PurposeFull People Research Briefs

Grounding Research
Over the past two decades, a large body of scientific evidence has accumulated on the
benefits of social-emotional learning and character education at the elementary level.
PurposeFull People was designed to include evidence-based social-emotional learning
and character education content and instructional strategies that intentionally target
the promotion of outcomes that serve as enablers to students’ school and life success,
including acquisition and use of social-emotional competencies and improvements in
sense of belonging, well-being, and engagement in school. Together, these outcomes (a)
result in improved academic performance, (b) prepare students to transition successfully
into middle school, and (c) are predictors of longer term success into adulthood
(Bywater & Sharples, 2012; Corrales et al., 2016; Lei et al., 2018).
• Bywater, T. & Sharples, J. (2012) Effective evidence-based interventions for
emotional well-being: Lessons for policy and practice, Research Papers in Education,
27(4), 389–408.
• Corrales, T., Waterford, M., Goodwin-Smith, I., Wood, L., Yourell, T., & Ho, C. (2016).
Childhood adversity, sense of belonging and psychosocial outcomes in emerging
adulthood: A test of mediated pathways. Children and Youth Services Review, 63,
110–119.
• Lei, H., Yunhuo, C. and Zhou, W. (2018), Relationship between student engagement
and academic achievement: a meta-analysis. Social Behavior and Personality, 46,
517-528.

Social-Emotional Learning
A meta-analysis by Durlak and colleagues (2011) of 213 rigorous studies including
over 270,000 students demonstrated that students who received SEL programming
performed better than students who did not. Specifically, findings indicate that SEL
programming was associated with an 11 percent gain on measures of academic
achievement, and similar significant improvements were noted in student conduct and
discipline, prosocial behavior, and emotional distress. A close inspection reveals that
of the 213 studies, 120 (56%) were conducted in elementary schools, with consistent
findings indicating that SEL programming is effective across elementary grades. Other
researchers have conducted larger scale reviews and replicated these findings, which is
one of the reasons why SEL programming has become an essential ingredient to Tier 1
universal supports in elementary schools (Corcoran et al., 2018; Sklad et al., 2012).
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• Corcoran, R.P., Cheung, A.C.K., Kim, E., & Xie, C. (2018). Effective universal schoolbased social and emotional programs for improving academic achievement: A
systematic review and meta-analysis of 50 years of research Educational Research
Review, 25 (2018), pp. 56-72.
• Durlak, J. A., Weissberg, R. P., Dymnicki, A. B., Taylor, R. D., & Schellinger, K. B. (2011).
The impact of enhancing students’ social and emotional learning: A meta-analysis
of school-based universal interventions. Child Development, 82, 405–432.
• Robson, D. A., Allen, M. S., & Howard, S. J. (2020). Self-regulation in childhood as a
predictor of future outcomes: A meta-analytic review. Psychological Bulletin, 146(4),
324–354.
• Sklad, M., Diekstra, R., Ritter, M. D., Ben, J., & Gravesteijn, C. (2012). Effectiveness of
school-based universal social, emotional, and behavioral programs: Do they enhance
students’ development in the area of skill, behavior, and adjustment? Psychology in
the Schools, 49(9), 892–909.

Character Education
With regard to character education, a meta analysis of 52 studies was conducted by
Jeynes (2019) to examine the relationship between character education and student
achievement and behavioral outcomes. Results indicated that character education was
associated with higher levels of educational outcomes, including grades and test scores.
The delivery of character education programming was also associated with increased
self-discipline. While the effects for high school character education was higher than
middle school and elementary, findings for elementary still found positive, significant
effects on the above outcomes.
• Berkowitz, M. W. & Bier M. C. (2007). What works in character education?, Journal of
Research in Character Education, 5, 29-48.
• Jeynes, W. H. (2019). A meta-analysis on the relationship between character
education and student achievement and behavioral outcomes. Education and Urban
Society, 51 (1), 33–71.
• Johnson, K. (2021). A preliminary meta-Analysis of character education research
Fairleigh Dickinson University. ProQuest Dissertations Publishing.
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Teaching Social Skills
Numerous studies have investigated the impact of teaching elementary-aged students
social skills. The findings from this research are clear: teaching social skills interventions
to children between the ages of 5-11 leads to a range of beneficial outcomes, including
(a) increases in social competencies such as cooperation, assertiveness, and conflict
resolution, (b) improvements in prosocial interactions and social inclusion, and (c)
decreases in aggressive and disruptive behaviors (e.g., Durlak et al., 2010; Gresham
et al., 2004; January et al., 2011). The research also reveals some nuanced findings
that impact whether a program that teaches social skills is likely to be effective or not.
First, social skills programs that use a direct and explicit instructional approach that
involves telling (what the skill is and why it is important), showing (modeling what the
skill looks like), doing (providing opportunities to practice the skill), and performance
feedback (observing students to) are more effective than programs that use other types
of instructional approaches (Gresham, 2017, Lane et al. 2005). Second, students need to
receive a certain amount of instruction and support over time to acquire and apply social
skills (Gresham et al., 2004). Third, students need to be supported to generalize the skills
beyond the lessons through prompts and reminders, recognizing and acknowledging
attempts to apply certain skills, and addressing missed opportunities to use the skills
(Fox & McEvoy, 1993; DiPerna et al., 2017). Last, teachers need to maintain fidelity to
teaching the social skills as planned to ensure students receive the instruction and
support in a way that is likely to lead to beneficial outcomes (Durlak et al., 2008).
• DiPerna, J.C., Lei, P., Cheng, W. Hart, S. & Bellinger, J. (2017). A cluster randomized
trial of the social skills Improvement system-classwide intervention program (SSISCIP) in first grade Journal of Education & Psychology, 23, 145-167.
• 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.
• Durlak, J. A., Weissberg, R. P., & Pachan, M. (2010). A meta-analysis of afterschool programs that seek to promote personal and social skills in children and
adolescents. American Journal of Community Psychology, 45, 294–309.
• Fox, J.J., & McEvoy, M.A. (1993). Assessing and enhancing generalization and
social validity of social-skills interventions with children and adolescents. Behavior
Modification, 17, 339–366.
• Gresham, F. M., Cook, C. R. , & Crews, S. D. (2004). Social skills training for children
and youth with emotional and behavioral disorders: Validity considerations and
future directions. Behavioral Disorders, 30(1), 32-47.
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• Gresham, F. M. (2017). Evidence-based interventions for social skill deficits in
children and adolescents. In Handbook of evidence-based interventions for children
and adolescents (pp. 365–376). New York city: Springer Publishing Company, LLC.
• January, A.M, Casey, R.J., & Paulson, D. (2011). A meta-analysis of classroom-wide
interventions to build social skills: Do they work? School Psychology Review, 40 (2),
242-256.
• Lane, K. L., Menzies, H. M., Barton-Arwood, S. M., Doukas, G. L., & Munton, S. M.
(2005). Designing, implementing, and evaluating social skills interventions for
elementary students: Step-by-step procedures based on actual school-based
investigations. Preventing School Failure, 49(2), 18-26.
• Durlak, J. A., Weissberg, R. P., Dymnicki, A. B., Taylor, R. D., & Schellinger, K. B.
(2011). The impact of enhancing students’ social and emotional learning: A metaanalysis of school-based universal interventions. Child Development, 82, 405–432.
doi:10.1111/j.1467-8624.2010.01564.x
• Pandey, A., Hale, D., Das, S., Goddings, A. L., Blakemore, S. J., & Viner, R. M. (2018).
Effectiveness of universal self-regulation–based interventions in children and
adolescents: A systematic review and meta-analysis. JAMA Pediatrics, 172, 566575. doi:10.1001/jamapediatrics.2018.0232

Teaching Executive Functioning Skills
Executive function skills include cognitive flexibility (ability to adapt to new, changing, or
unplanned events), inhibition (self-control, self-regulation to resist temptations to engage
in behaviors that are ill-advised), attention regulation (focusing and concentrating in
the face of distractions), and organization (planning, time management, and keeping
track of materials) (Diamond, 2013). Executive functioning skills have been shown to be
more important predictors of school success than IQ (Blair & Razza, 2007). Executive
functioning skills also predict a person’s success throughout their life, including
career (Prince, et al., 2007) and mental and physical health in adulthood (Dunn, 2010;
Kusche et al., 1993). A meta analysis including 12 studies involving 1054 children
found that teaching children executive functioning skills improved organizational
skills. Also, a review published in JAMA Pediatrics (Pandey et al., 2018) revealed that
universal programs focused on teaching executive functioning skills to children are
associated with several social-emotional outcomes such as improvements in academic
achievement, promotion of mental health, decreases in behavioral problems, and
reductions in school discipline. Other meta-analyses have found that programs that
teach specific executive functioning skills demonstrate improvements in organizational
skills, self-control, and ability to maintain attention to focus on tasks at hand
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(e.g., Bikic et al., 2017; Diamond & Lee, 2011). The science on teaching executive
skills has revealed some important quality indicators of effective programs, including
explicit instruction that involves opportunities for rehearsal and feedback, supplemental
strategies to promote the generalization and use of the skills beyond the lessons, and
supports to maintain fidelity of implementation.
• Bikic, A., Reichow, B., McCauley, S.A., Ibrahim, K., & Sukhodolsky, D.G. (2017). Metaanalysis of organizational skills interventions for children and adolescents with
attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity disorder. Clinical Psychology Review, 52, 108–123.
• Diamond, A. (2013). Executive functions. Annual Review of Psychology, 64, 135–
168.
• Diamond, A., & Lee, K. (2011). Interventions shown to aid executive function
development in children 4 to 12 years old. Science, 333(6045), 959–964.
• Pandey, A., Hale, D., Das, S., Goddings, A.L., Blakemore, S.J., & Viner, R.M. (2018).
Effectiveness of universal self-regulation–Based interventions in children and
adolescents JAMA Pediatrics, 172 (6), 566.
• Piquero, A. R., Jennings, W. G., Farrington, D. P., Diamond, B., & Gonzalez, J. M.
R. (2016). A meta-analysis update on the effectiveness of early self-control
improvement programs to improve self-control and reduce delinquency. Journal of
Experimental Criminology, 12, 249–264.

Teaching Emotional Regulation Skills
The research is clear that teaching elementary-aged children emotion recognition and
regulation skills is effective when done properly. This body of research shows that
when elementary students are intentionally supported to acquire skills to regulate
emotions in response to situations it leads to several positive short-term outcomes,
including improved confidence, greater persistence and resilience in the face of
adversity, increased engagement in school along with better test scores and grades, and
reductions in behaviors that interfere with learning (Corcoran et al., 2018; Kraag et al.,
2006; Moltretch et al., 2010). From a long-term perspective, teaching emotion regulation
skills leads to greater college and career readiness and success, healthier relationships,
better mental health, and greater civic engagement (Greenberg et al., 2017). There is
also evidence that when teaching emotion regulation skills is able to boost the effect
of Tier 1 Positive Behavioral Intervention and Supports by producing more significant
reductions in externalizing and internalizing problems among elementary students (Cook
et al., 2015). Research examining what makes for effective programs that teach emotion
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recognition and regulation skills has revealed that following combination of components
are important: (a) psychoeducation to increase children’s understanding of emotions to
develop a vocabulary to label their emotional experiences, (b) strategies to increase selfawareness and recognition of emotions and how they impact their behavior in certain
situations, and (c) explicit teaching of emotion regulation skills to manage thoughts (e.g.,
positive self-talk, reappraisal, acceptance) and actions (e.g., such as deep breathing,
guided imagery, progressive muscle relaxation, physical activity, mindfulness practices)
(Barret et al., 2001; Macklem, 2011). In addition, there is a need for strategies that are
infused throughout the day to prompt, encourage, and motivate students to apply their
emotion knowledge and skills (Hoffman et al., 2020).
• Barrett, L. F., Gross, J., Christensen, T. C., & Benvenuto, M. (2001).Knowing what
you’re feeling and knowing what to do about it: Mapping the relation between
emotion differentiation and emotion regulation.Cognition and Emotion, 15,713–724
• Cook, C. R., Frye, M., Slemrod, T., Lyon, A. R., Renshaw, T. L., & Zhang, Y. (2015). An
integrated approach to universal prevention: Independent and combined effects of
PBIS and SEL on youths’ mental health. School Psychology Quarterly, 30(2), 166–
183.
• Corcoran, R.P., Cheung, A.C.K., Kim, E., & Xie, C. (2018). Effective universal schoolbased social and emotional programs for improving academic achievement: A
systematic review and meta-analysis of 50 years of research Educational Research
Review, 25 (2018), pp. 56-72.
• Domitrovich, C., & Greenberg, M. T. (2000). The study of implementation: Current
findings from effective programs that prevent mental disorders in school-aged
children. Journal of Educational & Psychological Consultation, 11, 193–221.
• Hoffmann, J. D., Brackett, M. A., Bailey, C. S., Willner, C. J. (2020). Teaching emotion
regulation in schools: Translating research into practice with the RULER approach to
social and emotional learning. Emotion, 20(1), 105–109.
• Kraag, G., Zeegers, M. P., Kok, G., Hosman, C., and Abu-Saad, H. H. (2006). School
programs targeting stress management in children and adolescents: a metaanalysis. Journal of School Psychology, 44, 449–472.
• Macklem G.L. (2011) Importance of Emotion Regulation Training for Children and
Adolescents. In: Evidence-Based School Mental Health Services. Springer, New York,
NY.
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• Moltrecht, B., Deighton, J., Patalay, P., & Edbrooke-Childs, J. (2020). Effectiveness of
current psychological interventions to improve emotion regulation in youth – a metaanalysis. European Journal of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, 1–20.
• Sprung, M., Münch, H. M., Harris, P. L., Ebesutani, C., & Hofmann, S. G. (2015).
Children’s emotion understanding: A meta-analysis of training studies.
Developmental review : DR, 37, 41–65. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.dr.2015.05.001

Post COVID: Students, Educators, and Administrators
Students
• Since COVID it has been estimated that 1 out of every 3 children experience social,
emotional, and behavioral difficulties that interfere with some aspect of their daily
functioning (CDC, 2021; WHO, 2021)
• Research unequivocally shows that elementary children who acquire and apply
certain social, emotional, and behavioral competencies are associated with a
range of positive short-term (academic engagement, increased belonging and
relationships, positive indicators of well-being) and long-term outcomes (graduation,
employment, positive mental health, even longer lives) (e.g., Robson et al., 2020)
• Children who effectively manage their thinking, attention, and behavior are
also more likely to have better grades and higher standardized test scores.2
• Children with strong social skills are more likely to make and sustain
friendships, initiate positive relationships with teachers, participate in
classroom activities, and be positively engaged in learning (Jones et al.,
2017)
• 51% increase in self-harm behaviors among youth since COVID, with the largest
increase among 5-11 year olds (Racine et al. 2021).

Teachers
• Research has shown that when teachers invest in delivering SEL programs, they
are likely to experience benefits in return with regard to improved social-emotional
competencies and lower levels of stress and burnout (Brackett et al., 2017)
• Teachers consistently rank student social, emotional, and behavioral needs as one
of their top priorities (Phi Delta Kappa, 2021)
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• Teachers report a lack of professional skills and knowledge in delivering SEL
instructions. In addition, many report their schools rarely provide resources
(instruction materials, specific courses or activities) or create conditions (training
teachers, devoting teaching hours, receiving school administration support) that
would promote teachers’ instruction of SEL (Schiepe-Tiska et al., 2021)

Administrators
• In a survey of over 800 principals, 98% participants reported that social-emotional
competencies are important and promoting skills in these areas would be beneficial
to students (Depaoli et al., 2017).
• However, study after study reveals that lack of leadership support for SEL is one of
the most significant barriers to implementation (Locke et al., 2019)
• Leaders who cast a vision and maintain commitment to change and intentionally
integrate SEL school-wide are more likely to achieve successful implementation
(Cook et al., 2022)
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