respect to a
child’s social and emotional development and less than 30% reported engagement with the wider
community. Taking a systemic and integrated approach is seen as an essential element in effective provision
and although authors have commented that there is no ‘one-size-fits-all’ (Vostanis et al., 2013) in how this
may be achieved, a common element is that of parent and community engagement (Meyers et al., 2015). In
this respect, there is reduced prevalence of recommended practices from surveyed schools, especially given
the almost unequivocable support for the principles for SEL in earlier responses. In consideration of the
data, lack of macro-level support may be one interpretation, as authors (Domitrovich et al., 2008) note the
importance of a central executive in supporting policy (e.g., governmental policy and guidance). In respect
to England, this corresponds to a diminishing emphasis on Social and Emotional Learning, and a renewed
emphasis on academic learning (Cullinane & Montacute, 2017).

Programmes & Practice. In comparison to extant literature, reported implementation of SEL
programming was higher than that suggested by earlier surveys. i.e., Loinaz, (2019) reported that up to 39%
of surveyed schools had no explicit programming whereas the current study shows 90% of schools reported
scheduled programming. However, the amount of explicit scheduling of SEL remaining low with only 57%
of schools providing explicit teaching of more than 30 minutes a week. Lack of sufficient dosage and duration
of explicit programme is a recognised issue in successful SEL implementation (Jones & Bouffard, 2012). In
considering the comparatively low uptake of interest are comments around the nature and use of curricula,
with reports that programmes were too expensive and not sufficiently similar to the core curriculum. This
highlights the aforementioned concern that time pressures make delivery of an explicit programme difficult
without due consideration of existing priorities (despite explicit programming being a recommended approach
to comprehensive SEL (Durlak et al., 2011). However, authors note that ideally, processes become integrated
and embedded in the curriculum (Weare & Nind, 2011). Indeed, the lack of success of the SEAL programme
in the UK was in part due to it not being embedded directly into the formal curriculum, with the teaching staff
not being involved in its delivery and reinforcement (Humphrey et al., 2010). However, commentary from the

survey is suggests a more integrated approach may be evident. Responses showed that deliberate strategies
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aligned with social and emotional practices such as developing a specific emotional vocabulary and using
techniques for emotional regulation, and that modelling of communication and problem sibling strategies was
observed in at least 80% of the sample on an occasionally to regular basis. This is congruent with earlier work
from Triliva and Poulou’s (2006) study indicating that teachers’ approval of SEL did not necessarily extend
to the implementation of specific SEL programming. Instead, it supports the idea of an experiential model of
socio-emotional development by which ‘teachable moments’ during daily education are taken advantage of
through the lens of SEL (e.g., a teacher introducing social scripts to address issues of conflict in the

playground).

Study Limitations

First, despite invitations being sent to all mainstream primary schools in England, the returning sample does
not represent a random proportion of the national population. Although responses were geographically diverse,
schools with higher-than-average deprivation had greater representation when compared to the national
average. Furthermore, in light of voluntary participation, schools with an interest in participating in the
research were more likely to respond. Second, responses represented respondents’ perceptions of current
practices, as compared to a more objective measure (such as direct observation). Variation in the specific role
of the respondent (e.g., pastoral lead, deputy head) may contribute to further variability (for instance, some
roles may have less opportunities to observe teaching across the school or better insight into opportunities for
professional develop in comparison to other roles). This is certainly the case whereby the survey was
completed by one member of staff who was asked to represent the typical practice of the wider school.
However, we would expect a nominated member of staff with recognisable responsibilities in this respect (as
denoted by roles of the respondents) to have at least some strategic overview of the current capacities and
practices of their school, as befitting their professional responsibilities. A final consideration is that data for
the current study was obtained before the Covid-19 pandemic occurred. It is undisputable that education
systems, including those in England, have experienced unique and challenging circumstances that may affect
perceived priorities and practices. However, SEL has been cited as a promising framework particularly suited
for addressing many of emergent issues of such as reported declines in pro-social behaviour, impairment in

social interaction and increased worry (Imran et al., 2020; Linnavali, & Kalland, 2021).

Conclusion & Recommendations

This study adds to an understanding of the nature and prevalence of how SEL is prioritised and practiced in a
sample of English primary schools. Overall, the exploratory research revealed that despite a high level of
agreement for the prioritisation of SEL, there is considerable variability in the practices implemented for its
support. There appears to be reduced parental engagement and reduced direct implementation of programmes,
two issues generally recognised as barriers to successful outcomes. Established barriers were recognised (e.g.,

time), though further nuance and understanding arose in respect to acceptability of different training models
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and a close examination of teachers perceptions in respect to ‘teaching moments’ in comparison to explicit
curricula. As an exploratory and preliminary finding, this paper suggests these are foci for future research.
Such opportunities are very valuable given a need to move to strategising and optimising child and adolescent
wellbeing post-pandameic (Clarke, 2020).

Acknowledgements

This research was supported in part by funding from the Education Endowment Foundation (EEF).

The authors would like to thank Education Endowment Foundation (EEF) and Early Intervention Foundation
(EIF) colleagues; Matthew van Poortvliet & Aleisha Clarke and the EEF stakeholder panel who helped inform

the wider project.

References

Askell-Williams, H. (2017). Perspectives from teachers and school leaders about long-term sustainability: A
challenge for mental health promotion initiatives in educational settings. In Cefai, C. & Cooper, P.
(eds) Mental Health Promotion in Schools: Cross-Cultural Narratives and Perspectives (pp. 141-
155). Sense Publications. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-94-6351-053-0

Barrett, P. (2005). Friends For Life: Group Leaders’ Manual for Children. Barrett Research Resources Pty
Ltd.

Brackett, M. A., Reyes, M. R., Rivers, S. E., Elbertson, N. A. & Salovey, P. (2012). Assessing teachers’
beliefs about social and emotional learning. Journal of Psychoeducational Assessment, 30, 3, 219-
236.

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2008). Using thematic analysis in Psychology. Qualitative Research in Psychology,
3, 77-101. https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp0630a

Bridgeland, J., Bruce, M., & Hariharan, A. (2013). The Missing Piece: a Report for CASEL. Civic
Enterprises.

Cefai, C., & Askell-Williams, H. (2017). School staff” perspectives on mental health promotion and
wellbeing in school. In C. Cefai, & P. Cooper (Eds.), Mental Health Promotion in Schools. Cross
Cultural Narratives and Perspectives. Sense Publishers.

Cefai, C., Bartolo P. A., Cavioni. V., & Downes, P. (2018). Strengthening Social and Emotional Education
as a core curricular area across the EU. A review of the international evidence, NESET Il report.
Publications Office of the European Union. https://doi.org/10.2766/664439

Connolly, P., Keenan, C., & Urbanska, K. (2018). The trials of evidence-based practice in education: a
systematic review of randomised controlled trials in education research 1980-2016. Educational
Research, 60, 276-291. https://doi.org/10.1080/00131881.2018.1493353

Clarke, A. (2020). Strategies to Support Children’s Social & Emotional Wellbeing on Returning to School.

Early Intervention Foundation.

ISSN 2073 7629
© 2021 CRES Volume 13, Number 2, November 2021 pp 36


https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
https://doi.org/10.1080/00131881.2018.1493353

Clarke, A. M., Morreale, S., Field, C. A., Hussein, Y., & Barry, M. M. (2015). What works in enhancing
social and emotional skills development during childhood and adolescence? A review of the
evidence on the effectiveness of school-based and out-of-school programmes in the UK. A Report
produced by the World Health Organization Collaborating Centre for Health Promotion Research,
National University of Ireland Galway.

Corcoran, R. P., Cheung, A. C. K., Kim, E., & Xie, C. (2018). Effective universal school-based social and
emotional learning programs for improving academic achievement: A systematic review and meta-
analysis of 50 years of research. Educational Research Review, 25, 56-72.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.edurev.2017.12.001

Cullinane, C., & Montacute, R. (2017). Life Lessons: Improving Essential Life Skills for Young People.
Sutton Trust.

Denham, S., Bassett, H., & Zinsser, K. (2012). Early childhood teachers as socializers of young children’s
emotional competence. Early Childhood Education Journal, 40, 3, 137-143.
http://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ963274

Department for Children, School and Families (2008). Targeted Mental Health in Schools Project.
Department for Children, School and Families (DCSF).

Department for Education and Skills. 2005. Excellence and Enjoyment: Social and Emotional Aspects of
Learning (guidance). Department for Education and Skills (DfES)

DePaoli, J. L., Atwell, M. N., Bridgeland, J., Enterprises, C., & Hart D. (2017). Ready to Lead: A National
Principal Survey on How Social and Emotional Learning Can Prepare Children and Transform
Schools. A Report for CASEL. Civic Enterprises with Hart Research Associates.

Domitrovich, C. E., Bradshaw, C. P., Poduska, J. M., Buckley, J. A., Olin, S., Romanelli, L. H,, ... Talongo,
N. S. (2008). Preventive interventions in schools: A conceptual framework. Advances in School
Mental Health Promotion, 1(3), 6-28.

Durlak, J. A., & DuPre, E. P. (2008). Implementation matters: A review of research on the influence of
implementation on program outcomes and the factors affecting implementation. American Journal of
Community Psychology, 41, 327-350. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10464-008-9165-0

Dusenbury, L., Branningan, R., Falco, M., & Hansen, W. B. (2003). A review of research on fidelity of
implementation: implications for drug abuse prevention in school settings. Health Education
Research, 18, 237-56. https://doi.org/10.1093/her/18.2.237

Ee, J., & Cheng, Q. L. (2013). Teachers’ Perceptions of Students’ Social Emotional Learning and their
Infusion of SEL. Journal of Teaching and Teacher Education, 1(2), 59-72.
https://doi.org/10.12785/jtte/010201

Fixsen, D. L., Naoom, S. F., Blasé, K. A., Friedman, R. M., & Wallace, F. (2005). Implementation Research:
A Synthesis of the Literature. University of South Florida.

Greenberg, M. T., & Kusche, C. A. (1993). Promoting Social and Emotional Development in Deaf Children:

ISSN 2073 7629
© 2021 CRES Volume 13, Number 2, November 2021 pp 37


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.edurev.2017.12.001
http://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ963274
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10464-008-9165-0
https://doi.org/10.1093/her/18.2.237

The PATHS Project. University of Washington Press.

Gutman, L. M., & Schoon, I. (2013). The Impact of Non-cognitive Skills on Outcomes for Young People.
Education Endowment Foundation.

Hallam, S. (2009). An evaluation of the Social and Emotional Aspects of Learning (SEAL) programme:
promoting positive behaviour, effective learning and well-being in primary school children, Oxford
Review of Education, 35, 313-330. https://doi.org/10.1080/03054980902934597

Humphrey, N., Kalamouka, A., Bolton, J., Lendrum, A., Wigelsworth, M., Lennie, C., & Farrell, P. (2008).
Primary Social and Emotional Aspects of Learning: Evaluation of Small Group Work. Department
of Children, Schools and Families (DCSF).

Humphrey, N., Lendrum, A., & Wigelsworth, M. (2010). Social and Emotional Aspects of Learning (SEAL)
Programme in Secondary Schools: National Evaluation. London: Department for Education.

Huppert, F., & Johnson, D. (2010). A controlled trial of mindfulness training in schools: The importance of
practice for an impact on well-being. The Journal of Positive Psychology, 5(4), 264-274.
https://doi.org/10.1080/17439761003794148

Imran, N., Zeshan, M., & Pervaiz, Z. (2020). Mental health considerations for children & adolescents in
COVID-19 Pandemic. Pakistan Journal of Medical Sciences. 36, 67-72.
https://doi.org/10.12669/pjms.36.COVID19-5S4.2759

Jones, S. M., & Bouffard, S. M. (2012). Social and emotional learning in schools: from programs to
strategies: social policy report. Society for Research in Child Development, 26(4), 3-22.

Oberle, E., Domitrovich, C. E., Meyers, D. C., & Weissberg, R. P. (2016). Establishing systemic social and
emotional learning approaches in schools: a framework for schoolwide implementation. Cambridge
Journal of Education, 46(3), 277-297. https://doi.org/10.1080/0305764X.2015.1125450

Lendrum, A., & Humphrey, N. (2012). The importance of studying the implementation of interventions in
school settings. Oxford Review of Education, 38(5), 635-652.
https://doi.org/10.1080/03054985.2012.734800

Linnavali, T., & Kalland, M. (2021). Impact of COVID-19 Restrictions on the Social-Emotional Wellbeing
of Preschool Children and Their Families. Education Sciences, 11(8), 435.
https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci11080435

Loinaz, E. S. (2019). Teachers’ perceptions and practice of social and emotional education in Greece, Spain,
Sweden and the United Kingdom. International Journal of Emotional Education, 11(1), 31-48.

McClelland, M. M., Tominey, S. L., Schmitt, S. A., & Duncan, R. (2017). SEL interventions in early
childhood. Future of Children, 27(1), 33-47. https://doi.org/10.2307/4596916

Meyers, D. C., Gil, L., Cross, R., Keister, S., Domitrovich, C. E., & Weissberg, R. P. (2015). CASEL Guide
for Schoolwide Social and Emotional Learning. CASEL.

Robson, C, & McCartan, K. (2015). Real World Research (4™ Ed). Wiley Blackwell.

ISSN 2073 7629
© 2021 CRES Volume 13, Number 2, November 2021 pp 38


https://doi.org/10.1080/17439761003794148
https://dx.doi.org/10.12669%2Fpjms.36.COVID19-S4.2759
https://doi.org/10.1080/0305764X.2015.1125450
https://doi.org/10.1080/03054985.2012.734800
https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci11080435

Singal, A. G., Higgins, P. D., & Waljee, A. K. (2014). A primer on effectiveness and efficacy trials. Clinical
and Translational Gastroenterology, 5(1), e45. https://doi.org/10.1038/ctg.2013.13

Singh, S., Roy, D.m Sinha, K., Parveen, S., Sharma, G., & Joshi, G. (2020). Impact of COVID-19 and
lockdown on mental health of children and adolescents: A narrative review with recommendations.
Psychiatry Research, 293, 1-10. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychres.2020.113429

Triliva, S., & Poulou, M. (2006). Greek teachers’ understandings and constructions of what constitutes social
and emotional learning. School Psychology International, 27(3), 315-338.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0143034306067303

Vostanis, P., Humphrey, N., Fitzgerald, N., Deighton, J., & Wolpert, M. (2013). How do schools promote
emotional well-being among their pupils? Findings from a national scoping survey of mental health
provision in English schools. Child and Adolescent Mental Health, 18(3), 151-157.
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-3588.2012.00677.x

Weare, K., & Nind, M. (2011). Mental health promotion and problem prevention in schools: What does the
evidence say? Health Promotion International, 26(SUPPL. 1), i29-i69.
https://doi.org/10.1093/heapro/dar075

Weissberg, R. P., Durlak, J. A., Domitrovich, C. E., & Gullotta, T. P. (2015). Social and Emotional
Learning: Past, Present, and Future. In Durlak, J. A., Domitrovich, C. E., Weissberg, R. P., &
Gullotta, T. P. (Eds.), Handbook of Social and Emotional Learning: Research and Practice (pp. 3—
19). Guilford.

Wigelsworth, M., Lendrum, A., Oldfield, J., Scott, A., Ten-Bokkel, I., Tate, K., & Emery, C. (2016). The
impact of trial stage, developer involvement and international transferability on universal social and
emotional learning programme outcomes: A meta-analysis. Cambridge Journal of Education, 46(3),
347-376. https://doi.org/10.1080/0305764X.2016.1195791

Wright, K. (2005). Researching Internet-Based Populations: Advantages and Disadvantages of Online
Survey Research, Online Questionnaire Authoring Software Packages, and Web Survey Services.
Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication, 10(3), 1034. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1083-
6101.2005.th00259.x

ISSN 2073 7629
© 2021 CRES Volume 13, Number 2, November 2021 pp 39


https://doi.org/10.1177/0143034306067303
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-3588.2012.00677.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/0305764X.2016.1195791
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1083-6101.2005.tb00259.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1083-6101.2005.tb00259.x

