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ABSTRACT

School leaders are increasingly being required to support students beyond academic
metrics. The Covid-19 pandemic caused unanticipated closures in schools throughout the
country forcing many students to an unfamiliar online environment. In the months that followed,
anxiety and loneliness rose dramatically, requiring staff to re-think how to best support the social
emotional needs of students. The purpose of this study was to identify how principals perceive
their role in providing social emotional learning (SEL) support for all students in high-achieving
schools (HAS) in both in-person and virtual learning environments. Using a phenomenological
research design, principals from high achieving schools were interviewed to identify their
perceived role in providing SEL for all students.

This research suggests that relationships are essential in providing SEL in a meaningful
way and principals rely on a variety of staff to ensure students are receiving SEL in traditional
(in-person) and virtual environments. Principals expressed a deepened urgency for SEL needs
due to the global pandemic of Covid-19. The role of the principals is uniquely positioned to
support both the structural and interpersonal supports needed to develop SEL for all students. As
the growing evidence supports the inclusion of SEL-related activities, principal and teacher
preparation programs should include SEL training as part of the curriculum as part of pre-service
training. Additionally, school divisions should provide in-service opportunities for those already
in the field. The findings from this research underscore the important role that principals have in
promoting a SEL-supportive culture. Implications of these findings and suggestions for future

research are also shared.
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GENERAL AUDIENCE ABSTRACT
The purpose of this study was to identify how principals perceive their role in providing
SEL support for all students in high-achieving schools (HAS) in both in-person and virtual
learning environments. Due to the widespread closure of in-person schooling across the country
in the fall of 2020, school leaders have been forced to think differently on implementing support
for the whole child. Using a phenomenological research design, principals from high achieving
schools were interviewed to identify their perceived role in providing SEL for all students.

A review of the literature shows SEL can be delivered at both the classroom and whole-
school level and has academic, behavioral, and societal benefits. Findings showed that principals
are uniquely positioned to develop SEL-supportive cultures by providing a common vision,
structural supports, and opportunities to increase long-term relationships. Principals utilized a
variety of people and places to provide SEL for all students, with a strong emphasis on building
relationships. The capacity of both school leaders and teachers plays an important role in
providing SEL with fidelity. Principal’s expressed a deepened understanding of the urgency of
SEL. In light of limited pre-service training at both the teacher and administrative level,
additional professional development is needed in this area as schools seek to address the whole

child.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

A focus on the whole child is not a new concept (Symonds, 1934). “Many of the past
failures on the part of schools to enlist the pupil in the educative process, and to achieve in him a
well-rounded personality, have been due to the fact that the school dealt only with the academic,
not the whole child” (Symonds, 1934, p. 324). Nearly a century later, public education continues
to grapple with creating “a school atmosphere in which healthy mental growth is not only
possible for the few, but probable for all” (Symonds, 1934, p. 324). Over the last 30 years, social
emotional learning (SEL) has become a predominant answer for extending learning beyond a
solely academic focus (Keefer et al., 2018; CASEL, 2020). Social emotional learning reflects
intrapersonal and interpersonal competencies that comprise “self-awareness and management,
responsible decision making, social awareness and relationship skills” (CASEL, 2020, p. 2).

SEL has also been defined under two broad categories of emotional competence and pro-social
behaviors (Denham, 2005).

According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (2009), school climate
reform offers a strategy to promote healthy relationships. While school climate speaks to the
group experience (Cohen, Mccabe, Michelli & Pickeral, 2009; National School Climate Center,
2010; Thapa, Cohen, Guffey & Higgins-D’Alessandro, 2013), social emotional learning provides
positive youth development at both an individual and group level (Thapa, Cohen, Guffey &
Higgins-D’Alessandro, 2013). In many ways, SEL becomes the vehicle to build these
relationships throughout a school (Brinkworth, McIntyre, Juraschek & Gehlbach, 2018). Pro-
social behaviors in turn lead to more positive learning environments for both students and
teachers (Hagenauer, Hascher & Volet, 2015). Explicit teaching of positive social skills

strengthens school culture (Durlak, Weissberg, Dymnicki, Taylor & Schellinger, 2011).



Because of the many academic, behavioral and societal benefits of SEL (see, e.g., Taylor,
Oberle, Durlak & Weissberg, 2017; Taylor & Dymnicki, 2007; Durlak, Weissberg & Pachan,
2010; Durlak et al., 2011), professional organizations have elevated the importance of creating
healthy and safe environments within schools through the integration of research, practice and
intuitive thinking (National Policy Board for Educational Administration, 2015; Whole Child
Education, n.d.). The National Policy Board for Educational Administration (2015) added
additional child-centered language to the former Interstate School Leaders Licensure Consortium
(ISLCC) standards when creating the Professional Standards for Education Leaders (PSEL). The
PSEL 2015 standards emphasize the importance of caring and supportive relationships for each
student toward their broader learning and development across multiple domains including
academic, social and emotional well-being (National Policy Board for Educational
Administration, 2015). With a renewed sense of urgency, leaders are once again realizing that a
school’s purpose extends beyond merely an academic one (Leschied, Saklofske & Flett, 2018;
Korous, Causadias, Bradley & Luther, 2018). The academic, behavioral, and societal benefits of
social emotional learning (Durlak et al., 2011; Taylor & Dymnicki, 2007; Durlak et al., 2010)
provide a strong support toward educating the whole child in a manner proving “probable for all”
(Symonds, 1934, p. 324).

Statement of the Problem

School-aged children are not immune to the far-reaching effects of mental health issues
(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2020). While many children are healthy, the
majority of mental health concerns begin in childhood (Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention, 2020). Anxiety and depression among adolescents continue to rise, up 3% from

2003 to 2012 (Bitsko, Holbrook, Ghandour, Blumberg, Visser, Perou & Walkup, 2018). In



2016, 4.4 million children and adolescents suffered from anxiety and 1.9 million from
depression, representing 7.1% and 3.2% of the population respectively (Ghandour et al., 2019).
Longitudinal studies show that childhood anxiety increases the likelihood of developing long-
term mental health issues (Axelson & Birmaher, 2001) and impacts the mental health of parents
(Ghandour et al., 2019).

Because schools play such an important role in addressing student mental health, school
leaders should understand the impact of social emotional learning (SEL) in both in-person and
virtual environments (Kamei & Harriott, 2021). While the mental health concerns of all students
have grown over the last decade (Ghandour et al., 2019), the “excessive pressure to excel” found
in high achieving schools (HAS) has come under specific scrutiny (Luthar, Kumar & Zillmar,
2020). Prior to the closures of Covid-19, two major reports elevated the mental health concerns
within HAS to ‘at-risk’ status- on par with other types of trauma (Geisz & Nakashian, 2018;
National Academies of Science, Engineering, and Medicine, 2019). However, due to their
academic success, leaders in and above high achieving schools may minimize the elevated social
emotional needs of students toward educating the whole child (Geisz & Nakashian, 2018).

Due to the unanticipated closure of schools amid the Covid-19 global pandemic, schools
throughout the country moved learning into an unfamiliar online environment (Swalec, 2020).
Since moving online, anxiety among students has increased 370% from pre-Covid levels, with
nearly 60% of respondents sharing loneliness and isolation as the main contributor to their
mental health concerns (McKune, Acosta, Diaz, Brittain, Beaulieu, Maurelli & Nelson, 2021;
Middleton, 2020; Lamar, 2020). Some students who felt invisible while in-person, easily
disappeared in this new environment (DeWitt, 2020). Even as schools sought to bring students

back in some fashion, blended learning environments create unintended distractions and disrupt



effective communication (Steward et al., 2011). Student mental health is important to address,
especially considering disruptions caused by Covid-19 (Golberstein, Wen & Miller, 2020).
Reviewing the National Survey of Drug Use and Health, researchers discovered that 57% of
children receiving mental health services received some in school, with 35% only receiving them
from school-based services (Ali, West, Teich, Lynch, Mutter & Dubenitz, 2019).
Study Background

Given the growing body of research defining the positive outcomes of SEL (see, e.g.,
Taylor et al., 2017; Durlak et al., 2011), school leaders are now being required to support
students’ growth beyond academic metrics (National Policy Board for Educational
Administration, 2015). Some advocates argue that the lack of SEL implementation violates the
United Nations 1948 Convention on the Rights of Children (Cohen et al., 2009), which
guarantees that all children have access to an education that meets the needs of each child
(United Nations, 1948). More recently, with the adoption of the Professional Standards for
Educational Leaders (PSEL) 2015, school leaders are expected to acquire professional
competency in this area as the “standards recognize the central importance of human
relationships” (National Policy Board for Educational Administration, 2015, p. 3). As shown in
Table 1 below, SEL competency runs throughout the standards.
Table 1

PSEL 2015 Standards and Defining Statements

PSEL 2015 Standard Effective Leaders...
Standard 2: Ethics and “Lead with interpersonal and communication skill, social-
Professional Norms emotional insight, and understanding of all students’ and

staff members’ backgrounds and cultures”

Standard 5: Community of Care  “Build and maintain a safe, caring, and healthy school



and Support for Students environment that meets that the academic, social, emotional
and physical needs of each student”
“Promote adult-student, student-peer, and school-
community relationships that value and support academic

learning and positive social and emotional development”

Standard 7: Professional “Empower and entrust teachers and staff with the collective
Community for Teachers and responsibility for meeting the academic, social, emotional
Staff and physical needs of each student...”

Table 1 shows the growing importance of social emotional work within the Professional
Standards of Educational Leaders.

Emotional competence among leaders is a valuable component of building healthy
learning relationships (Roffey, 2010). The pandemic forced school systems to rethink both
traditional learning within the classroom and thinking as it relates to social emotional supports
for students. As schools across the United States grapple with online education, school officials
have been reminded that the environment in which students build relationships and engage with
one another constitutes a large component of learning (Pianta & Allen, 2008). Online
instruction, both synchronous and asynchronous, significantly limits social presence (Han, 2013;
Karal, Cebi, & Turgut, 2011).

Purpose of the Study

Because high achieving schools may minimize the elevated social emotional needs of
students (Geisz & Nakashian, 2018), the purpose of this study was to identify the perceptions of
principals regarding providing SEL support for all students in high-achieving schools (HAS) in
both in-person and virtual learning environments. Academic success often limits funding to
study the emotional well-being of youth in high-achieving schools (Geisz & Takashian, 2018).

However, despite the positive academic measures, students in high-achieving schools show



increased mental health concerns similar to those with low community affluence (Korous,
Causadias, Bradley, & Luthar, 2018; NASEM, 2019).
Due to the widespread closure of in-person schooling across the country in the fall of
2020, school leaders have been forced to think differently regarding implementing support for
the whole child. Understanding the perception of principals serving high-achieving schools in an
online environment will address gaps in literature on this student population (Luthar, Kumar &
Zillmer, 2020). As schools are being increasingly called upon to address mental well-being of
students (Leschied, Saklofske & Flett, 2018), the purpose of the study is to identify principals’
perception and role in implementing SEL to address the unique needs of students in high
achieving schools in both face-to-face and virtual environments.
Research Questions
This study sought to identify principals’ perceptions in providing SEL support for all
students in high-achieving schools through in-person learning prior to the closures due to the
Covid-19 pandemic and in virtual learning environments during the pandemic. The following
research questions guided the study.
1. What were the important aspects regarding implementation of SEL in high achieving
schools during in-person instruction?
a. How did schools provide SEL for each student?
b. What is the principal’s role in leading SEL within a building?
2. After moving to a virtual and/or blended synchronous learning environment, how did
principals’ perceptions change in:
a. Providing SEL to all students?

b. Leading SEL within this new environment?



3. What barriers did principals face in providing SEL to students in virtual and blended
synchronous learning environments?
Definition of Terms
Blended synchronous learning environment (BSLE) - “an integrated space of physical
classroom and virtual learning setting, where online students can participate in classroom
learning activities via computer-mediated communication technology at remote sites” (Bower,
Dalgarno, Kennedy, Lee, & Kenney, 2015).
Relationship skills — “Cooperation, help seeking and providing, and communication.” (CASEL,
2020, p. 2)
Responsible decision making — “Evaluation and reflection, and personal and ethical
responsibility.” (CASEL, 2020, p. 2)
Self-awareness — “Identification and recognition of one’s own emotions, recognition of
strengths in self and others, sense of self-efficacy, and self-confidence.” (CASEL, 2020, p. 2).
Self-management — “Impulse control, stress management, persistence, goal setting, and
motivation.” (CASEL, 2020, p. 2)
Social awareness — “Empathy, respect for others, and perspective taking.” (CASEL, 2020, p. 2)
Limitations

Limitations are aspects and influences beyond the control of the researcher. This
qualitative study will identify the perceptions of principals in high achieving schools on
providing social emotional learning for all students. While the focus will be particularly on high
achieving schools, the principals at each school will inevitably have differing levels of

experience and comfort with SEL, potentially becoming an unmitigated factor in the final



analysis. As with most case studies, the research findings may prove applicable to similar
schools, but will inevitably lack generalizability to all schools in the statistical sense.
Delimitations

Delimitations are deliberate choices made during the research process by the researcher
that require disclosure. In this study, high achieving high schools in the Mid-Atlantic region
were chosen. U.S. News and World Reports Rankings was used due to the robust analysis
including, but not limited to, graduation rates, college readiness, math and reading performance
(U.S. News & World Reports, 2020a). In order to reduce any school division from being over-
represented, high-achieving schools from multiple divisions were selected using these rankings
within the Mid-Atlantic region (U.S. News & World Reports, 2020a).

Organization of the Study

This study is presented in five chapters. The current chapter outlines the rationale and
purpose of the study. This chapter also outlines the research questions that will guide the study.
Chapter 2 comprises a literature review regarding Social Emotional Learning (SEL) in the
secondary setting. The chapter outlines a brief history of SEL along with benefits and different
levels of implementation within schools. Chapter 3 will outline the research methodology. In
this chapter, both research design and data collection processes will be discussed. Chapter 4 will
present the results from the collected data from each of the participants. Chapter 5 will provide a
summary and discussion of findings, implications for practice, suggestions for future research

and personal reflections.



Chapter 2: Literature Review

The following literature review will first introduce Social Emotional Learning (SEL) by
briefly outlining its nearly 30-year history and defining the five main competencies established
by the Collaborative Association for Social Emotional Learning (CASEL). It will then review
the academic, behavioral and economic benefits of Social Emotional Learning. Lastly, different
levels of implementation will be discussed including the classroom level led by the teacher and
the school and community level led by the principal.

Introduction to SEL

Social emotional learning (SEL) has consistently grown over the last few decades as the
benefits, exposure and implementation become more widely understood (CASEL, n.d.; Durlak et
al., 2011). While the underpinnings of character and moral development within education are
woven throughout ancient texts as far back as Plato, it was not until the latter part of the 20th
century that the current iteration of social emotional learning began to emerge as a stand-alone
idea (Denham, 2005; Keefer et al., 2018; CASEL, 2020). Since the underpinnings of SEL began
to emerge nearly 30 years ago, they have since coalesced into some traditional core tenets
(CASEL, 2020).

A Brief History of Social Emotional Learning

A Nation at Risk (United States, 1983) created a ripple effect of both fear and policy-
making decisions that would drive academic achievement as measured by standardized tests to
the forefront of education across the country. However, later research showed that school
success requires an approach that includes more than just academics. Comer (1988) found that a
key ingredient to academic achievement was to develop strong bonds to the school. Students,

particularly those from low SES families and traditionally underserved racial/ethnic groups,



made limited academic achievement if their developmental and social concerns remained
unaddressed (Comer, 1988). Building upon this work, Weissberg and Shriver began developing
the New Haven Social Development program (Weissberg, Shriver, Bose & DeFalco, 1997).

Salovey and Mayer (1990) published a now landmark article that established the
framework for emotional intelligence as, “the ability to monitor one's own and others emotions,
to discriminate among them and to use the information to guide one's thinking and actions”
(Salovey & Mayer, 1990, p. 189). Gardner (1993) would later use this as a major underpinning
of his multiple intelligences work that flourished in the latter part of the 20th century (Hoffman,
2009).

While alternative forms of intelligence were around for centuries, Salovey and Mayer
(1990) underscored that traditional intelligence tests inadvertently measured more than
intelligence. Based on this work, Goleman synthesized different strands of academic research
and brought it to the masses (Goleman, 1995). Expanding on Salovey and Mayer’s work,
Goleman focused on the power of regulating emotions, dealing with setbacks, and handling
pressure and anxiety (Goleman, 1995).

Emotional intelligence has continued to be the topic of research and conversation both
within academic and social circles. In 1994, the Collaborative for Academic, Social and
Emotional Learning was created and coined the term “Social Emotional Learning” (CASEL,
n.d.). As schools were inundated with prosocial programs of the late 1990’s, CASEL emerged as
a leader in the field (CASEL, n.d.). Over the course of the last 30 years, many of the traits first
outlined by Comer and fellow Yale educators developed into five core competencies of SEL
(CASEL, 2020).

Social-Emotional Learning Defined

10



Social-Emotional Learning (SEL) has many different definitions (Humphrey,
Kalambouka, Wigelsworth, Lendrum, Deighton & Wolpert, 2011) and can be used in many
different fields, each with a particular interest. As the forerunner of SEL, emotional intelligence
involves the recognition, understanding and managing of emotions (Keefer et al., 2018; Mayer &
Salovey, 1990). Within education, SEL includes character education (Home | Character.Org,
n.d.), conflict resolution, and social skills. From the outset, “SEL refers to a set of skills that
individuals need to succeed in schooling, the workplace, relationships, and citizenship” (Jones &
Bouffard, 2012, p.4). Denham (2005) proposed the growing aspects of SEL could be further
defined into two categories: emotional competence and pro-social behaviors.

For the purposes of this paper, the definitions used are from the Collaborative for
Academic, Social and Emotional Learning (CASEL, 2020). As the name suggests, this
collaborative approach toward defining SEL ensures not one person or organization ‘owns’
social emotional learning. CASEL establishes five key competencies, as listed in Table 2. The
five CASEL competencies reflect intrapersonal and interpersonal domains (CASEL, 2020;
National Research Council, 2012). The intrapersonal domain encompasses those skills found
‘within’ and include self-awareness and self-management, whereas the interpersonal domain
includes social awareness and relationship skills competencies (CASEL, 2020). Responsible
decision-making can be associated with both domains because it represents both an individual

and social process (CASEL, 2015).
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Table 2

CASEL’s (2020, p. 2) Framework Identifying Five Core Competencies of SEL

Core Competency

Examples

Relationship skills

Responsible decision

making

Self-awareness

Self-management

Social awareness

Communicating effectively

Developing positive relationships

Resolving conflicts constructively

Seeking or offering support and help when needed
Standing up for the rights of others

Anticipating and evaluating the consequences of one’s actions
Recognizing how critical thinking skills are useful both inside and
outside of school

Reflecting on one’s role to promote personal, family and community
well-being

Integrating personal and social identities
Demonstrating honest and integrity

Having a growth mindset

Examining prejudices and biases
Developing interests and a sense of purpose

Managing one’s emotions

Identifying and using stress-management strategies
Exhibiting self-discipline and self-motivation
Using planning and organizational skills

Taking others’ perspectives
Demonstrating empathy and compassion
Showing concern for the feelings of others
Understanding and expressing gratitude

Table 2 shows CASEL’s (2020) five broad categories for SEL Competency along with

corresponding examples.

Benefits of SEL
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Social-emotional learning has been shown to positively impact academic achievement
and connectedness while decreasing problematic and disruptive behavior (Taylor, Oberle, Durlak
& Weissberg, 2017; Taylor & Dymnicki, 2007; Durlak et al., 2010; Durlak et al., 2011;
Christenson & Harvey, 2004). In 2010, a meta-analysis consisting of over 270,000 students
underscored the positive outcomes of SEL skills (Durlak et al., 2011). The positive relationship
with schools that SEL provides, leads to increased grades, decreased behavior concerns and
higher educational goals (Durlak et al., 2011; Sklad, Diekstra, De Ritter & Gravesteijn, 2012;
Taylor, Oberle, Durlak & Weissberg, 2017; Wiglesworth, Lendrum, Oldfield, Scott, ten Bokkel,
Tate & Emery, 2016; Christenson & Harvey, 2004). This section will discuss the impact SEL
has on academic achievement and behavior. It will also briefly explore the long-term economic
benefits of explicit SEL teaching within schools.

Academic

The attributes of SEL have shown impacts on academic achievement in direct and
meaningful ways (Domitrovich, Durlak, Staley, & Weissberg, 2017; Taylor, Oberle, Durlak &
Weissberg, 2017; Durlak, Weissberg, & Pachan, 2010; Durlak et al., 2011). A meta-analysis
reviewing over 270,000 students found specific SEL programs to have a positive increase on
academic achievement up to 11% over a control group (Durlak et al., 2011). In subsequent
meta-analysis, students receiving SEL programs show greater gains in academic performance
than those who did not (Sklad et. al., 2012; Taylor et. al, 2017; Wiglesworth et. al., 2016). By
focusing on building relationships and SEL competency with staff and students, students at
schools with SEL programs experienced significantly higher gains on state assessments than

control groups with similar demographics (Brennan, 2015; Sklad et al., 2012).
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The benefits derived from SEL competency have a compounding effect that continue to
support students toward even greater advantages. People with higher emotional intelligence (EI)
have increased self-discipline, emotional regulation, and ultimately higher grades (Duckworth &
Seligman, 2005). While emotional perception was not a strong predictor of GPA (MacCann et
al., 2011) in a study of 380 Portuguese students, emotional intelligence, which includes the
ability to manage emotions, strongly predicted academic achievement (Costa & Faria, 2015).
Roberts, Schultze & MacCann (2008) found that emotion management can lead to problem-
based coping which increases academic achievement. Ultimately, the ability to manage
emotions is linked to increased grades (MacCann et al., 2011). In fact, Duckworth and Seligman
(2008) posited that self-discipline predicts academic achievement better than 1Q.

Much like the compounding benefits of SEL mentioned previously, the long-term
implications appear promising. SEL fosters connections and increases future educational and
life successes (Clarke, Morreale, Field, Hussein, & Barry, 2015; Weare & Nind, 2011). Follow
up studies showed SEL having long lasting effects beyond the immediate intervention (Taylor,
2006) with emotional management demonstrating the greatest link to ‘valued life outcomes’ such
as academic achievement (MacCann, Fogarty, Zeidner & Roberts, 2011).

SEL research contains some controversial aspects. At the turn of the century, social-
emotional learning began to face critical feedback due to the lack of research-based work within
the field (Zeidner, Robers & Matthews, 2002). Up to that point, many SEL studies lacked robust
academic controls with nearly half neglecting to include a control group (Clark et al., 2005) or
only utilizing self-reports (Duckworth & Seligman, 2005). Additionally, as of 2007, evidence of

the impact of SEL within authentic experiences was lacking (Taylor & Dymnicki, 2007).
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Additionally, Corcoran et al. (2018), asserted that Durlak et al. (2011) became outdated,
so they wrote an updated review. Upon reviewing inclusion parameters, pre and post-test
measures, study duration and participation numbers, the researchers selected 40 for review
(Corcoran et al., 2018). Within these studies, while SEL had a positive effect on reading, math
and science compared to traditional methods, the results lacked statistical significance (Corcoran
etal., 2018).

While SEL programs have generally reported positive academic benefits with varying
statistical significance, more recent research seeks to delineate specific areas of interest. Costa
and Faria (2015) found that emotional intelligence was more predictive of academic success in
some grade levels and curricular content. In particular, 10th grade showed a stronger correlation
between EI and academic achievement than other grade levels (Costa & Faria, 2015). El had a
less predictive relationship on math than the humanities (Brackett et al., 2012; Costa & Faria,
2015).

Behavior

The effectiveness of SEL is measured by more than academic achievement (Barrett, Eber,
Mclntosh, Perales & Romer, 2018). While academic achievement has traditionally been the
measure in which schools have been held accountable, educators display a growing interest in
teaching appropriate behavior. As Duckworth and Seligman wrote nearly 15 years earlier,
“interest in the ‘other’ side of the report card is not all that new” (2005, p. 246).

The impact of SEL on students’ mental wellness and behavior has consistently grown
over the last decade in K-12 classrooms (Mahoney, Durlak & Weissberg, 2019) and post-
secondary institutions (Nenonene, Gallagher, Kelly & Collopy, 2019). When implemented with

fidelity, SEL programs such as the Strong Kids program, decrease students’ anxiety and stress
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(Neth, Caldarella, Richardson & Heath, 2020), while helping students maintain control of their
own emotions (Lopes, Mestre, Guil, Kremenitzer & Salovey, 2019). SEL competency has been
shown to improve understanding, classroom cultures, and student learning (Esen-Aygun &
Sahin-Taskin, 2017; Lopes et al., 2019). The shift from teacher to student-centered pedagogy
supports active learning and students’ ability to develop soft-skills such as respect, empathy,
self-expression and happiness (Waajid et al., 2013; Esen-Aygun & Sahin-Taskin, 2017). When
explicitly taught, students gain both SEL knowledge (Neth et al., 2020) and overall
communication skills (Esen-Aygun & Sahin-Taskin, 2017).

SEL emphasizes building community, not just overcoming behaviors (Starr, 2019),
consistent with the findings that teacher-focused and school wide interventions most effectively
improve student behavior (Durlak, Weissberg, Dymnicki, Taylor & Schellinger, 2011). While,
some school leaders believe SEL falls outside of what the school does (Anyon et al., 2016), SEL
has been linked to more positive attitudes toward self, teachers, improved coping skills with
stressors, prosocial behavior, higher classroom engagement, less drugs, improved scores and
better problem solving (Mahoney, et al., 2019; Zins & Elias, 2007). Teachers’ beliefs have
different levels of alignment with SEL teaching. Those who value the importance of relationship
building exercises over ‘zero-tolerance’ practices are more likely to implement SEL with greater
fidelity (Anyon, Nicotera & Veeh, 2016).

Leaders can also look at school-level discipline habits to capitalize on the positive effects
of SEL. While the greatest impact lies within the school curriculum, in a meta-analysis of 200
randomized controlled samples of after-school programs, positive gains were made that were
sequenced, active, focused and explicit (SAFE) (Durlak et al., 2010). In behavior intervention,

responsive practices are helpful for SEL (Greenberg et al., 2017), however these practices
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require teachers to overcome established habits of sending students to the office, instead thinking
about non-punitive interventions (Anyon et al., 2016). Simple behaviors of greeting students at
the door led to less disruptive behavior and increased student engagement (Cook, Fiat, Larson,
Daikos, Slemrod, Holland, Thayer & Renshaw, 2018).

Societal Benefits

Social-emotional learning also provided societal benefits. Students with maladaptive
behaviors in school are more likely to become maladjusted adults (Keefer et al., 2008). As
suggested by Greenberg et al. (2007), society benefits by requiring everyone to be introduced to
SEL. Much like wearing seatbelts benefits society, the effects of SEL reach beyond school and
into the workplace (Arslan & Demirtas, 2016).

These small benefits can lead to exponential dividends. Significant economic benefits
were found in two different studies of SEL. Firstly, emotional intelligence in Europe was linked
to better health outcomes including fewer doctor visits, reduced medications, and shorter hospital
stays (Mikolajczak et al., 2015). Furthermore, a 1% increase in EI was linked with a 1%
decrease in healthcare costs, saving an estimated two billion Euros per year (Mikolajczak et al.,
2015; Mikolajczak & Van Bellegem, 2017). Additionally, in the United States, the economic
value of SEL yielded a return of $11 for every dollar invested (Belfield, Bowden, Klapp, Levin,
Shand & Zandersignificant, 2015). However, Belfield et al. (2015) underscored that while SEL
easily passes a cost-benefit analysis, more research is needed.

Levels of SEL Implementation

Bronfenbrenner (1979) posited an ecological model of human development that

highlighted the importance of variables beyond lab control. Bronfenbrenner’s theory of human

development underscored multiple spheres of influence on a child’s development including
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family, school, extended family and neighbors, culture and environmental factors (1979). While
adapted and expanded upon many times since its first publication (Rosa & Tudge, 2013), the
ecological models’ ability to highlight the influence of proximity and level of impact remains
relevant (Givens Rolland, 2012; Mikami, Gregory, Allen, Pianta & Lun, 2011). This same
ecological construct is evident in CASEL’s basic outline of SEL Competencies (CASEL, n.d.)
As school leaders, principals should be aware of the multiple levels associated with SEL
implementation. In this section, both classroom and school-level implementation factors of
social emotional practices are explored.
Individual Classroom Implementation

While much research has been done to improve the quality of instruction at the classroom
level (Hattie, 2009), research on social emotional competencies within this strongest sphere of
influence lags. Effective SEL implementation at the classroom level requires teacher capacity
(Elliott, Stemler, Sternberg, Grigorenko & Hoffman, 2011), positive teacher-student
relationships, and supportive classroom practices (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). Within the
classroom environment, teachers can support classroom management and other rapport building
strategies with social emotional learning (Esen-Aygun & Sahin-Taskin, 2017; Nenonene et al.,
2019). Additionally, teacher teams can seek ways to integrate SEL into existing lessons (Esen-
Aygun & Sahin-Taskin, 2017), providing culturally responsive teaching within the class
structure (Nenonene et al., 2019).
Teacher Capacity

Teachers’ own SEL capacity is a major factor in its impact on students (Greenberg et al.,
2017). With the growing body of research emphasizing the importance of social emotional

learning on student success, those entering the teaching profession need to be exposed to pre-
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service and in-service training (Neth, Caldarella, Richardson & Heath, 2020; Elliott, et al.,
2011). While the value of SEL is increasingly recognized by both researchers and practitioners
(Weston, Ott & Rodger, 2018), it remains a low priority in many teacher-preparation programs
(Waajid et al., 2013). Many teachers can explain concepts tangential to core SEL competencies
as labeled by the Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL),
however few know that such an organization exists (Esen-Aygun & Sahin-Taskin, 2017).

Programs that expose teachers to SEL within the context of teaching content are more
likely to understand the value of these skills (Esen-Aygun & Sahin-Taskin, 2017) and are more
willing to embed them into curriculum (Neth, Caldarella, Richardson & Heath, 2020). With
growing exposure to the value of SEL and new teachers entering the profession with a desire to
commit to on-going learning in this area, school leaders are often looking for easy
implementation (Neth, Caldarella, Richardson & Heath, 2020). Curriculum and instruction
infused with SEL impacts future teachers’ view on the role of emotions in teaching and increases
their willingness to continue related learning (Waajid, Garner & Owen, 2013).

Many teachers lack the necessary pre-service training to effectively build SEL
competencies. After analyzing 3,916 courses in 304 teacher preparation programs throughout
the United States, Schonert-Reichl (2017) found that less than 13% of programs had courses that
covered the five SEL competencies outlined by CASEL. This lack of pre-service training is on
par with the training received by those professionals already in the field. When asked to choose
from differing levels of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ responses to social-emotional vignettes, no difference
existed between experienced and novice teachers in their ability to choose the more appropriate
responses (Elliott, Stemler, Sternberg, Grigorenko & Hoffman, 2011). While most teachers

entering the profession discerned ‘good’ responses, veteran teachers more adequately navigated
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how to avoid ‘bad’ responses (Elliott, et al., 2011). While tacit knowledge acquisition is
expected in most professions, social emotional competence appears to be sidelined in such social
settings as the classroom (Gehlbach, 2010). Explicit teaching of SEL is warranted for both pre-
and in-service as on-going professional development (Cohen, et al., 2009). Teachers with more
awareness of SEL more appropriately attend to the social-emotional needs of students. Teachers’
ability to understand student temperament promotes supportive feelings and reduces negative
reactions (Checa et al., 2008).

SEL competent teachers have higher self-awareness, respect for others and increased
ability to self-regulate (Schonert-Reichl, 2017; Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). In order to
effectively model SEL competency in the classroom, teachers require a high degree of emotional
intelligence (Schonert-Reichl, 2017; Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Jones, Bouffard &
Weissbourd, 2013). High social and emotional competence leads to greater awareness and
respect for colleagues, students and families (Schonert-Reichl, 2017) further supporting their
understanding of the importance of attending to the students’ emotional health (Garner, 2010).
Teachers report better implementation when they feel they have the skills, a positive attitude and
the ability to deliver it with fidelity (Schonert-Reichl, 2017).

While teachers can discern appropriate responses from pre-selected situations, research
shows that they may not always act according to their prior intent (Elliott, Stemler, Sternberg,
Grigorenko & Hoffman, 2011). Teachers experience a range of emotions throughout the day
(Hagenauer, Hascher & Volet, 2015) and are often unable to remove themselves from situations
when dysregulated (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009).

Teacher-Student Relationships
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Research continues to underscore the paramount importance of a positive relationship
between teacher and student (Brinkworth, Mclntyre, Juraschek & Gehlbach, 2018; Givens
Rolland, 2012; Hattie, 2009; Mikami, Gregory, Allen, Pianta & Lun, 2011; Pianta & Allen,
2008; Schonert-Reichl, 2017), especially for African American and Latino students (Slaughter-
Defoe & Carlson, 1996). Teachers should not only care for the learning of a student, but also
show a genuine care for the student (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). The closer the emotional
connection between teacher and student, the more engaged students become (Birch & Ladd,
1997).

Students become less reliant on teachers as they move through post-secondary education
(Garner, 2010, Ross, 2016; Yang, Bear & May, 2018), middle school students are three times
more likely to be engaged if they report having a positive relationship with the teacher (Klem &
Connell, 2004). Additionally, research suggests that positive relationships are the most
important aspect necessary for positive youth development (Jones, Bouffard & Weissbourd,
2013; Mikami, Gregory, Allen, Pianta & Lun, 2011). Students perceive teachers who build
positive relationships as having greater social competence (Mikami, Gregory, Allen, Pianta &
Lun, 2011), which has been shown to increase the social-emotional development of students
(Schonert-Reichl, 2017).

Since the turn of the century, students have expressed an increasing decline in school
connectedness (OECD, 2017). Understandably, building relationships is one of the most
difficult aspects of teaching (Cook et. al., 2018; Elliott, Stemler, Sternberg, Grigorenko &
Hoffman, 2011). Even among experienced educators, relationships can suffer as the weight of
increasing demands grows throughout the year (Abla & Fraumeni, 2019; Miller, 2021). While

most research focuses on student perception of the relationship (Givens Rolland, 2012), the
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teachers’ point of view is of equal importance (Garner, 2010). Emotionally exhausted teachers
can become rigid and enforce rules over the relationship (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009) leading
to increased student stress (Oberle & Schonert-Reichl, 2016). Jennings and Greenberg (2009)
found that among 1,841 secondary teachers, an empty emotional gas-tank is a predictor of
depersonalization (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009) often fueling negative interactions that lead to
lower engagement (Aloe, Amo & Shanahan, 2014; Li & Lerner, 2011). Coupled with the
general decline of students’ emotional engagement (Li & Lerner, 2011), a deteriorating
relationship requires more focus on teacher support (Givens Rolland, 2012). Mikami, Gregory,
Allen, Pianta and Lun (2011) showed that negative teacher-student interactions impact student-
student interactions. For example, when a teacher showed frustration toward a student, other
students often treated the student similarly.

The relationship between teacher and student impacts the social wellness of the teacher as
well. Brinkworth, McIntyre, Juraschek, and Gehlbach (2018) posited that the impact of this
relationship extends beyond the immediate interaction and should include the memories and
perceptions of both teacher and student over time. The relationships formed with students
supported teacher well-being (Brackett, Floman, Ashton-James, Cherkasskiy & Salovey, 2013;
Jones, Bouffard & Weissbourd, 2013) while increased engagement predicted higher levels of
self-reported joy for one hundred thirty-two secondary teachers (Hagenauer, Hascher & Volet,
2015).

Classroom Practices

Effective classrooms require on-going processes that include relationship building,

planning, and establishing protocols (Jones, Bailey & Jacob, 2014). When SEL competent

teachers build strong relationships (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Jones, Bouffard & Weissbourd,
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2013; Jones, Bailey, & Jacob, 2014), they establish healthy classroom environments (Jennings &
Greenberg, 2009; Jones, Bouffard & Weissbourd, 2013). In turn, these classrooms support
greater learning by avoiding the triggers of disruptive behaviors (Cummings, Addante, Swindell
& Meadan, 2017).

Within the review of SEL programs, it is extremely difficult to detach the implementation
of SEL programming from the deliverer (Rosenblatt & Elias, 2008). Teachers often introduce
students to emotional regulation strategies and other social emotional competencies by both
modeling and direct instruction (Garner, 2010). For meaningful instruction to take place, the
social-emotional needs of students need to be considered if not completely addressed (Brackett,
Patti, Stern, Rivers, Elbertson, Chisholm & Salovey, 2009). Ultimately, teachers should be able
to understand a child to carry out effective lessons (Schonert-Reichl, 2017; Hattie, 2009, p.42).

Student centered learning, using collaboration and communication, is highly effective
(Greenberg et al., 2017). Durlak, Weissberg, Dymnicki, Taylor, & Schellinger (2011) reviewed
213 school-based programs impacting over 270,000 students from kindergarten through high
school. They found that classroom programs taught by teachers were found to be highly
effective across six variables, including; “social-emotional skills, attitudes toward self and
others, positive social behavior, conduct problems, emotional distress, and academic
performance” (Durlak, Weissberg, Dymnicki, Taylor, & Schellinger, 2011, p. 410).
Furthermore, successful programs use interactive style like role-play to learn (Durlak, et al.,
2011).

As it relates to SEL, classroom management involves ensuring students know how to
self-regulate (Jones, Bailey & Jacob, 2014). Teachers using prosocial behavior recognize

student emotions and respond appropriately (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009), leading to more
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positive learning environments for both students and teachers (Hagenauer, Hascher & Volet,
2015).
School-Level Implementation

In many ways, factors influencing the school-wide implementation of social emotional
learning parallel those of the classroom. In this section, school leadership competencies will be
discussed as they relate to implementing SEL at the school level. Secondly, in much the same
way that teachers develop relationships that set the tone within the classroom, school
administrators develop school culture. The last section will discuss how practices of
implementation are embedded in existing school-wide structures.
School Leader Capacity

While principals may lack direct influence on students, they impact all aspects of the
building (The Wallace Foundation, 2013) and substantially impact student well-being and
achievement (Solomon, Katz, Steed & Temkin, 2018). While principal leadership style falls
outside the scope of this paper, most major studies have found that students show greater success
when principals take on a supportive than authoritarian role (Leithwood, Louis, Anderson &
Wabhlstrom, 2010; Wahltstrom & Louis, 2008). Principals are called upon to build trust with all
stakeholders, including students, staff, families, and community members (Price, 2012).
Additionally, principals’ communication practices impact teachers’ emotional distress
(Berkovich & Eyal, 2018). In a meta-analysis of the effect of transformational school leadership
on student achievement, Sun and Leithwood (2012) posited eleven similar practices found within
research. From these, four dimensions of leadership showed higher correlation than the others:

developing a common vision and building consensus, providing academic inspiration, providing
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specific supports, and serving as a model as it relates to the desired behavior (Sun & Leithwood,
2012).

The ability of school leaders to lead SEL within the building produces ripple effects
throughout the building. While teachers desire implementation of SEL, they often need school
leader and district supports (Bridgeland, Bruce & Hariharan, 2013). Higher levels of teacher
confidence and perceived competence in teaching SEL leads to both greater relationships
(Hagenauer, Hascher & Volet, 2015) and overall job satisfaction (Collie, Shapka, & Perry,
2012). Higher levels of teacher support are also tied to higher social goals and behaviors for
students (Givens Rolland, 2012).

Limited buy-in from the principal also impacts SEL implementation (Anyon, Nicotera, &
Veeh, 2016). Notably, in a national survey of 884 principals, support for SEL was high
(DePaoli, Atwell & Bridgeland, 2017) and growing (Atwell & Bridgeland, 2019). As principals
report the priority of SEL and associated long-term benefits (Atwell & Bridgeland, 2019), the
belief that teachers’ preparation is also growing having increased from 45% to 53% over two
years (DePaoli, Atwell & Bridgeland, 2017; Atwell & Bridgeland, 2019). However, while 83%
of principals support the need for explicit SEL teaching (Atwell & Bridgeland, 2019), teacher
investment continues to vary due to ever increasing accountability measures on specific content
areas (Anyon, Nicotera, & Veeh, 2016). As of 2019, there are no pre-service principal programs
that have explicit SEL instruction included (Mahfouz, Greenberg & Rodriguez, 2019).

School Culture and Climate

While the principal establishes school culture (Price, 2012), they are not the sole keepers

of it (Collie, Shapka, & Perry, 2012). School climate is the very fabric of which a school is

composed (Cohen, McCabe, Michelli & Pickeral, 2009). Principals have a significant influence
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on student well-being and staff lives (Solomon, Katz, Steed & Tempkin, 2018). The quality of
school culture is directly impacted by the condition of relationships between administration and
teachers (Hans Setiadi Wijaya, Prajogo & Kusumawati, 2020; Collie, Shapka, & Perry, 2012)
and even more so between teachers (Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008). Strong positive school cultures
promote better relationships (Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008).

While most research has focused on student outcomes, teaching SEL also impacts
teachers (Collie, Shapka, & Perry, 2012). According to Jennings and Greenberg, SEL
competency not only impacts teacher-student relationships but relationships between staff as
well (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). While teachers' comfortability in presenting SEL material
impacts the ability to implement SEL at the school-wide level, it also leads to higher job
satisfaction and lower stress levels (Brackett, Reyes, Rivers, Elbertson, & Salovey, 2012; Collie,
Shapka, & Perry, 2012).

While academics so often take center stage in assessing the effectiveness of a school,
school culture benefits from implicit teaching of positive social skills (Durlak et al., 2011; Skiba
& Peterson, 2000; Sklad et al., 2012; Taylor et al., 2017; Wiglesworth et al., 2016). This
commitment has been linked to teachers’ beliefs around SEL (Collie, Shapka & Perry, 2011) and
ultimately impacts other assessment practices. When self-reported emotions were measured
during classroom instruction, a study of 132 teachers found that positive interpersonal
relationships most closely aligned with feelings of joy, whereas a lack of student engagement led
to expressions of anger (Hagenauer, Hascher & Volet, 2015). This anger can in turn result in the
elevated voice of the teacher re-introducing underlying trauma within the student (Garner,
2010). Without the essential elements of both emotional knowledge and regulation (Garner,

2010), this destructive cycle can lead to inequitable grading practices as research has shown that
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teachers grade students they like more favorably (Brinkworth, Mclntyre, Juraschek & Gehlbach,
2018).
School Level Practices

Because the fidelity of implementation most strongly influences the effectiveness of a
program (Taylor & Dymnicki, 2007), every teacher needs to be involved (Berman, Chaffee &
Sarmiento, 2018; Brennan, 2015). For many SEL programs, such as RULER, teacher buy-in is
the paramount factor in the success of implementation (Reyes, Brackett, Rivers, Elbertson &
Salovey, 2012). Measured by implementation scores, teachers with higher levels of buy-in
showed greater effectiveness than those teachers with low scores (Reyes, Brackett, Rivers,
Elbertson & Salovey, 2012). When statistically controlled, the quality of implementation was
more significant than teacher training or number of SEL lessons given (Reyes, Brackett, Rivers,
Elbertson & Salovey, 2012).

According to one national survey of principals, the implementation practices of SEL vary
widely (DePaoli, Atwell & Bridgeland, 2017). Some schools aim to increase relationships
through advisories, a non-academic block of time where all students are paired with teachers to
engage in prosocial programs (Greenberg, et al., 2017). However, many schools prefer SEL
interventions within a multi-tiered system of support (MTSS) to align with Positive Behavior
Intervention Supports (PBIS) or Response to Intervention (RTI) (Barrett et al., 2018; Maras,
Thompson, Lewis, Thornburg, & Hawks, 2015).

While SEL can be implemented within the MTSS structure (Barnett, 2019), precaution
needs to be made when SEL only becomes a targeted approach applied to certain students,
leading to a negative self-perception (Evans, Scourfield, & Murphy, 2015). A qualitative study

with 41 students in four secondary schools in Wales found that students chosen to join specific
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groups resented being selected by the school (Evans, Scourfield, & Murphy, 2015). As Starr
points out, SEL competencies are aspirations not interventions (2019).

However, schools need to balance potential student resentment with the need to provide
SEL for students at risk of becoming chronically involved in the discipline system. Many
discipline-related issues are rooted in a lack of SEL competency (Ausdal, Pittman & Towns,
2015). Research has shown that existing zero tolerance policies that flourished in the 1990s
proved ineffective at best and even harmed certain traditionally marginalized groups (Gregory,
Skiba, & Noguera, 2010). SEL supports restorative practices through emotional regulation,
positive goal setting, personal responsibility and interpersonal maturity (Payton, Weissberg,
Durlak, Dymnicki, Taylor, Schellinger & Pachan, 2008). A school’s success with MTSS
impacts the ability to implement structures and restorative practices that includes SEL (Maras,
Thompson, Lewis, Thornburg, & Hawks, 2015).

School leaders can find many opportunities to embed SEL into existing frameworks both
organizationally and via the curriculum. With the emergence of Professional Learning
Communities in education, teacher education departments have sought to embed collective
efforts within collaborative teams (Nenonene et al., 2019; Neth, Caldarella, Richardson & Heath,
2020).

Summary

In its nearly 30 year history, social emotional learning has evolved in many ways. From
the early days of emotional intelligence to a robust collaborative approach in developing core
competencies and a growing body of research, the benefits of SEL have grown exponentially.
Similar to Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model, the implementation of SEL can be done at

multiple levels (1979). While the greatest impact remains in the classroom as highly qualified
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teachers demonstrate explicit skills (Reyes, Brackett, Rivers, Elbertson & Salovey, 2012),
principals have an equally important role in supporting its implementation systemically (Barnett,

2019).
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Chapter 3: Methodology

This chapter outlines the methodology of this study wherein the purpose of the study and
research design are described. Additionally, the sample selection, data collection and gathering
procedures, instrument design, validity and reliability, data treatment and management data
analysis, timeline, and research bias and assumptions are defined.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study was to identify the perceptions of principals regarding
providing SEL support for all students in high-achieving schools (HAS) in both in-person and
virtual learning environments. Principals from HAS were interviewed to identify perceptions
regarding their role in providing social-emotional learning in each of these settings, along with
any challenges faced in the transition due to widespread closures due to the Covid-19 pandemic.
Understanding the perception of leaders serving high-achieving schools in both in-person and
online environments will address gaps in literature in respect to this population (Luthar, Kumar
& Zillmer, 2020).

Research Design

A qualitative, phenomenological design was utilized to identify principals’ perception on
providing SEL support for all students in high achieving schools. Qualitative studies tend to
utilize open-ended questions and ensure participants perspectives and meaning (Creswell & Poth,
2018). The questions stated in Chapter 1 and again later in this chapter provided context for the
phenomenon of providing SEL in a high-achieving school in both traditional (in-person) and
virtual settings. Additionally, these questions sought to provide a holistic account of providing
SEL in high-achieving schools and the perceived impact of transitioning from in-person to

virtual learning environments.
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A phenomenological study “describes the common meaning for several individuals of
their lived experiences of a concept or a phenomenon” Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 75). While this
approach, “lies somewhere on a continuum between qualitative and quantitative research’
(Creswell & Poth, 2018, p.76), for the purposes of this paper, a more qualitative perspective was
taken. Eight principals from high-achieving schools were interviewed to build “patterns,
categories and themes from the ‘bottom up’, by organizing data inductively into increasingly
more abstract units of information” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 43).

According to van Manen (2016), phenomenological design focuses on the “lived
experience”, where meaning “is not discovered but constructed” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015, p.
24). This study focused on the essence of principal’s perceived reality in providing SEL to
students in high achieving schools. Judgements were suspended and/or bracketed throughout the
research process (Creswell & Poth, 2018) through what is described as phenomenological
reflection (van Manen & van Manen, 2020). Investigating how principals feel as it relates to
providing social-emotional learning seemed fitting for this phenomenological research design.

Research Questions

This study identified principals’ perception in providing SEL support for all students in
high-achieving schools through in-person learning prior to the closures due to the Covid-19
pandemic and in virtual learning environments during the pandemic. The following research
questions guided the study.

1. What were the important aspects regarding implementation of SEL in high
achieving schools during in-person instruction?
a. How did schools provide SEL for each student?

b. What is the principal’s role in leading SEL within a building?
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2. After moving to a virtual and/or blended synchronous learning environment, how
did principals’ perspectives change in:
a. Providing SEL to all students?
b. Leading SEL within this new environment?
3. What barriers did principals face in providing SEL to students in virtual and
blended synchronous learning environments?

On the left in Table 3 below, the three research questions that serve as the backbone of
this study are listed. On the right, are the interview questions that correspond to each research
question and possible probes if needed. There are a total of 8 questions.

Table 3

Alignment of Research Questions to Interview Questions

Research Question Interview Questions for Principals

1. What were the important aspects regarding 1. Did your school provide SEL support? For
? ?

the implementation of SEL in high achieving cach student? If so, how

schools during in-person instruction? 2. Prior to moving to a virtual environment, what

did you feel were the most important aspects

regarding the implementation of SEL in high

each student? achieving schools?

a. How did schools provide SEL for

b. Whatiis the principal’s role in 3. What was your role in leading SEL?

leading SEL within a
building?

2. After moving to a virtual and/or blended 4. How did your school respond to closures due

synchronous learning environment, how did to Covid-19 pandemic during the spring of 2020
’ and for the 2020-21 school year?

principals’ perspectives change in:

a. Providing SEL to all students? 5. Did your school provide SEL for each student?

If so, how?
b. Leading SEL within this new
6. What was your role in leading SEL within

environment? ) .
virtual environments?
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7. Did your perspective change regarding
providing SEL to all students? If so, how?

3. What barriers did principals face in 8. What challenges (if any) did you face
providing SEL to students in a virtual p .r0V1d1ng SEL to students in a
virtual environment?

environment?

Site/Sample Selection

This study was conducted in the Mid-Atlantic region of the United States. As is common
in qualitative studies, non-probability sampling was used (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015) to provide
what Patton (2015) referred to as “information-rich” perspectives. Implementing a two-tiered
approach, high achieving schools were first determined by using the U.S. News and World
Reports K-12 rankings for the Mid-Atlantic region (U.S. News & World Reports, 2020b). While
several school divisions have multiple highly successful schools, different school divisions were
selected to minimize the over-saturation of a singular division perspective. According to
Merriam and Tisdale (2015), the number of participants is based on the adequate answering of
the posed questions.

Using the U.S. News and World Reports K-12 rankings for the Mid-Atlantic region
(U.S. News & World Reports, 2020b), the researcher reached out to selected principals using the
Principal Recruitment Email (Appendix A) and followed up via a phone call using the telephone
script if needed (Appendix B). After speaking with the principal and receiving verbal consent,
the researcher emailed the principal a virtual meeting invitation with the appropriate Virginia
Tech Study Information Sheet (Appendix C) and a copy of the interview questions (Appendix
D).

Data Collection and Gathering Procedures
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Upon completion of the required training for Human Subjects Protection (Appendix E)
and completion of the prospectus defense by the dissertation committee, a Virginia Tech Human
Research Protection Program (HRPP) was submitted. After approval, the researcher reached out
to the participants selected using the sample selection criteria addressed in the section above.

According to Merriam and Tisdell (2015, p. 108), “interviewing is necessary when we
cannot observe behavior, feelings, or how people interpret the world around them.” A semi-
structured interview guided by previously established questions while allowing the necessary
flexibility to support individual responses (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). Questions were sent in
advance to develop a collaborative approach (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Semi-structured
interviews were conducted through computer mediated communication (CMC) and recorded for
transcription purposes. While some concerns exist regarding virtual platforms to conduct
interviews (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015), this method addressed any health concerns that may exist
with potential participants. Each interview was conducted through the researcher’s secure and
password protected Virginia Tech Zoom account. An additional password-protected Google
Meet link was available should any reliability concerns shared by Merriam and Tisdell (2015)
arise. These links were not needed for any of the eight interviews.

Instrument Design

The interview guide was developed by the researcher (Appendix F) using the
Patton’s (2015) suggested types of questions focused on experience, opinion, feeling,
knowledge, sensory and background. These questions further supported the phenomenological
aspect of finding the ‘essence’ of the principal's perception around providing SEL to students in
high achieving schools. The interview protocol contained fewer open-ended questions in an

effort to elevate the voice and experience of the participant (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). Due to
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the nature of open-ended questions, the interview protocol included possible probes should the
interview have needed additional prompting. The interview questions were shared and validated
by the Virginia Tech 2022 Northern Virginia doctorate cohort through critique. Suggestions
from the cohort were added to the interview guide.

Instrument Validity and Reliability

Qualitative studies with limited participants often come under scrutiny regarding
trustworthiness, validity, and reliability (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). While validity can never be
taken for granted as “it must be assessed in relationship to the purposes and circumstances of the
research, rather than being a context-independent property of methods or conclusions” (Maxwell,
2013, p. 121), it can be addressed through appropriate ethical conduct (Merriam & Tisdell,
2015). Creswell and Poth posit that any qualitative study should include at least two of the nine
procedures to increase validity (2018, p. 263). In this study, reflexivity and member checking
were utilized.

Prints and Berenson (2014), defined reflexivity as “the researcher’s conscious and
explicit awareness of their potential influence on the people and/or topic they are studying.”
While eliminating personal bias is an exemplary goal, Creswell and Poth admonish the idea that
being an all-knowing and detached researcher is feasible (2018, p. 228). Instead, the researcher
should disclose the bias, values and experiences that are brought into the study, positioning
themselves within the study (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). Reflexivity can
be explored by both discussing the experience with the phenomenon and its impact on the
researcher. This practice was incorporated into both the design and analysis of the study through

regular reflections after each interview and throughout the coding process.
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Where reflexivity is a validity measure focused on the researchers’ lens, member
checking seeks participant feedback (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Member checks, also called
respondent validation, invite participants to review interview transcripts for errors and to ensure
the essence “rings true” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). For the purposes of this study, each
participant was sent a transcript of the interview within one week of the interview to review it for
errors in both substance and essence (Appendix G).

Data Treatment and Management

Each interview was conducted through the researcher’s secure and password-protected
Virginia Tech Zoom account. In order to maintain anonymity, the following nondescript
identifiers were used for each principal; P1, P2, etc. The CMC used provided audio and visual
recordings of each interview, which were made into transcripts. An additional password
protected Google Meet link was available should any reliability concerns shared by Merriam and
Tisdell (2015) arise. However, no such issues arose throughout the interviews conducted.

The recordings and subsequent transcripts were stored in multiple password-protected
locations, including a USB drive, the researcher’s Virginia Tech Google Drive, and on a laptop
computer. A Virginia Tech Gmail account and google drive were used to manage the data. A
Google sheet supported the alignment of participant responses to interview questions and
research goals.

Data Analysis Techniques

The goal of any data analysis is to make sense of the data (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). An
inductive and comparative analysis strategy was utilized. It is important to note that this process
began after participants had the opportunity to clarify any discrepancies on the initial transcript.

According to Merriam and Tisdell (2015), data collection and analysis should be completed
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together throughout a qualitative design, therefore, after the opportunity for member checking,
this study used a Google Sheets document to begin analyzing each transcript (Creswell & Poth,
2018, Merriam & Tisdell, 2015).

The qualitative process begins as an inductive learning process through the coding
process, creation of categories and clusters before becoming a deductive exercise in sense-
making (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). This study began by identifying aspects of the data that were
responsive to the research questions through the process of coding relevant information. Both
descriptive and analytical coding was utilized. Data were organized through horizontalization,
into themes and clusters (Moustakas, 1994). These themes have significant and relevant
meaning toward one another (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). According to Creswell and Poth
(2018), it is reasonable to begin with 25-30 themes to start before culminating in 5-6 through the
process of phenomenological reduction.

Timeline

After the completion of the prospectus defense by the dissertation committee, a Virginia
Tech Human Research Protection Program (HRPP) was submitted. Upon approval, the
researcher began reaching out to principals selected using the aforementioned process and setting
up interviews. Interviews occurred over the course of six months.

Research Bias and Assumptions

One of the major philosophical underpinnings of phenomenological research is Husserl’s
concepts of epoche, which is derived from the Greek meaning refraining from judgement
(Miettinen, 2020). In other words, prior beliefs should be set aside or bracketed as not to
interfere with the research process (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Because researchers embarking on

a phenomenological study often do so because of an interest that is meaningful to them (Merriam
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& Tisdell, 2015), it is important to disclose this relationship at the outset of a research study. As
a school administrator in a high-achieving school that supervises the department primarily
addressing mental health concerns, the researcher is keenly aware of some of the current issues
within the school environment of his particular school. While sensitive to the needs of high-
achieving schools, the body of literature focused on the mental health concerns of this
population, while growing, is still sparse.
Methodology Summary

Based upon the review of literature, this research study utilized a qualitative,
phenomenological design to further understand the perceptions of participants. Focusing on the
lived experience of principals, the essence of principal’s reality in providing SEL has been
constructed. An interview protocol was established to support semi-structured interviews toward
the research questions. Participants were selected from high-achieving schools, interviewed via
a CMC, and provided an opportunity to clarify remarks on a follow-up transcript. Additional
validity was gained through a regular reflexivity process. The data was securely collected and

analyzed using an inductive and comparative analysis strategy.
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Chapter 4: Analysis of Data
Introduction

Academic success often limits funding to study the emotional well-being of youth in
high-achieving schools (Geisz & Takashian, 2018). However, despite the positive academic
measures, students in high-achieving schools show increased mental health concerns similar to
those with low community affluence (Korous, Causadias, Bradley, & Luthar, 2018). Student
mental health is important to address, especially in light of disruptions caused by Covid -19
(Golberstein, Wen & Miller, 2020).

Due to the unanticipated closure of schools amid the Covid-19 global pandemic, schools
throughout the country moved learning into an unfamiliar online environment (Swalec, 2020).
Since moving online, anxiety among students has increased 370% from pre-Covid levels, with
nearly 60% of respondents sharing loneliness and isolation as the main contributor to their
mental health concerns (McKune, Acosta, Diaz, Brittain, Beaulieu, Maurelli & Nelson, 2021;
Middleton, 2020; Lamar, 2020). As schools continue to play a more important role in addressing
student mental health (Leschied, Saklofske & Flett, 2018), school leaders are expected to be
aware of the impact of social emotional learning in both in-person and virtual environments
(Kamei & Harriott, 2021).

The purpose of this study was to identify how principals in high-achieving schools (HAS)
perceive their role in providing SEL support for all students in both traditional (in-person) and
virtual learning environments. Principals from HAS were interviewed to identify perceptions
regarding social emotional learning, their role in providing SEL in each of these two settings,
along with any challenges faced in the transition due to widespread closures due to the Covid-19

pandemic. Understanding the perspective of leaders serving high-achieving schools in both in-
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person and online environments will address gaps in literature in respect to this population
(Luthar, Kumar & Zillmer, 2020).
Study Data

To explore principals’ perceptions of SEL in both in-person and online settings, the
scientific methodology used for this study was qualitative, phenomenological design. A
phenomenological study “describes the common meaning for several individuals of their lived
experiences of a concept or a phenomenon” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 75). While this
approach, “lies somewhere on a continuum between qualitative and quantitative research”
(Creswell & Poth, 2018, p.76), for the purposes of this paper, a more qualitative perspective was
taken. Eight principals from high-achieving schools in five unique school divisions throughout
the Mid-Atlantic were interviewed.

The researcher developed interview questions to answer the following research questions:

1. What were the important aspects regarding the implementation of SEL in high

achieving schools during in-person instruction, how did schools provide SEL for each

student and what was the role of the principal?

2. After moving to a virtual and/or blended synchronous learning environment, how did

principals’ perspectives change in providing SEL to all students and leading SEL within

this new environment?

3. What barriers did principals face in providing SEL to students in a virtual

environment?

Data Analysis
Because the goal of any data analysis is to make sense of the data (Merriam & Tisdell,

2015), an inductive and comparative analysis strategy was utilized. Interviews were conducted
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and transcribed through the researcher’s secure and password protected Virginia Tech Zoom
account. Participants were given one week to review and amend transcripts to ensure the essence
of each response was accurate. No participants amended the initial transcript shared.

Transcripts were then organized through horizontalization (Moustakas, 1994) with each
interview question on its’ own Google sheet on the researcher’s password-protected Virginia
Tech Google drive. Responses from all participants were collected on the same sheet according
to the interview question to which they were responding. The researcher then read through
interview responses one question at a time making notes, comments, and codes to identify
patterns, categories, and themes from the “bottom up” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 43). A pivot
table for each interview question was utilized to monitor common clusters emerging from each
pass of the data. The researcher reviewed Chapters 1-3 to support the development of theme
nomenclature. Throughout the data analysis, the researcher engaged in phenomenological
reflection in order to suspend judgment or bracket any personal bias throughout the analysis
process (Creswell & Poth, 2018).

Research Question One Analyzed Data

What were the important aspects regarding the implementation of SEL in high-achieving
schools during in-person instruction? How did school provide SEL for each student? And what is
the principal’s role in leading SEL within a building? The following interview questions
correspond to research question one:

1. Did your school provide SEL support? For each student? If so, how?
2. Prior to moving to a virtual environment, what did you feel were the most important
aspects regarding the implementation of SEL in high achieving schools?

3. What was your role in leading SEL?
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Data Collection and Analysis: Research Question 1
Interview Question 1: Did your school provide SEL support? For each student? If so, how?

After reviewing the transcripts, the following categories were identified: specific
curriculum, advisory groups, opportunities within curriculum or teachable moments, utilization
of counselors or no school wide SEL support.

Both Principal 1 and 8 (P1 & P8) utilized a specific program, Sources of Strength to
support students with SEL throughout the building. P1’s usage was out of a goal to move from
“teachable moments” to a more “explicit instruction approach, where we identify core skills,
SEL skills and provide direct instruction on those skills to all students across a four year
approach” (P1, / 10). While P8 also expressed SEL support through this specific program, it
was also shared that the school “didn’t specifically have SEL support for individual kids other
than what individual kids would typically get from counselors” (P8, / 80).

Principals 1, 4, 5 and 7 utilized advisory periods to support relationship building with
adults. While these meetings were often approximately 30 minutes in length, the frequency of
these meetings met every other day (P5, P7), once a week (P1), or every other week (P4). Some
advisory periods included explicit instruction (P1), whereas others were focused on informal
relationship building (P4, PS5, P7) with some utilized a 4-year rotation where students remained
with the faculty member throughout their high school experience (P1, P5, P7).

P1 and PS5 focused on SEL being part of the school culture. Both principals emphasized
the importance of providing SEL through teachable moments and opportunities within the
curriculum. According to P5, “SEL starts in the classroom every single day” where “teachers are
role models” for students (P5 /45). P1 and P8 both mentioned a school-wide program that

touched some SEL competencies.

42



Several principals relied on counselors to provide any applicable SEL lessons (P2, P4,
P8), even if they also shared there was no school-wide support for SEL (P4, P8). In the absence
of an advisory period, P2 stated that students were supported “through our counselors during
English” (P2, / 27). P8 shared that there was no specific SEL support for students “other than
what individual kids would typically get from counselors” (P8, / 78) but there was “not really
preemptive or proactive individualized SEL instruction” (P8, [ 79).

Overall, four interviewees (Principals 3, 4, 6 and 8 [P3, P4, P6 & P8]) stated that their
school did not have SEL support prior to the pandemic. However, one of those principals (P4)
also discussed a built-in advisory block that met each week for 30 minutes that supported
informal relationships between teachers and students in addition to lessons provided through
school counselors. P8 also initially stated there was no SEL support prior to the pandemic yet
went on to share of the specific program (Sources of Strength) as noted previously. To reflect
this contradiction, P4 and P8 are marked with a corresponding “o0” in Table 4 below.

Table 4 represents the categories identified in this interview question and the
corresponding principal respondent.

Table 4

How Schools Provided SEL Prior to the Covid-19 Pandemic

Categories P1 P2 P3 P4 P5 P6 P7 PS8
Specific curriculum (Sources of Strength) x X
Advisory groups X X X X
Opportunities within curriculum/ X X

teachable moments
SEL lessons through counselors X X X

No school-wide SEL (stated) X 0 X 0
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Table 4 shows the various ways SEL was provided according to those interviewed. Two
of the principals (marked with an “0”) initially stated no SEL support was given yet shared ways
in which SEL was provided.

Interview Question 2: Prior to moving to a virtual environment, what did you feel were the
most important aspects regarding the implementation of SEL in high achieving schools?

After reviewing the transcripts, the following categories were identified: developing
long-term relationships, utilizing the counseling department, creating SEL-supportive culture,
providing responsive practices, finding teachable moments, and focusing on specific skills.

While different structures were shared, Principals 2, 4 and 7 all shared the importance of
developing long-term relationships. P2 focused on forming peer-to-peer relationships through
strong mentor programs that last beyond the high school experience emphasizing that, “it’s
forming those relationships that I get stories back from kids that when they go to college, their
[mentors] will be there” (P2, / 116). P4 shared that the “relationship between the school
counselors and the students are probably the most important” (P4, [ 144). P7 focused on the 4-
year relationship built with advisory teacher’s knowing, “there’s very few people...that see them
[students] over the course of the four years (P7,/171).

Several principles relied heavily on the counseling department as an important aspect of
implementing SEL in high achieving schools. P1 acknowledged “the regular work of the
counseling department” was “was one of the main ways that we were providing targeted
activities around SEL (P1,/ 131). As previously mentioned P4 emphasized the student-
counselor relationship was “the most important” noting the impact of working with students and
families for multiple years whereas advisories were only meeting 30 minutes a week (P4, / 144).

P4 also emphasized the availability of counselors during a flexible lunch hour where students
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could seek additional support as needed. P8 shared that counselors “did a lot of work in
classroom lessons around resilience and focusing on growth and progress” pre-pandemic (P8, /
181).

Some principals focused on the need to develop a SEL-supportive culture. P2 focused on
the, “the need to educate our kids on what they should be looking out for one another ... because
one lesson isn’t going to do it” (P2, / 121). P2 in particular underscored the strong peer-to-peer
mentoring framework within the building. P1 shared building a culture through “monthly
recognitions for students [where] teachers can submit students who exhibit the traits and skills”
(P1,7128). P6 emphasized the need to establish a culture supportive of SEL by explaining the
pushback received in introducing SEL due to the high-achieving status of the school and
community expectations of academic rigor (P6, / 163).

P1 and P8 provided responsive practices through the “regular work of the counseling
department” (P1, / 129) as mentioned above. While not sharing specific responsive practices, P6
acknowledged the need to be responsive and reiterated that “it would be important for us to look
at where our needs were and find something that matched up with what our data shows” (P6, /
160). P2, again through a strong peer-mentoring structure, trained students to recognize
depression anxiety and be able to “report to who we need to look out for” (P2, / 112). Similarly,
P1 utilized the specific program, Sources of Strength, to train students to be responsive to their
peers (P1,17132).

Some principals articulated the need to find teachable moments. P1 desired to find
“opportunities for teachers to teach those skills, recognize those skills” (P1, / 126). P3 shared the

many individual conversations with students to address “school-life balance” with students (P3, /
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141). P5 sought to support students by giving them “voice and choice in their assignments and
assessments within the classroom” (P5, / 153).

While varied in focus, several principals sought to develop specific skills including self-
awareness, self- management, resilience, and healthy decision making. P4 sought to have
conversations around “students’ ability to handle that anxiety and pressure prior to the pandemic
that focused around [academic] stress” (P4, / 148). Similarly, P5 expressed the most important
skill was around self-awareness and self-management. P7 focused on stress management with a
desire to give students a “space to relax” (P7, / 170). P8 addressed chronic academic stress by
focusing on resilience and having a growth mindset, focusing on progress over identity (P8, /
181).

Table 5 represents the categories identified in this interview question and the
corresponding principal respondent regarding the most important aspect of providing SEL.
Table 5

Principals’ Responses to Most Important Aspects of Providing SEL

Categories P1 P2 P3 P4 P5S P6 P7 P8
Developing long-term relationships X X X
Utilizing counseling dept X X X X
Creating a SEL-supportive culture x x X
Providing responsive practices X X X X
Finding teachable moments X X X
Focusing on specific skills X X X X

Table 5 shows the different priorities that principals expressed in providing SEL prior to
the pandemic.
Interview Question 3: What was your role in leading SEL?
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The following categories were identified in reviewing principal’s responses to their role
in SEL pre-pandemic: no role or delegate, build structure and capacity, coordinate with staff,
develop vision/buy-in, create culture, delegate, and work with external stakeholders.

Principal’s interviewed responded with a myriad of roles leading SEL prior to the
pandemic except for Principal 3 who shared that they did not have a part in leading SEL.
However, other principals shared the primary role as one of delegation. As P2 stated, “actually
the director of Student Services...who does SEL” (P2, [ 189). P4 shared the presence of “an
administrator who’s in charge of that group, along with a teacher” (P4, / 241) as two staff
members to which they delegate SEL responsibilities pre-pandemic. Similarly, P7 shared there
is an Assistant Principal who oversees the advisory piece (P7, [ 274). P7 clarified with, “I’'m
more of the ideas person and then it gets implemented at a different level” (P7, / 270).

Principal 1 emphasized their efforts in “trying to create the infrastructure and the capacity
to implement the more explicit SEL model” (P1, / 220). P1 also sought to “build the
infrastructure around developing the lessons” to ensure appropriate review, dissemination, and
feedback (P1, / 228). Similarly, P4 felt the role as a building-level principal was “creating a
structure where students would have an opportunity to meet” (P4, / 241) with one another and
counseling staff. P5 built structure through advisory periods which “created the time and space
for this [SEL opportunities] to happen (P5, / 255). Additionally, P4 and P8 underscored the
importance of having resources available for students.

Several principals interviewed expressed their role as a coordinator of staff. P1 “helped
put together the SEL committee that was tasked with organizing weekly lessons” (P1,/221). P8
also shared their role in creating teams around student wellbeing including a “cross functional

team of administrators, counselors, school psychologists [and]...social worker” (P8, /271). P7
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utilized their role by bringing back what was heard when working with external stakeholders and
coordinating with internal staff to address needs (P7, / 268). P8, shared the importance of being
a “disseminator of information” across stakeholders (P8, / 283).

Principals interviewed also focused on developing vision and buy-in for SEL. P5 shared,
“I think the first step as a principal...it’s I don’t see it [SEL] as individual lessons, I see the
vision of the school” (P5, /250). P1 participated in meetings to develop a “collaborative long-
term vision for a student” (P1, / 223). Both P1 and P5 were driven by asking “what do they
experience when it comes to SEL instruction over the course of their four years?” (P1, [ 224) or
“what is an advisory? What do you do with those students?” (P5, / 257). P8 felt their
involvement and presence in SEL related activities, “sent a message” of its’ importance (P8, /
274). Whereas most principals shared vision in a forward thinking context, P6 shared the
importance of developing vision by building “that buy-in that we need because it creates that
sense of urgency with our staff” (P6, / 261).

While some overlap with developing vision, creating culture was mentioned by a
principal who had been part of the school and focused on the on-going nature of culture versus
the beginning perspective of setting a vision. P2 emphasized their role in developing a peer-
driven mentoring culture that includes more than the school. “The number one thing that I want
people to know that this is not a high school problem. This is a community issue...” (P2, /215).
For P2, focusing on building culture was not aligned with vision as much as incorporating
external stakeholders as shared in the following paragraph. PS5 also reflected, “Do you have a
school culture or climate that you’re working towards something that teachers know?” (PS5, /

253).
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Lastly, principals described their role in leading SEL as working with external
stakeholders. P2 shared that, “a school can’t do this all by itself” (P2, / 212). In working with
external groups, she attends book talks, meets with PTSA leadership, and connects with
principals of feeder elementary and middle schools. Emphasizing that “this is a community
issue”, the principal also enlists the support of community agencies (P2, /212). PS5 also
underscored the importance of “partnering with the community” (P5, / 258). Lastly, P8
emphasized the importance of being involved in parent groups connected with the PTSA to work
“with our parent community to educate our parent community about SEL and stress” (P8, /
279).

Table 6 represents the categories identified in this interview question and the
corresponding principal respondent regarding principals’ role in providing SEL.

Table 6

Responses Regarding Principals’ Role in Providing SEL

Categories P1 P2 P3 P4 PS5 P6 P7 P8
No role X
Delegate X X X
Build structure/ capacity X X X
Coordinate with staff X X X
Develop vision / buy-in X X X X
Create culture X X
Work with external stakeholders X X X

Table 6 shows principals expressed a variety of different roles in providing SEL.
Upon categorizing the responses from interview questions for research question 1, the

researcher continued to review transcripts, re-reading all responses to each question, taking
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notes, and reviewing the data within a Google Workbook. Categories were then pulled together
to find common themes across questions 1-3. These themes were then reviewed and compared
against the original data sets for each question.
Major Themes

Categories that emerged from the interview questions were used to identify four themes
for research question 1: establishing long-term relationships, creating a SEL-supportive culture,
developing teacher capacity, and using mental health professionals. The findings established by
these themes are further discussed in Chapter 5. Table 7 represents the emerging themes from
research question 1.
Table 7

Themes Emerging from Research Question 1 and Categories Contributing to Themes

Themes Categories Contributing to Themes Interview Question
Foundation
Establishing Long-Term Developing long-term relationships 2
Relationships ]
Advisory groups 1
Coordinate with staff 3
Creating a SEL Supportive Creating a SEL-supportive culture 2
Culture
Develop vision / buy-in 3
Create Culture 3
Work with External Stakeholders 3
Developing Teacher Capacity  Focusing on specific skills 2
Build structure/ capacity 3
Specific Curriculum (Sources of Strength) 1
Opportunities within curriculum 1
Finding teachable moments 2
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Delegate 3

Using Mental Health SEL lessons through counselors 1
Professionals o )
Utilizing counseling dept 2
Providing responsive Practices 2

Research Question Two Analyzed Data
After moving to a virtual and/or blended synchronous learning environment, how did the
principal's perspectives change in providing SEL to all students and leading SEL within this new
environment? The following interview questions correspond to research question two:
1. How did your school respond to closures due to Covid-19 pandemic during the spring of
2020 and for the 2020-21 school year?
2. Did your school provide SEL for each student? If so, how?
3. What was your role in leading SEL within virtual environments?
4. Did your perspective change regarding providing SEL to all students? If so, how?
Data Collection and Analysis: Research Question 2
Interview Question 4: How did your school respond to closures due to Covid-19 pandemic
during the spring of 2020 and for the 2020-21 school year?
The responses for question 4 can be broken up into three timeframes; Spring 2020, Fall
2020 and Spring 2021. Through each of these three timeframes, similar categories emerged as
school divisions addressed the concerns due to Covid-19. Four of the 8 principals were from the
same division, which created a complete alignment of services.
Spring 2020. “Spring 2020 was a hard stop” (P1, /302). Or as P6 stated, “in 2020, we pretty
much just shut down” (P6, [ 347). Academics were no longer the priority (P4, [ 320). While

teachers provided content to students, it was not required (P4, / 320). Students were able to
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submit work to improve grades. While some students did, others were not engaged the last
quarter of school (P1, / 305). While technology quickly became concerns for schools (P3, / 314),
others said, “okay, as a staff, we’ve got to embrace the zoom thing” (P8, / 358). P2 additionally
emphasized the need to partner with the PTSA to address concerns around the unknown,
ensuring the process forward “became more of a community thing, more so than just the school”
(P2, 1296). P8, emphasized the importance of sharing information regarding “what the
expectations were, the grading policy, the schedule, what our expectation of how teachers should
be teaching” (P8, [ 360).

Fall 2020. Every school interviewed began the Fall 2020 in a virtual setting. Many schools
moved forward with “school as usual - just online” (P1, / 307) with “a set schedule of
synchronous and asynchronous mix” (P6, / 351). P4 shared the division's initial plan of starting
virtual for the first 9 weeks but how it “did not play out that way” (P4, / 324). Each school
provided four instructional days per week with one asynchronous day which was used to deliver
optional SEL lessons (P1, P8) and provide office hours (P1). Additionally, P4 shared the
division began the 20-21 school year setting 90-minute classes but quickly realized that this plan
was unsustainable (P4, / 325). One school (P6) attempted to return in November but quickly
shut back down for the reminder of the calendar year.

Spring 2021. Every school began some sort of hybrid option at various times throughout the
latter half of the school year. P1, P2, P3, P5, P6, P7 and P8 had a staggered re-entry over the
course of several weeks with students returning 2 out of 4 days based on the alpha range of a
student’s last name, ultimately creating a hybrid learning environment. However, not all
students returned. P4 shared that approximately 300 of 1,900 students returned in-person.

Similarly, P8 shared that approximately 500 of 2,100 students returned. Schools returned with a
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mixture of in-person and virtual learning environments with set schedules 4 out of 5 days each
week.

Table 8 represents the categories identified in this interview question and the
corresponding principal respondent.
Table 8

How Schools Responded to the Pandemic

Categories P1 P2 P3 P4 PS5 P6 P7 P8

Spring 2020: Full Stop X X X X X X X X
Fall 2020: Virtual Beginning x x X X X X X X

Spring 2021: Hybrid Retun x x x x X X X X

Table 8 shows that all schools had a similar response to the pandemic, moving virtual in
Spring 2020, beginning virtual in Fall 2020, and returning in a hybrid forum for Spring 2021.
Interview Question 5: Did your school provide SEL for each student? If so, how?

After reviewing the transcripts, two main aspects of providing SEL become apparent: the
provider of SEL and the setting in which it was delivered. As discussed in more detail below,
the provider included the counseling department, teachers and/or administration and other
support staff. SEL was delivered through an advisory period (held on a specialized day each
week or throughout an embedded period throughout the week) or through small group and
individual responsiveness.

P2 was the only principal to utilize counselors within the advisory setting. P2 started the
year providing SEL through teachers but quickly decided, “it felt better coming from counselors”
after “putting on my lens of the teacher” and realizing “some teachers are just going to read the

PowerPoint” and avoid the seriousness that the topic deserves (P2, / 376).
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P3, P4 and P7 all utilized counselors in individual and small groups. P3 stated “in terms
of actual research-based social emotional programs, I can’t say we were implementing. We were
surviving” (P3, / 400). However, “counselors were available and did a lot of regular one on one
and small group check-ins” (P3, /395). P4 shared that the focus was on mental health during the
initial months of the pandemic in Spring of 2020. Counselors would “hold weekly, and in some
cases, multiple times a week...meetings with kids individually with groups of kids” (P4, / 406).
Further adding that “whatever we could do to keep connected with our kids, we did” (P4, / 414).
While initially hoping to provide SEL services through advisory, P7 shared that the school
“unfortunately had to shift away from advisory during that time” due to the overwhelming nature
of contract tracing and other pandemic mitigation strategy requirements (P7, [ 473). However,
“counselors actually took over the role” and “would meet with their students by alpha [and]
grade level, once a month” (P7, / 474). While not as much as they had wished, the lessons were
specifically targeted on SEL and took the burden off the teachers (P7, [ 475).

Principals shared that teachers also provided a great deal of SEL related services during
the pandemic. While P4 expressed that advisory met every other day to start the year, the
division course corrected and focused on a specific day each week to provide SEL (P4, [ 422).
P1, P6 and P8 also had teachers providing SEL one day per week during the pandemic. P4 had
pre-planned lessons provided from the school division for teachers to deliver. P6 provided
lessons during this time focused on “relationship building icebreaker kind of activities to get the
room used to one another” (P6, / 466). PS5 also shared lessons were provided throughout the
year. P8 shared that the counseling teams were involved in building lessons that were shared by
teachers through advisories. P8 also shared that while the “SEL block was supposed to be

mandatory...a lot of kids didn’t come” (P8, / 506). Nearly a year later, when looking to
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potentially discontinue the advisory groups, P8 shared that “our teachers share ‘now I’ve kind of
created this little cohort that I have...we need to continue this.””” (P8, / 508).

PS5 focused on developing teacher capacity to address student needs by “trying to make a
lot of individual connections” (P35, / 443). PS5 stated “probably our biggest thing is just helping
folks understand and telling teachers we need to focus on relationships and connecting with
students or making sure students are still connected with one another” (P5, / 451).

As shared previously, P3 stated that no “actual research-based social-emotional
programs” were being provided, every stakeholder in the building, including administration, was
focused on reaching out to students that could be potentially struggling (P3, / 399).

Table 9 represents the categories identified in this interview question and the
corresponding principal respondent as it relates to both provider of SEL service and setting in
which SEL was delivered.

Table 9

How and Who Provided SEL after the initial shut-down in March 2020

Provider of SEL Setting
Advisory period Individual/ small group
Counselors P2 P3, P4, P7
Teachers P1, P4, PS5, P6, P8 P5
Admin and support staff P3

Table 9 shows how SEL was provided by different staff members in different settings.
Interview Question 6: What was your role in leading SEL within virtual environments?

After reviewing the transcripts, the following categories regarding principal roles were
identified: setting expectations, providing support, communicating with stakeholders, and direct
services.
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One primary role expressed by several interviewees was one of setting expectations.
Principals interviewed shared the importance of setting expectations at different points in the
SEL development process. While P2 sought to set expectations for the team developing lessons,
stating “I’m like, here’s what we’re doing and here’s the lessons, and then make it what they
want” (P2, [ 510). P1 focused on “setting the expectation for teachers to deliver the lessons that
were created by the team” (P1, / 517). P4 shared that, similar to pre-Covid, it was important to
set structures, responsibility, and expectations (P4, / 524). P3 shared their role was to “make
sure we have as robust a program as possible” (P3, / 519). P5 met weekly with staff to reiterate
the message, “keeping the vision and the mission as a part of that message” (P5, / 541).

Principals also emphasized their role as providing support. P1 emphasized the
importance of “getting the team together, participating in those meetings” (P1, / 517).
Additionally, P4 felt that “my role and our role as administrators was to...be there to
support...making sure the teachers had what they needed to be able to be successful in carrying
out the SEL conversations and lessons” (P4, / 533). P6 and P7 also focused on supporting
committees as they developed meaningful SEL lessons to deliver. P7 shared the importance of
gathering feedback and “making sure that the right people heard it and then working with the
counselors to create things or make sure certain things were hit upon to help provide that
support” (P7, 1 563).

Three principals shared the need to communicate with stakeholders. While P2 focused
on communicating things out and “letting them go” (P2, / 515), P6 focused on “building that
sense of urgency and saying, ‘here’s why we need this right now’” (P6, / 553). P8
communicated with stakeholders through “evening meetings with parents about supporting their

kids’ social-emotional health during the pandemic” (P8, / 569).
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Lastly, several principals were involved in direct services. P3 was “very much
involved...with reaching out to kids, speaking with kids...with families” (P3, / 522). P3 also
reached out to clinical staff to help find some mental health resources. P4 “was trying to lead by
example” acknowledging that “if we’re asking our teachers to have these conversations with
kids, then we need to be doing that as well” (P4, / 528). P8 also shared that they had a roster of
students that they were focused on (P8, / 578). Additionally, P8 would seek to support by being
in breakout rooms when presenting the Signs of Suicide program in the virtual setting (P8, /
570).

Table 10 represents the categories identified in this interview question and the
corresponding principal respondent.

Table 10

Responses Regarding Principals Role in Providing SEL in a Virtual Environment

Categories P1 P2 P3 P4 PS5 P6 P7 P8
Setting Expectations X X X X X
Provide Support X X X X
Communicating with stakeholders X X X
Direct Services X X X

Principals expressed several different prominent roles in providing SEL in a virtual
environment as shown by Table 10.
Interview Question 7: Did your perspective change regarding providing SEL to all
students? If so, how?

At face value, principals were split when asked the closed question of whether their
perspective changed. Principals 3, 4, 5 and 8 all affirmed a changed perspective, whereas P1, P2,
P6 and P7 stated no change in perspective. However, when elaborating on their responses,
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nearly every principal affirmed a change in perspective. After reviewing the transcripts, the
following categories emerged: needs were totally different, a change in the urgency of SEL, need
for explicit SEL instruction, and the need for SEL culture.

P2 was unable to offer a definitive explanation “because the needs are totally different”
(P2, 1586). While no direct perspective change was evident, P2 expressed that the focus “had to
change because we’re dealing with a different kind of issue (P2, / 585). Furthermore, she
expressed the virtual setting “probably missed quite a few kids” that did not want to be part of
SEL instruction (P2, / 590).

Several principals shared a change of perspective around the urgency of SEL. As seen
earlier in interview question 1, while P6 stated no change in perspective, they went on to mention
that the shift to virtual “pushed the urgency in me a little bit more” (P6, / 667) and “the need to
be more intentional about building into our regular school day (P6, / 668). P4 also expressed the
notion that they had “always felt that it was important” but went on to explain that they had
“never really fully understood how important it was until the pandemic hit” (P4, / 640). Going
through the last two years pushed P4 to understand “the importance at a much deeper level” (P4,
[ 650) and “how badly people need it, who may not be aware that they need it” (P4, [ 653). P7
shared that, “I think it [the pandemic] kind of made me double down on why it’s [SEL] so
important” (P7, 1 671).

P3 and P8 also shared the change of perspective around the urgency of SEL rather
directly. P8 shared that “my perspective changed in that I realize now that kids’ psychosocial
development is equally important to what we do with them with learning in school” (P8, / 676).

P3 went one step further stating, “now I’ve come to realize and it seems pretty obvious that the
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social emotional supports are just as important, if not in some respects, more important than the
academic supports that we’re providing to kids” (P3, / 636).

Other principals underscored their change of perspective around the need for explicit SEL
instruction. P1 shared their school had a long-standing SEL program of nearly 2 decades but it
was not a direct instruction approach, instead a “teach it when you can” (P1, [/ 599). P1
expressed the need to “ensure a consistent level of access and opportunity when it comes to SEL
instruction” (P1, / 602). P6 shared a desire to “be more intentional about building into our
regular school day” (P6, [ 668). P8 affirmed that “the way we develop kids’ psycho-socially in
schools through structured and explicit instruction on these topics is now the way of the future”
(P8, 1679). However, they expressed the need to support teachers in getting to this realization
because “I don’t think that all teachers still see themselves in that role” (P8, / 681).

It is worth noting that P3 expressed that their opinion “changed greatly” (P3, [/ 622) and
focused mostly on relationships through advisory. P3 stated the “most important to me now,
hindsight being 20-20, is that kids have relationships with if not one more than one adult in the
building who’s looking out for their mental health and wellbeing” (P3, / 137). “Developing a
relationship with a teacher who probably isn’t an academic teacher for them” supports the need
for developing important and meaningful relationships (P3, [ 621).

While acknowledging the importance of individual lessons, PS5 dismissed the impact of
pre-packaged SEL lessons because “they’re only as good as the person delivering them” (PS5, /
657). Often delivered by emotionally depleted staff, P5 felt they did not have “the impact that
we would have hoped for” (P5, / 663). With this limited impact, PS5 believes SEL must be part of

the culture and climate of a building. By developing teacher buy-in, SEL can be delivered
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through the classroom more authentically between teachers and students that are working
together each day (P35, / 663).
Table 11

‘If” and ‘How’ Principals’ Perspectives Changed Regarding SEL

Categories P1 P2 P3 P4 PS5 P6 P7 P8
Yes X X X X
No X X X X
Needs are totally different X
Urgency of SEL X X X X X
Need for explicit SEL instruction x X X X
Need for SEL Culture X X

Table 11 shows both “if” (closed question) and “how” (open-ended question) the
interviewees’ perspective changed. While several principals initially expressed that their
perspective had not changed, all respondents further explained some change in thinking.
Major Themes

Because interview question 4 (how schools responded to closures due to Covid-19) was a
calibrating question, categories from the subsequent interview questions (5-7) were
predominantly used in establishing the themes for research question 2. The following three
themes emerged from this review: setting expectations, providing direct services, and
maintaining support. Table 11 represents the major themes from research question 2. These
themes will be discussed in chapter 5.

Table 12

Themes Emerging from Research Question 2 and Categories Contributing to Themes
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Themes Categories Contributing to Themes Interview Question
Foundation
Setting Expectations Setting expectations 6
Communicating with stakeholders
Urgency of SEL 7
Need for explicit SEL instruction 7
Need for SEL culture 7
Providing Direct Services  Direct services 6
Counselors (both advisory/ individual/ small 5
group support)
Maintaining Support Provide support 6
Teachers in advisory 5
Needs are totally different 7

Research Question Three Analyzed Data

What barriers did principals face in providing SEL to students in a virtual environment?

The following interview question corresponds to research question three:

1. What challenges (if any) did you face providing SEL to students in a virtual

environment?

Data Collection and Analysis: Research Question 3

Interview Question 8: What challenges (if any) did you face providing SEL to students in a

virtual environment?

After reviewing the transcripts, two major categories became evident: student

engagement and teacher capacity.

“Participation” was P2’s immediate response when asked about challenges of providing

SEL in a virtual environment. Or as P8 shared, “getting them to login...was a big one” (P8, /
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784). For many principals the difficulty of connecting with students in a virtual setting was
forefront. Like P8, P6 shared about the difficulty of “getting them to show up” (P6, / 761)
especially “once they started to find out that there wasn’t much accountability on showing up for
that session” (P6, / 762). P7 shared the “biggest challenge is the kids who didn’t come or came
and then just kind of muted it and did their own thing” (P7, / 775). Further clarifying that
“normally, you can walk the hallways...feel a vibe in the hallway when things are kind of not
great” (P7,1777). P1 attributed this in part to the division-level permission for students to avoid
turning cameras on (P1, / 706) citing the “difficulty of engaging students in sometimes
challenging topics when you’re on the computer you can’t see the kids' faces” (P1,/712). When
students did show up, they would “never turn on their cameras, but they came” (P8, / 786).
Unlike the other principals interviewed, P5S mainly attributed the inability to engage due to a lack
of time available for meaningful connections.

“Quite frankly, the biggest challenge for me hasn’t been the students, it has been the
teachers” (P3, [ 725). Building teacher buy-in prevented advisory time from being all it could
be, impacting its overall effectiveness. P6 stated that “it comes down to the way it was
implemented by the teacher” (P6, [ 763), knowing that those who took it seriously had more
effective student engagement than those “checking the box™ (P6, / 765). P1 similarly shared
teacher comfort level as driving SEL effectiveness where “some teachers love it, they’ve thought
a lot about these things or they worked in a middle school where you have more of an advisory
model and really took it to another level” (P1, / 716). “Teachers that were able to connect with
the kids and make it fun and engaging had much higher levels of interactions with the students
than those who didn’t” (P4, / 737). P2 additionally underscored the importance of prior

relationships (P2, [ 703).
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Table 13

Challenges in Providing SEL in a Virtual Environment

Categories P1 P2 P3 P4 PS5 P6 P7 P8
Student engagement x X X X X X
Teacher capacity X X X X

Table 13 shows the two major challenges that arose for principals in providing SEL in a
virtual environment: student engagement and teacher capacity.
Major Themes

Because research question 3 consisted of 1 interview question, Table 13 also provides an
accurate thematic analysis as it relates to the challenges faced providing SEL to students in a
virtual environment. Student engagement and teacher capacity were the major barriers principals
faced in this environment.

Summary

The purpose of this study was to identify how principals perceive their role in providing
SEL support for all students in high-achieving schools in both traditional (in-person) and virtual
learning environments. Through a qualitative, phenomenological design, principals were
interviewed using a structured approach. Interviews were recorded and transcribed via the
researches Virginia Tech’s Zoom account and coded using the researches secure Virginia Tech
Google Drive. The following 3 research questions guided this study:

1. What were the important aspects regarding the implementation of SEL in high achieving
schools during in-person instruction? How did schools provide SEL for each student?

What is the principal’s role in leading SEL within a building?
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2. After moving to a virtual and/or blended synchronous learning environment, how did
principals’ perspectives change in: Providing SEL to all students? Leading SEL within
this new environment?

3. What barriers did principals face in providing SEL to students in a virtual environment?

Themes Emerging from the Analysis of Data for Research Question 1

The data from Research Question 1 showed that relationships are at the heart of providing
SEL to all students. While principals coordinate with staff to develop buy-in and create a SEL-
supportive culture, providing SEL requires an “all hands on deck” approach. School leaders,
teachers and mental health professionals all play an important part which requires personal
capacity and comfort in order to deliver SEL. Themes for Research Question 1 can be found in
Table 7 (page 50-51) and as follows:
Theme 1: To provide SEL, principals coordinate staff to develop opportunities to establish long-
term relationships.
Theme 2: Principal’s believe creating a SEL-supportive culture is an important aspect of
providing SEL for each student.
Theme 3: Teacher capacity and comfort is critical in providing SEL to each student with
efficacy.
Theme 4: Mental health professionals play an important role in providing SEL.
Themes Emerging from the Analysis of Data for Research Question 2

The data from Research Question 2 emphasized the important role that principals play in
providing SEL to students in both in-person and virtual settings. Principals must set
expectations, support staff, and be an involved part of providing SEL for every student. Themes

for Research Question 2 can be found in Table 12 (page 60-61) and as follows:
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Theme 1: Principals must set expectations in order to promote a SEL-supportive culture.
Theme 2: Principals play an important role in providing direct services as it relates to SEL.
Theme 3: Principals play an important role in maintaining support for providing SEL to all
students.
Themes Emerging from the Analysis of Data for Research Question 3

The data from Research Question 3 indicated that providing SEL services requires effort
from both students and teachers. While students may choose not to engage, principals perceived
that teachers who felt more comfortable discussing SEL-related topics, were more engaging and,
in turn, increased student engagement. The dichotomy between these two barriers appears on the
surface as the classic chicken and egg conundrum. These two main barriers that principals
believed existed in providing SEL to students in a virtual environment can be found in Table 13
(page 63) and as follows:
Theme 1: Engaging students meaningfully and interactively grew increasingly difficult as
opportunities to be unaccountable were realized.
Theme 2: The effectiveness of providing SEL relied heavily on teacher capacity.

Chapter 5 will include a summary and discussion of findings, implications for practice,

suggestions for future research and personal reflections.
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Chapter 5: Findings, Implications, and Recommendations for Future Studies

The purpose of this study was to identify how principals perceive their role in providing
SEL support for all students in high-achieving schools in both traditional (in-person) and virtual
learning environments. In this qualitative study, the researcher explored how principals in high-
achieving schools perceive their role in providing SEL support for all students in both traditional
(in-person) and virtual learning environments. Data were collected using semi-structured
interviews, which were recorded via Zoom and transcribed. The transcriptions were then coded
and analyzed, developing categories and themes around the following three research questions:

1. What were the important aspects regarding the implementation of SEL in high

achieving schools during in-person instruction, how did schools provide SEL for each

student and what was the role of the principal?

2. After moving to a virtual and/or blended synchronous learning environment, how did

principals’ perspectives change in providing SEL to all students and leading SEL within

this new environment?

3. What barriers did principals face in providing SEL to students in a virtual

environment?
This chapter will state the findings and implications of this data and conclude with
recommendations for future studies.

Summary of Findings

After analyzing the data, five findings were identified. These five findings, their
corresponding data points, and research support follow.

Finding 1: Social Emotional Learning is provided in a variety of ways by a variety

of different people.
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Delivery. Throughout interviews, principals described a variety of different ways SEL was
provided both prior to the pandemic (Table 4) and throughout the virtual and hybrid
environments (Table 9). While four principals initially expressed that no SEL was provided
prior to the pandemic (P3, P4, P6, P8), P3 and P6 went on to share SEL delivery through
counselors during this time. However, after the initial closing in Spring 2020, all principals
shared some sort of SEL support (Table 9). In the words of P2, “we’re spreading the wealth, not
just our counselors doing the lessons.” Some principals emphasized SEL delivery through
building a SEL-supportive culture (P1, P5) where “teachers are role models” for students (P5).
However, principals also shared using specific curriculum (P1, P8), focusing on teachable
moments (P1, P5), and/or preparing lessons through advisory periods (P1, P4, P5, P7). This
variety of delivery was present both prior to the pandemic and after returning from the abrupt
closures in Spring 2020.
Deliverer. While the method of delivery varied across principals, so did the deliverer of SEL
support. As evident in Tables 4 and 9, some principals relied heavily on counseling staff to
provide SEL support for students acknowledging the “regular work of the counseling
department” (P1). Within the virtual environment, principals utilized teachers through advisory
periods to provide this learning. Additionally, some principals shared direct support. Principals’
perspectives around the research questions and corresponding interview questions can be in
Chapter 4. Tables 4, 7, 9, 12 in Chapter 4 provide reference for Finding 1.

A national survey of principals supports the wide variability of SEL implementation
practices (DePaoli, Atwell & Bridgeland, 2017). As Starr points out, SEL competencies are
aspirations, not interventions (2019). With this in mind, school leaders can find many

opportunities to embed SEL into existing frameworks both organizationally and via the
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curriculum. While some schools increase relationships through advisories (Greenberg, et al.,
2017), others focus on effective classrooms to build relationships (Jones, Bailey & Jacob, 2014).
Teachers can introduce students to SEL competencies by both modeling and direct instruction

(Garner, 2010). Finding 1 is consistent with this research.

Finding 2: Principals have an important role in providing a SEL-supportive
culture.

Interviewees shared a variety of roles providing a SEL-supportive culture including
setting a common vision, providing structural support, and coordinating efforts (Table 5, 6, 7, 10
& 12). From building monthly recognitions (P1) to developing buy-in for SEL activities with the
community (P6), principals sought ways to “educate our kids on what they should be looking out
for one another...because one lesson isn’t going to do it” (P2).

Two primary roles toward building this culture were developing a common vision (P1,
P5, P6, P8) and setting expectations (P1, P2, P3, P4, P5) (Table 5, 6, 7, 10, 12). After providing
the ‘big picture’, principals offered ways in which they might delegate responsibility (P2, P4,
P7), yet remain involved by focusing on infrastructure and capacity support (P1, P4, P5, P6, P7).
Due to the nature of their role as building leaders, principals also shared the importance of being
a coordinator between the many moving parts within a building (P1, P2, P5, P7, P8). Principals
were involved in developing cross-functional committees within the building (P1, P8) and
coordinating between internal and external stakeholders (P2, P5, P7, P8). Several principals
were involved in the direct support of specific students in the virtual setting, modeling
expectations for staff (P3, P4, P8). Tables 5, 6, 7, 10, 12 in Chapter 4 provide reference for

Finding 2.
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Principals impact all aspects of the building (The Wallace Foundation, 2013) and are
particularly instrumental in establishing school culture (Price, 2012). Principals significantly
impact student achievement and well-being (Solomon et al., 2018). Limited buy-in from the
principal impacts SEL implementation (Anyon, Nicotera, & Veeh, 2016). As shown in the data
collection of Chapter 4 and consistent with the research presented in Chapter 2, principals
provide transformational leadership by developing common vision and delivering specific
supports (Sun & Leithwood, 2012). The effectiveness of SEL relies strongly on the fidelity of
implementation (Taylor & Dymnicki, 2007), which requires an “all hands on deck™ approach
where everyone is involved (Berman, Chafee & Sarmiento, 2018). Principals play an important
role in providing support (Bridgeland, Bruise & Hariharan, 2013) and coordinating all staff
toward a common SEL-supportive vision. Finding 2 is consistent with the research discussed in
Chapter 2.

Finding 3: Relationships are essential in providing SEL in a meaningful way.

While different structures were shared, Principals 1, 2, 4, 5 and 7 all expressed the
importance of developing long-term relationships. Principals underscored the value of the
student-counselor relationship as it stretches beyond a single year and P2 and P4 relied on this
connection to provide SEL prior to the pandemic. As P7 shared, “there’s very few people that
see them (students) over the course of the four years.” Upon entering the virtual environments,
principals more readily relied on advisory periods with teachers taking on SEL development (P1,
P4, PS5, P6, P7).

However, in the virtual environment, relationship building as it related to explicit SEL
instruction was often limited to 30 minutes each week (P4, P6) and struggled to be authentic

(P5). It is worth noting that principals that had established a 4-year rotation of advisory (P2, P8),
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shared positive responses from teachers who had built relationships prior to the virtual
experience. Additionally, one of the two major barriers mentioned was due to student
engagement (Table 13). Without accountability, students that lacked meaningful relationships
with advisory teachers stopped turning on cameras (P1, P8) or showing up altogether (P2, P6,
P8). Whereas teachers who made meaningful connections had greater participation and student
engagement (P5). Tables 5, 7, 9 and 13 in Chapter 4 provide reference for Finding 3.

Research continues to underscore the paramount importance of a positive relationship
between teacher and student (Brinkworth, Mclntyre, Juraschek & Gehlbach, 2018; Givens
Rolland, 2012; Hattie, 2009; Mikami, Gregory, Allen, Pianta & Lun, 2011; Pianta & Allen,
2008; Schonert-Reichl, 2017). Unfortunately, building relationships is one of the most difficult
aspects of teaching (Elliott, Stemler, Sternberg, Grigorenko & Hoffman, 2011). Emotionally
exhausted teachers can become rigid and enforce rules over the relationship (Jennings &
Greenberg, 2009) leading to increased student stress (Oberle & Schonert-Reichl, 2016).
Jennings and Greenberg (2009) found that among 1,841 secondary teachers, an empty emotional
gas-tank is a predictor of depersonalization (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009) often fueling negative
interactions that lead to lower engagement (Aloe, Amo & Shanahan, 2014; Li & Lerner, 2011).
Coupled with the general decline of students’ emotional engagement (Li & Lerner, 2011), a
deteriorating relationship requires more focus on teacher support (Givens Rolland, 2012).
Finding 3 is consistent with this research.

Finding 4: Teacher capacity and comfort discussing SEL is an important aspect of
creating a SEL-supportive environment in a virtual environment.

While acknowledging the importance of individual lessons, PS5 dismissed the impact of

pre-packaged SEL lessons because, “they’re only as good as the person delivering them.” P2
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actually moved SEL lessons from teachers to counselors in light of the pandemic, as it “felt
better coming from counselors” because “some teachers are just going to read the PowerPoint.”
One of the two major barriers of SEL in the virtual environment was teacher capacity, ultimately
minimizing its’ overall effectiveness (P2, P3, P6, P4). However, as SEL comes into greater
focus in light of the Covid-19 pandemic, SEL-supportive environments require the participation
of more than just school counselors and clinical staff.

Whether through explicit instruction in advisory periods or finding teachable moments,
providing SEL with fidelity requires teachers to teach and recognize those skills (P1). P5
attempted to develop teacher capacity to address student needs and encourage teachers to “focus
on relationships.” However, according to P8, “I don’t think that all teachers still see themselves
in that role.” Developing teacher buy-in increases the authenticity in which SEL is provided
(P5). “Teachers that were able to connect with the kids and make it fun and engaging had much
higher levels of interactions with the students than those who didn’t” (P4) and simply were
“checking the box” (P6). Tables 4,5,7,12 and 13 in Chapter 4 provide reference for Finding 4.

Teachers’ own SEL capacity is a major factor in its impact on students (Greenberg et al.,
2017). Effective SEL implementation at the classroom level requires teacher capacity (Elliott,
Stemler, Sternberg, Grigorenko & Hoffman, 2011). For many SEL programs, teacher buy-in is
the paramount factor in the success of implementation (Reyes, Brackett, Rivers, Elbertson &
Salovey, 2012). However, many teachers lack the necessary pre-service training to effectively
build SEL competencies (Schonert-Reichl, 2017). Reciprocally, providing SEL effectively
supports increased classroom management and greater rapport within the classroom environment
(Esen-Aygun & Sahin-Taskin, 2017; Nenonene et al., 2019). Finding 4 is consistent with this

research.
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Finding 5: The pandemic deepened principals’ understanding around the urgency
of SEL.

As shown in Table 11 in Chapter 4, principals were mixed when answering the closed
question “if” their perspective had changed. However, when answering “how” all but P2 went
on to share a deepened understanding for the need of SEL. When asked if SEL was provided
prior to the pandemic, P3 stated that “in the strictest sense, I’'m not sure I did, quite honestly.”
Later, when asked how their perspective changed, P3 shared, “now I’ve come to realize, and it
seems pretty obvious, that the social emotional supports are just as important, if not in some
respects, more important than the academic supports that we’re providing to kids.” P8 also
echoed this importance, sharing the “psychosocial development is equally important to what we
do with them with learning in school.”

While not every principal shared such a dramatic shift, all but P2 shared a shift in the
urgency around providing SEL in light of the Covid-19 pandemic (Table 11). P3, P4, P6, P7 and
P8 expressed greater urgency while half of the interviewees shared the need for explicit SEL
instruction (P1, P3, P6 and P8). From understanding the need for SEL for both students and staff
(P4) to being more intentional about building SEL into the school day (P6), principals expressed
the need for SEL-supportive cultures (P5, P6). P2 shared the least amount of change yet
acknowledged the needs of students were different in these environments. Tables 4 and 11 in
Chapter 4 provide reference for Finding 5.

In 2017, a national survey of 884 principals showed support for SEL was high (DePaoli,
Atwell & Bridgeland, 2017) and growing (Atwell & Bridgeland, 2019). The impact of SEL on
both short and long term outcomes is becoming increasingly documented (Mahoney, Durlak &

Weissberg, 2018). Students who participated in SEL programs showed greater gains both
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academically and in prosocial behaviors (Sklad et al., 2012; Taylor et al., 2017; Wiglesworth et
al., 2016). Additionally, SEL competency has been shown to improve understanding, classroom
cultures, and student learning (Esen-Aygun & Sahin-Taskin, 2017; Lopes et al., 2019). Finding
5 is consistent with this research.

Implications of Findings

In reviewing the findings related to this study, several associated implications for
practitioners were identified.

Implication 1: School divisions should provide professional development and
ongoing support to school leaders and classroom teachers addressing the multiple ways
SEL can be addressed in schools. Principal responses suggest that there is a growing need for
SEL supports to ensure all staff are equipped to address the growing needs of students. While
prior to the pandemic, school counselors and clinical staff were heavily relied upon to develop
and share lessons, schools must take a broader approach to addressing the social emotional needs
of students. In the absence of pre-service training, in-service professional development is
needed. Findings 1, 2 and 4 provide the foundation for this implication; Finding 1: Social
Emotional Learning is provided in a variety of ways by a variety of different people; Finding 2:
Principals have an important role in providing a SEL-supportive culture; Finding 4: Teacher
capacity and comfort discussing SEL is an important aspect of creating a SEL-supportive
environment in a virtual environment.

Implication 2: Principal preparation programs should include SEL training as a
part of their curriculum. Principals play a vital role in implementing SEL on a school-wide
level. To better support faculty and staff in implementing SEL-supportive cultures, principals

require additional training. In order to lead SEL with fidelity, principals must be able to
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recognize what SEL is, appreciate the powerful effect it has on student achievement and pro-
social behavior, and understand different delivery methods for its’ implementation. As
increased funding is earmarked for student wellness, principals are better able to carry out their
fiduciary responsibilities in implementing high-yield strategies as it relates to SEL. Finding 2:
Principals have an important role in providing a SEL-supportive culture is the foundation for
this implication.

Implication 3: Schools should identify multiple ways to develop and maintain
relationships between students and teachers. There are many opportunities for students to
develop relationships with trusted adults through high school, including teachers, coaches, and
sponsors of activities. However, teacher-student relationships often last a single year. In light of
the heavy reliance on school counseling staff to implement programs that require long-term
relationships, students would be well-served by developing opportunities for additional staff to
benefit from this long-term approach. One common approach, as evidenced in this research is to
promote an advisory period with a single teacher on a 4-year rotation. This non-academic
grouping introduces another adult relationship that lasts longer than the traditional one-year
approach while supporting peer-to-peer relationships as well. Finding 3: Relationships are
essential in providing SEL in a meaningful way is the foundation for this implication.

Implication 4: Teacher preparation programs should include embedded SEL
training. Research shows that teacher capacity has a direct impact on the effectiveness of SEL.
In the absence of receiving pre-service training, teachers are expected to learn how to provide
explicit SEL skills on top of the already heavy-laden responsibilities that the profession requires.
While the value of SEL is increasingly recognized by teachers, a positive attitude and ability to

deliver is directly connected with teacher comfort level. While many teachers can share some of
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the core tenets of SEL, many are unaware of organizations that are best situated to provide
greater SEL training. By developing teacher SEL capacity pre-service, teachers are better
equipped to implement supportive strategies from day one in both traditional and virtual
environments. Finding 4: Teacher capacity and comfort discussing SEL is an important aspect
of creating a SEL-supportive environment in a virtual environment is the foundation for this
implication.

Implication 5: School divisions should provide resources and funding to principals
to ensure appropriate professional development to support the growing need of SEL,
particularly in light of the Covid-19 pandemic. The lack of explicit teaching of SEL in both
teacher and administrator pre-service programs causes a deficit in the delivery when either arrive
to a new position. School divisions must provide resources so that principals may, (1) develop
their personal SEL capacity and in turn (2) provide support and training to staff. In many cases,
students’ full potential remains unrealized in the absence of a SEL-supportive culture. By
ensuring the appropriate professional development, school leaders are better able to equip staff to
address the needs that once belonged heavily on a few counselors and clinical staff. More
students are supported as more adults in a building become well-versed in these practices.
Finding 5: The pandemic deepened principals' understanding for the urgency of SEL is the
foundation for this implication.

Post-Finding Implication Analysis

Traditionally, implications presented in Chapter 5 are directly associated with a particular
finding. While findings presented in this chapter support implications, it became evident that
implications of one finding was also supported by other findings. In other words, multiple

findings supported similar implications, mainly around the need for on-going in-service
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professional development and subsequently, the resources needed to support this training. The
interwoven nature of divisions needing to provide resources to support professional development
highlight the complexity of school leaders’ work in providing SEL at the school level, while
often working within a larger school division.
Conclusion

The purpose of this study was to identify how principals perceive their role in providing
SEL support for all students in high-achieving schools in both traditional (in-person) and virtual
learning environments. The study’s findings highlight the important role that principals have in
supporting SEL in a variety of settings. As might be expected, relationships are at the heart of a
social science such as education. While there are many ways to provide SEL, principals quickly
understood the need for meaningful relationships in providing SEL when moving to a virtual
environment. To support these meaningful connections, principals must utilize all staff members
and not merely rely on school counselors and clinical staff. However, in light of limited pre-
service training, principals have an important role in providing professional development around
SEL. Principals also make an impact on SEL-supportive cultures by coordinating with the many
stakeholders involved including students, staff, families, and even the greater community. As
one principal shared, student wellness is not merely a school issue, rather it is one that belongs to
the entire community. With the growing evidence of the positive impact of SEL on academic
achievement, pro-social behavior and society, schools are uniquely positioned to develop the
social emotional wellness of students as education once again turns attention to focus on the
whole child.

Suggestions for Future Research
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Considering the findings and implications of this study, additional research might be
beneficial in the following areas:

1. Because this study was limited to high-achieving schools as defined by the U.S. News
and World Reports, a researcher could broaden the scope to include other school types
and grade levels.

2. With a focus on principals' perspectives, future research could investigate student and
staff perspectives around the impact of advisory periods that rotate over a 4-year period.

3. With a variety of SEL delivery methods, a researcher could investigate the impact of
these methods (or combination thereof) to determine high-leverage practices.

4. Limited background demographic information was collected for the purposes of this
research. A researcher could dig deeper into the background of principals and their
leadership style and the impact of leading SEL-supportive cultures.

Personal Reflections

It is my hope that a global pandemic is only a once in a lifetime experience. The Covid-
19 pandemic clearly impacted the physical and psychological wellness of our world. However, it
also exposed inequities that existed prior to any school closures. If there can be any silver lining,
it is that the social emotional wellness of students has come to the forefront of education. While
assessment data are useful in measuring academic performance, the ability to process
information and relate to one another is equally important in our knowledge-saturated world.
With funding being directly tied to supporting student wellness, school districts are increasingly
vested in finding high-yield strategies to combat the skyrocketing wellness concerns in students.
Becoming more understanding of SEL-supportive practices benefits students and staff alike and

my hope is being able to dig deeply into this area provides the opportunity to support others in
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this important journey. As a school administrator in a high achieving school, I greatly
appreciated the opportunity to interview principals in similar school environments as they sought

to serve students effectively.
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Appendix A: Principal Recruitment Email

Subject line: Understanding principals’ perception of SEL in high achieving schools

Good morning afternoon/evening (pending time email sent),

My name is Braden Peterson and I am a Virginia Tech doctoral student from the Northern
Virginia Campus. My dissertation research focuses on the principals’ perception of providing
social emotional learning in high-achieving schools in both face-to-face and virtual learning
environments. Your school was chosen using the U.S. News and World Reports listing and 7
was hoping you might be willing to be interviewed at a time convenient to you via Zoom. 1f
you are interested in participating or would like to learn more about this study, would you kindly
reply to this email and let me know your availability in the coming weeks?

The interview should only last between 30-45 minutes and will be recorded and transcribed. The
participants will use pseudonyms during the interview and will not identify any demographic or
work location. The transcription will be shared for your review and you will be offered the
opportunity to change anything you wish to do so. The original recording will be deleted upon
your approval of the transcript. I will also send the interview questions in advance for a more
collaborative time together.

Please know that this research has been reviewed by the Virginia Tech Human Research
Protection Program (#21-543) and I have also attached the Virginia Tech Study Information
Sheet to this email for your review should it be useful in your decision making.

Thank you in advance for your willingness to consider participating in this study.

Respectfully,

Braden J. Peterson
bjpeterson@vt.edu
703-xxx-xxxx (redacted for final paper)

Attached: Information Sheet for Participation in a Research Study
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Appendix B: Telephone Script (if necessary)

Good morning/afternoon/evening (pending time phone call made),

My name is Braden Peterson and I am a Virginia Tech doctoral student from the Northern
Virginia Campus. [ am following up regarding an email sent earlier regarding my dissertation
research focusing on principals’ perception of providing social emotional learning in high-
achieving schools in both face-to-face and virtual learning environments.

Because your school was chosen using the U.S. News and World Reports listing and I was
hoping you might be willing to be interviewed at a time convenient to you via Zoom. 1’ve
included more information on the email sent previously but wanted to be sure to reach out via
phone during this busy time as well. I’d be happy to answer any questions you might have
regarding your participation should that be helpful.

Thank you in advance for your willingness to consider participating in this study.

Have a wonderful day!
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Appendix C: Virginia Tech Study Information Sheet

Information Sheet for Participation in a Research Study

Principal Investigator: Dr. Ted Price pted7@vt.edu
Other investigator: Braden Peterson bjpeterson@vt.edu

IRB# and Title of Study: 21-543 Principals' Perception of Social Emotional
Learning in High Achieving High Schools

You are invited to participate in a research study. This form includes information about the
study and contact information if you have any questions.

I am a student at Virginia Tech working on a doctorate degree in Educational Leadership and
Policy, and I am conducting this research as part of my course work.

WHAT SHOULD I KNOW?

If you decide to participate in this study, you will complete an interview conducted and recorded
through ZOOM. As part of the study, you will be asked to answer questions regarding your role
in providing Social Emotional Learning in both in-person and virtual settings. The recording is a
requirement for participation.

The study should take approximately 30-45 minutes of your time.

We anticipate no greater than minimal risk with this study.

You can choose whether to be in this study or not. If you volunteer to be in this study, you may
withdraw at any time without consequences of any kind. You may also refuse to answer any
questions you don’t want to answer and remain in the study. The investigator may withdraw you
from this research if circumstances arise which warrant doing so.

CONFIDENTIALITY

We will do our best to protect the confidentiality of the information we gather from you, but we
cannot guarantee 100% confidentiality.

The investigator will associate data with participant identity. This information will be kept in a
separate secured location, will not be shared, and will be destroyed within one year after
collection.

WHO CANITALK TO?

If you have any questions or concerns about the research, please feel free to contact me at
bjpeterson@yvt.edu. You are not waiving any legal claims, rights or remedies because of your
participation in this research study. If you have questions regarding your rights as a research
participant, contact the Virginia Tech HRPP Office at 540-231-3732 (irb@vt.edu).

Please print out a copy of this information sheet for your records.
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Appendix D: Email to Principal with Interview Questions

Subject line: Thank you! Interview Link and Questions re: understanding principals’ perception
of SEL in high achieving schools

Good morning/afternoon/evening (pending time email sent),

Thank you for expressing interest in this interview for my research study on Principals’
perception of providing Social Emotional Learning to students in high-achieving schools.

I’ve set up the following Zoom meeting through a secure Virginia Tech Zoom platform for the
date/time below:

[insert Date of meeting]
[insert Time of meeting]
[insert Zoom Link]

As shared earlier, the interview should last between 30-45 minutes and the questions are
included below.

. Did your school provide SEL support? For each student? If so, how?
. Prior to moving to a virtual environment, what did you feel were the most important aspects

regarding the implementation of SEL in high achieving schools?

. What was your role in leading SEL?
. How did your school respond to closures due to Covid-19 pandemic during the spring of 2020

and for the 2020-21 school year?

. Did your school provide SEL for each student? If so, how?

. What was your role in leading SEL within virtual environments?

. Did your perspective change regarding providing SEL to all students? If so, how?

. What challenges (if any) did you face providing SEL to students in a virtual environment?

Thank you again for your interest in this interview. I look forward to our time together!
Respectfully,
Braden J. Peterson

bipeterson@vt.edu
703-xxx-xxxx (redacted for final paper)
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Appendix E: Human Subjects Protection

Ad 1 rn
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=X PROGRAM
This is to certify that:
Braden Peterson
Has completed the following CITI Program course:
Social & Behavioral Research (Curriculum Group)
Social & Behavioral Research (Course Learner Group)
1 - Basic Course (Stage)
Under requirements set by:

Virginia Polytechnic Institute & State University (Virginia Tech)

"."f-_'ll{}" at www . Citiprogram.orgfverify/ wdb90ae1b-2c56-456d

Completion Date 03-5ep-2015
Expiration Date 02-Sep-2022

Record ID

33060209
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Appendix F: Interview Protocol

OPENING REMARKS (Researcher): Good morning/afternoon/evening. Thank you for taking
some time and expressing interest in this interview for my research study on the Principals’
perception of providing Social Emotional Learning to students in high-achieving schools.

As you may know, student’s mental wellness is becoming increasingly important and there is a
growing body of research on the positive impact of SEL support for students. While there is a
growing concern for students in high-achieving schools, these populations are often left out of
the research literature.

I am interviewing principals of high achieving schools to find out more about their perception on
providing SEL in both in-person and virtual settings that were required throughout the county
during the Covid-19 pandemic. Your school was selected because it was ranked highly in the
U.S. News and World Reports K-12 report. I am interested in hearing more about your
perspective and experience in providing SEL in your school both prior to school closures and
after school’s went virtual if that applies to your school.

The interview takes approximately 30 minutes and will focus on your perspective. Do you have
any questions or concerns regarding the information shared on the VT Information Sheet that
was sent earlier? As a reminder, the interview will be recorded and you will be provided with a
transcript to review and correct as necessary should you wish. No identifying information will
be used for the data analysis and all recordings will be destroyed. Using the approved transcript,
your responses will be coded and analyzed.

Do I have your permission to proceed with the interview and record your responses? Thank you
again for agreeing to meet with me and participate in this research study. (Begin asking
interview questions).

. Did your school provide SEL support? For each student? If so, how?
. Prior to moving to a virtual environment, what did you feel were the most important aspects

regarding the implementation of SEL in high achieving schools?

. What was your role in leading SEL?
. How did your school respond to closures due to Covid-19 pandemic during the spring of 2020

and for the 2020-21 school year?

. Did your school provide SEL for each student? If so, how?

. What was your role in leading SEL within virtual environments?

. Did your perspective change regarding providing SEL to all students? If so, how?

. What challenges (if any) did you face providing SEL to students in a virtual environment?

CLOSING REMARKS (Researcher): Again, thank you for your participation. You will
receive a transcribed copy of your responses within a week. Please review and provide any
revisions that will help me capture your responses accurately. Thank you!
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Appendix G: Email to Principal for Transcript Verification

Subject line: Transcript Verification re: understanding principals’ perception of SEL in high
achieving schools

Good morning/afternoon/evening (pending time email sent),

Again, thank you for participating in my research around principal’s perceptions of SEL in high-
achieving schools! I am so grateful for your willingness to take time out of your day to
participate in this research.

As discussed, please find the transcript of our time together attached. Upon reading it over, let
me know if you have any concerns or clarifications regarding what was said and if you would
like to make any adjustments to the transcript for clarity. For context, seeking your feedback, or
member checking, is an important part of validity in qualitative studies (Creswell & Poth, 2018;
Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). Your validation of the transcript ensures what was said remains
accurate in both substance and overall essence.

If I do not hear from you within one week, I will assume the transcript “rings true” and that no
changes are necessary. However, if you would like more time to review, please do not hesitate
to let me know. Thank you again for participating in this research!

Respectfully,
Braden J. Peterson

bipeterson@vt.edu
703-xxx-xxxx (redacted for final paper)

Attachment: Transcript

Sources:

Creswell, J. W., & Poth, C. (2018). Qualitative inquiry and research design.: choosing among five
approaches (4th ed.). SAGE.

Merriam, S. B., & Tisdell, E. J. (2015). Qualitative Research : A Guide to Design and Implementation,
John Wiley & Sons, Incorporated. ProQuest Ebook Central,
https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/vt/detail.action?docID=208947
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