44 Human, Technologies and Quality of Education, 2021
https://doi.org/10.22364/htqe.2021.03

CHANGES IN TEACHERS AND STUDENTS’
PERCEIVED SCHOOL CLIMATE THROUGH
THE IMPLEMENTATION OF THE SOCIAL
EMOTIONAL LEARNING PROGRAM:
A LONGITUDINAL STUDY

Sabine Berzina, Baiba Martinsone

University of Latvia, Latvia

ABSTRACT

The aim of the study is to investigate changes in teachers’ perceived school climate in the
first and second years of implementing the social emotional learning (SEL) program in
schools, as well as to investigate differences in 3- to 6™-grade students’ perceived school
climate. In the two years of this study, 64 teachers participated in the SEL program alongside
a control group. In the first year, teachers received training on the implementation of
school-level SEL and received ready-made lesson plans for the direct practice of social and
emotional skills in the classroom. In the second year, the SEL teachers were divided into two
subgroups, where 32 teachers received additional supervision during the implementation.
In the first year, 138 students from 3 to 6% grade participated in the SEL program alongside
a control group. In the second year of SEL implementation, 223 3 to 6™ grade students
participated in the program where teachers received regular supervision, and 244 students
continued the SEL implementation process without changes. Georgia School Climate Survey
Suite personnel, elementary and middle/high school forms were used to measure teachers’
and students’ perceived school climate. The results show that in both the first and second
years, overall perceived school climate results were higher for both SEL teacher groups
compared to the control teacher group. After the first year, students in grades 5 to 6 showed
better mental health results. In the second year, only those 5" to 6% grade students whose
teachers received regular supervision showed better mental health results. Starting from
the second SEL year, both SEL 3- to 4"-grade student groups showed higher perceived
school climate compared to the control group. The results did not change during the second
year, which indicates that the Latvian SEL primarily improves mental health results for 5"- to
6"-grade students and overall perceived school climate for 3 to 4"-grade students starting
from the second SEL year. Ongoing support for teachers also stimulates better outcomes in
mental health.
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Introduction

There is a general understanding that the development of 21%-century
skills should be addressed and supported in the educational process, as this
will help the individual to function successfully in school, society and work
environments (Jones et al., 2019). The ability to be aware of oneself and
one’s emotions, to regulate emotions, and to solve problems falls under the
umbrella term “social emotional competence,” which helps people to be
successful in all areas of life (Durlak et al., 2011; Greenberg et al., 2017).
The development of social emotional competence takes place in different
environments and in different situations throughout life, and this process
is called social emotional learning, or SEL (Collaborative for Academic,
Social, and Emotional Learning [CASEL], 2003). The word “learning” is
deliberately included in the term to emphasize that these skills and atti-
tudes are formed as a process that takes place in many settings, includ-
ing schools. Students spend a significant part of their day at school, and
therefore school has a special role in helping develop this competence
(Weissberg et al., 2015). Research shows that not all children have suffi-
cient social emotional competence and positive behavioral skills when they
start school (Gilliam & Shahar, 2006).

The leading SEL model is offered by CASEL, which defines it as a pro-
cess in which various skills, knowledge and attitudes are acquired and
applied to form a healthy identity, deal with one’s emotions, achieve sig-
nificant goals, be empathetic to others, and be able to build and maintain
supportive relationships with others. This learning process is part of one’s
education, which promotes academic equity, helps to establish trusting
relationships between school, family, students and society, and provides
meaningful learning content and instructions as well as evaluations of the
learning process. SEL also helps to address inequalities and build a school
and surrounding environment in which everyone can thrive (CASEL,
2020).

The way in which social emotional competence is most often promoted
is through the implementation of SEL programs in schools. These programs
promote the development of cognitive, affective and behavioral competen-
cies (Durlak et al., 2011). Most outcomes of an SEL program are positively
affected by four aspects (Schonert-Reichl, 2011; Mahoney et al., 2020).

First, the program should directly ensure the development of students’
social emotional competence by defining specific skills to be developed
and practiced in the classroom in a sequential, age-appropriate manner,
where students take an active part in learning (Durlak et al., 2011). Direct
skill development is typically related to the five core skill model offered by
CASEL (Weissberg et al., 2015).
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Second, programs should ensure the development of teachers’ social
emotional skills and provide ongoing learning opportunities on how to
provide a positive learning context, how to use teaching instructions to
develop the most positive student behaviors and attitudes and relation-
ships, and how to implement SEL in the best possible way (O’Conner
et al., 2017; Mahoney et al., 2020). Regular supportive supervision that is
directly related to the SEL teaching experience helps teachers implement
the program with fidelity and effectively address SEL issues in the class-
room (Denham et al., 2012).

The third important aspect is a wide implementation of the program,
from the classroom and school level to the involvement of parents and soci-
ety (Weissberg et al., 2015). The fourth aspect is to evaluate the outcomes
of the program regularly.

Research shows that in cases where SEL programs are well-implemented
in schools, positive outcomes can be achieved shortly thereafter, and the
risk of problem development can be reduced at the pre-school, primary and
secondary school levels; positive outcomes such as better mental health can
also be observed in the long term (Weissberg et al., 2015). The positive
benefits of SEL programs are better academic performance, better interper-
sonal relationships, and reduced emotional regulation problems (Weaver &
Wilding, 2013). After the implementation of SEL, the general climate in the
classroom also improves (Durlak et al., 2011).

School climate

Current research shows that the school climate and SEL are inseparable
processes that affect each other (Osher & Berg, 2017). A supportive and
safe school climate promotes the development of a student’s social emo-
tional skills and vice versa — more socially emotionally competent students
and teachers promote a more favorable school climate (Barbarasch & Elias,
2009).

The school climate is an indicator of the quality of school life based on
the daily school experiences of students, parents and teachers (Thapa et al.,
2013). It reflects common social norms, values and goals, the quality of
relationships, teaching and learning experiences, prosocial behavior, and
the organizational school environment (National School Climate Council,
2007). A more positive school climate is associated with lower non-attend-
ance and exclusion from school and greater attachment to school, as well
as greater motivation and involvement in the learning process on the part
of students, and thus academic achievements are also higher (Reyes et al.,
2012). It is also associated with an emotional and physical sense of security
at school, positive personal development, and healthy relationships with
peers and teachers (Thapa et al., 2013). In Latvia, better perceived security
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and connectedness to teachers and peers are associated with better mental
health outcomes for students (La Salle et al., 2021).

Latvian SEL program

The Latvian SEL program, called “Social-emotional learning. Lesson
plans for grades 1-12” (Martinsone et al., 2021), is a universal and preven-
tive school-wide program from 1 to 12" grade. It consists of five topics,
set according to five SEL skill groups — understanding yourself, managing
yourself, understanding others, building relationships, and making respon-
sible decisions. There are two age-appropriate 40-minute lessons for each
topic, giving a total of 10 practical SEL lessons per academic year. The SEL
program has a plan for each lesson and thus follows a unified structure.

The SEL program has two main goals: 1) to directly develop social emo-
tional skills and 2) to promote a holistic approach to lesson management,
setting an important goal for students by providing positive, growth-ori-
ented feedback during lessons, reflecting on what knowledge and skills
have been acquired, and ensuring students’ self-assessment of what they
have learned.

This study suggests that although it is clear that the school climate and
SEL are interlinked, there needs to be an investigation to obtain a more
detailed understanding of the relationship, given that the school climate is
a multidimensional construct (Osher & Berg, 2017).

The support provided to teachers affects the strategies they use in
the classroom and the fidelity of SEL implementation (O’Conner et al.,
2017). We argue that more support for teachers should create a more pos-
itive classroom climate, which has been suggested by other researchers
(Schonert-Reichl, 2017) but has not been investigated directly.

This study hypothesizes that in the first and second years of its imple-
mentation, teachers and students who participate in the SEL program will
show a higher perceived school climate compared to the control group. In
the second year, teachers and students who received regular SEL supervi-
sion will score higher in the school climate survey than those who did not,
and no change will be observed in the control group.

Method

Participants

During the two years of the SEL program’s implementation, 90 teach-
ers participated in the research. In the first year, there were a total of
64 SEL schoolteachers and 26 control schoolteachers. In the second year,
the 64 SEL teachers were divided into two subgroups: 32 received regu-
lar supervision (SuperSEL group), and 32 continued the implementation
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of SEL without change (SEL basic group). The 26 teachers in the control
group remained unchanged. In addition, in the first year, there were 271
participating students from grades 3 to 6, 138 of whom were in the SEL
group and 133 in the control group. In the second year, 641 students par-
ticipated, of whom 223 were students from the SuperSEL group, 244 were
students from the SEL basic group, and 174 were control group students.

Procedure

In the first year (school year 2017/2018), data were collected as part
of a cross-cultural initiative to adapt the Georgia School Climate Survey
Suite (GSCS Suite; La Salle et al., 2016) to the Latvian context. SEL training
was given in seven Latvian schools. A two-hour on-site workshop explained
what the SEL program is and how to implement it. Teachers acquired
in-depth knowledge on SEL during 16 hours of training on self-directed
learning and social emotional learning, provided by the School2030 pro-
ject. During this first year, schools were divided into two groups: schools
that started implementing the SEL program and control schools, which val-
idated the school climate survey but did not implement the SEL program.
In the second year (school year 2018/2019), the total sample of 64 SEL
teachers was randomly divided into two subsamples. 32 teachers received
regular on-site supervision (SuperSEL group) led by the first author of this
study once every six weeks. In total, four supervisions were provided for
each SuperSEL school. During each 2-hour supervision, questions on how
best to exercise social emotional competence both in the classroom and
outside, how to form more positive relationships, and how to overcome
obstacles regarding the implementation of the program were discussed. The
remaining 32 teachers continued to implement SEL without changes (SEL
basic group). The control group schools remained the same during both
years. Data were collected from December 2017 to June 2019.

Measures

The GSCS Suite’s forms for school personnel, elementary students
(39- and 4™-grade), and middle/high school students (5%- and 6%-grade)
were used (La Salle, McIntosh & Eliason, 2016, adapted in Latvian by
B. Martinsone). Both sets of student forms include demographic questions
regarding grade and gender. The elementary form has 11 statements on
overall perceived school climate, and the middle/high school form has 36
statements about different aspects of the school climate (school connected-
ness, character, physical environment, adult social support, peer social sup-
port, cultural acceptance, order and discipline, and safety), with eight addi-
tional questions on mental health. The school personnel forms measured
different aspects of the school climate (school connectedness, structure for
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learning, school safety, physical environment, peer/adult relations, and
parental involvement).

Data analysis

In the first year of the SEL program’s implementation, in order to deter-
mine the differences in perceived school climate between the SEL teacher
and control teacher groups and SEL students and the control student
group, a non-parametrical statistical method, the Mann-Whitney U test,
was used. In the second year, when differences were determined between
three groups of teachers and students, a non-parametrical method, the
Kruskal-Wallis H test, was used with a post-hoc Mann-Whitney U test with
Bonferroni correction. In non-parametrical statistics, the one possibility to
control for changes in time is to calculate a subtraction between the latter
measurement and the first measurement, and those subtraction results are
then used to compare the groups. This method was used in this research to
control for changes in time. Statistical analyses were conducted using SPSS
version 22.

Results

To test the hypothesis that there are statistically significant differences
between teacher groups in perceived school climate measurements con-
trolling for time between the end of the first year of SEL implementation
(measurement no. 2) and the end of the second year of SEL implementation
(measurement no. 3), the differences between the second and first meas-
urements and between the third and first measurements were calculated,
and these difference measures were compared between teacher groups (see
Table 1).

The hypothesis that teachers who implemented the SEL program
would show a higher perceived school climate was confirmed. At the end
of the first year, there are statistically significant differences between

SEL teacher group subtraction results (Mdn = 1) and control group
subtraction results (Mdn = 0) in the overall perceived school climate
U(Ng, 54N 23) = 449.5, z = -1.94, p = 0.053. There are also sta-

tistically significant differences between the SEL and control groups’
subtraction results on the school climate subscale physical environment
U = 521.5, z = -2.84, p = 0.004, with the SEL group showing higher
results (Mdn = 0) than the control teacher group (Mdn = 0).

The hypothesis that teachers who received regular supervision in the
second year of the SEL program would score higher in the school climate
survey than those who implemented the SEL program without regular
supervision was partly confirmed.
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Table 1. Differences in perceived school climate descriptive and concluding
statistics between 27 and 1st measurements for SEL total teacher
and control teacher group and differences between 3 and 1%
measurements for two SEL teacher subgroups (SuperSEL, SEL basic
training) and control teacher groups.

M (SD) H/U
School n |Total SEL|n |[Control |n |SuperSEL|n |SEL basic
climate
School 54 12.7(7.32) |23 |0 (0.56) U449.5
climate_ _2-1
School 23 [-3(4.54) |30 |3.1(6.92) |24 |3.6 (4.83) [20.516""
climate_ _3-1
Staff 60 (0.4 (2.42) |23 |0 (0.66) U622.5
connectedness
2-1
Staff 23 |-1(1.85) |31 (1 (2.3) 30 |-0.1(1.38) |113.820"
connectednes
3-1
Structurefor 62 10.5(2.29) |26 [0 (0.77) U702
learning 2-1
Structure for "
learning 3-1 26 |-1.2(2) 32 0.6 (1.62) |30 |0.7(1.82) ["4.975
School safety |60 |-0.2(1.85)|26 |-0.4(0.75) U656.5
2-1
School safety 26 (0.4 (1.35) |31 (0.7 (1.62) |29 (0.2 (1.42) [f0.444
3-1
Physical 63 [0.5(1.1) (26 |-0.2(0.9) U521.5™
environment
2-1
Physical 26 |0(1.37) |32 |-0.3(2.14)|31 |0(1.13) [H0.271
environment
3-1
Peer/adult 60 (1.2 (2.64) [26 |0.34 U592.5
relations 2-1 (0.68)
Peer/adult "
relations 3-1 26 |-0.5(2.99)|31 [1.3(1.67) |29 [1.3(2.15) [F9.136
Parental 64 (0.3 (1.46) |26 |0.7 (0.39) U745
involvement
2-1
Parental 26 |-1(1.41) |32 [0.2(2) 32 10.1(1.23) [M10.13™
involvement
3-1

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01, p < 0.001***
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The results show no significant difference between both SEL groups, and
both SEL groups show higher perceived school climate results compared
to the control group. There are statistically significant differences in over-
all perceived school climate subtraction results between the three groups
H(2) = 20.516, p = 0.000. The post-hoc Mann—-Whitney U test indicated dif-
ferences between the SuperSEL (Mdn = 1.5) and control group (Mdn = -3)
subtraction results U(NsupersemBO, N_..,23) = 151.00, z = -3.49, p = 0.000
and between the SEL basic (Mdn = 3) and control group (Mdn = -3) sub-
traction results UN__, 24N  23) = 70.5, z = —4.38, p = 0.000.

There are statistically significant differences between the groups
for the school climate subscale staff connectedness H(2) = 13.820,
p = 0.001. The post-hoc test indicated significant differences between the
SuperSEL. (Mdn = 0) and control group (Mdn = -1) subtraction results
U(Nsupmem31,NwmleS) = 164.5, z = -3.49, p = 0.001 and between the
SEL basic (Mdn = 0.5) and control group (Mdn = -1) subtraction results
U(N,_,..30, N 23) =180,z = -3.02, p = 0.003.

There are also statistically significant differences between groups in the
school climate subscale peer/adult relations H(2) = 9.14, p = 0.01, how-
ever the post-hoc analysis did not show statistically significant differences
between any of the three groups’ results. Lastly, there are differences between
the groups in the parental involvement subtraction results H(2) = 10.13,
p = 0.006. The post-hoc test indicated statistically significant differences
between the SuperSEL (Mdn = 0) and control group (Mdn = -1) subtrac-
tion results U(NsupersemBZ,Nmmle6) = 255,z = -2.56, p = 0.01 and between
the SEL basic (Mdn = 0) and control group (Mdn = -1) subtraction results
UN, . ..32N  26) = 227,z = -3.04, p = 0.002.

To determine differences in perceived school climate between the SEL
and control groups for 3%- to 6%-grade students after the first year of SEL
and controlling for time, the difference between the end of the first year of
the SEL program (measurement no. 2) and before starting the SEL program
(measurement no. 1) was calculated, and this difference was compared
between the two groups (see Table 2).

The hypothesis that 34- to 6™-grade SEL program students will show
higher perceived school climate at the end of the first year was partially
confirmed. There is no significant difference between the groups in the
37 to 4™-grade student results, however there are significant differences
in 5%- to 6%-grade student results. There are statistically significant dif-
ferences in the school climate subscale mental health between the results
of 5% to 6%-grade students in the SEL and control groups UN_ 94,

sem

N 88) = 3299, z = -2.38, p = 0.01, with SEL students (Mdn = -1)

control

indicating a lower number of mental health absence days than control
group students (Mdn = 1).
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Table 2. Differences in school climate between SEL and control groups of 3-
to 6%-grade students at the end of the first year of the SEL program’s

implementation
SEL Control
U
School climate n M SD n M SD
rd _ Ath
3+ - 4% grade school 39 |85 |8.45 |40 10.9 [5.96 |600
climate _2-1
th _ Gth
5" - 6% grade school 79 |11 |149 |72 |-38 |27 |2430
climate _2-1
th _ @Ath
5" - 6% grade school 98 [-0.3 |257 |89 0.7 |458 |4231
connectedness 2-1
5% — 6™ grade character 2-1 |98 -0.9 3.83 |90 -1.4 4.66 |4156
th _ Gth :
5" - 6% grade physical 97 |-08 |2.41 |89 1.1 [3.26 |4221
Environment 2-1
th _ Gth
SOt gradeadltspport {gg 104|208 (90 [-09 [4.23 [3856
th _ @Ath
o 6% grade peer support | 7 | 226 |91 |-0.6 [2.94 |[3798
th _ gth
5" - 6" grade cultural 95 |-0.2 |2.89 |89 0.2 |4.46 |4020
acceptance 2-1
th _ gth
5"-6%gradeorderand g, | 5 |399 |85 |-.04 |4 3966
discipline 2-1
5% — 6% grade safety 2-1 |95 [1.3  |3.89 |88 0.8 |4.54 |3685
5t — 6 grade mental .
roalih 20 94 |-16 |6.53 |88 2.85 [12.9 [3299
**p < 0.01

To determine the differences between the three groups of 3%- to
6'-grade students starting their second year of SEL, a Kruskal-Wallis H test
with post-hoc Mann-Whitney U test was used (see Table 3).

The hypothesis that the SuperSEL student group would show higher
perceived school climate results than the SEL basic student group in the
second year and that no change would be observed in the control group
was partially confirmed. At the beginning of the second SEL year, there are
differences within the results of 3%- and 4"-grade students H(2) = 15.62,
p = 0.001, as the post-hoc analysis shows statistically significant differences
between the SuperSEL (Mdn = 36) and control group results (Mdn = 33)
U(NSuPerSEL114, N_,...82) = 3414,z = -3,23, p = 0.01 and between the SEL
basic group (Mdn = 36) and control group (Mdn = 33) results UN,, . 127,
N_,..82) = 3603, z = -3.77, p = 0.001. Both groups of 3"- to 4"-grade
SEL students show equally high perceived school climate results, and there
is no statistically significant difference between these results.
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Table 3. Differences in school climate between 3%- to 6"-grade students in
SuperSEL, SEL basic and control groups starting the second year of

the SEL program

School
climate

SuperSEL

SEL basic

Control

H

n

M

SD

n

M

SD

n

M

SD

3rd _ 4th
grade school
climate 1

114

34.9

4.02

127

35.2

3.62

82

33.4

3.39

15.62""

5th _ 6th
grade school
climate 1

m

98

158.7

14.86

110

157.8

14.8

90

153.8

17.9

3.742

5% — 6™ grade
school con-
nectedness 1

109

14.9

2.46

116

14.7

2.9

90

14.3

2.57

2.736

5t — 6™ grade
character 1

106

20.6

2.65

117

20.2

2.46

92

20

2.95

2.930

5t — 6 grade
physical
environment 1

106

12.4

2.35

116

12.77

2.29

92

12.5

2.59

1.763

5th _ gth
grade adult
support 1

109

13

2.53

112

13.8

2.13

89

13.1

2.75

5.738"

5t — 6 grade
peer support 1

109

10.1

1.59

117

9.8

1.69

9.8

1.6

4.915

5th _ gth
grade cultural
acceptance 1

108

13.9

3.12

115

14.2

2.58

13.9

2.96

0.374

5t — 6% grade
order and
discipline 1

106

14.6

2.78

116

15

2,64

14.2

3.31

2.512

5t — 6% grade
safety 1

107

2.26

117

8.7

2.6

92

8.7

2.53

5.491

5th _ gth
grade mental
health 1

107

12.9

5.67

116

15.8

8.35

91

14.7

9.59

8.084"

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01;***p < 0.001

As for the 5%- to 6%-grade student group, there were statistically sig-
nificant differences between the three groups in the school climate sub-
scale adult support H(2) = 5.738, p = 0.05, however post-hoc analysis did
not show significant differences between any of the groups. There were
statistically significant differences between the three groups in the school
climate subscale mental health H(2) = 8.084, p = 0.01. The post-hoc anal-
ysis shows statistically significant differences between the SuperSEL group
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(Mdn = 11) and the control group (Mdn = 13) results U(Nsupersem107,
N_...88) = 887, z = -2.35, p = 0.01 and between the SuperSEL group
(Mdn = 11) and the SEM basic group (Mdn = 13) results U(NSHPHSEM107,
Ngpbasic 116) = 4972, p = 0.01. There were no differences between the SEL
basic group and the control group results.

Table 4. Differences in school climate between SuperSEL, SEL basic and
control groups of 3rd-6th-grade students at the end of the second
SEL year

School climate | SUPerSEL SEL basic Control

n M |SD |n M |SD |n M |SD

31 — 4t grade
School 114 (0.8 |5 127 |0.2 |4.45 |76 |0.3 [4.87 [0.309
climate  _2-1

5th — 6 grade
school 88 |2 18.05 |99 2.1 (20.8 |78 [0.3 |18.78|0.32
climate _2-1

5th _ gth
grade school
connectedness
2-1

101 (0.5 |3.12 |108 |-0.2 |3.77 (80 |0.1 |3.14 |[2.540

5t — 6 grade

98 (0.4 [3.4 109 |0.1 (3.1 81 (-1.2|3.32 |3.006
character 2-1

5% — 6™ grade
physical 99 |-0.5 |2.35 [107 |-0.3 [3.22 (81 (-0.4|2.87 |0.627
environment 2-1

5t — 6 grade
adult 101|0.3 [2.99 |108 |-0.3 [3.31 |81 |-0.6|3.58 |3.654
support 2-1

5t — 6 grade

101|-0.4 |1.99 |109 |-0.6 |2.6 (81 |O 1.92 |1.987
peer support 2-1

5th_6th
grade cultural 97 |1.1 (3.67 [107 |O 3.85 (81 |0 3.82 [4.887
acceptance 2-1

5t — 6 grade
order and 98 |0.4 |3.02 [108 |-0.2 |3.54 |81 |0.6 [3.59 |3.737
discipline 2-1

5t — 6 grade

safety 2-1 99 0.3 [3.64 (109 |-0.1 (4.28 |81 (-0.3|3.85 |1.326

5% — 6™ grade
mental health 99 (-0.3 [8.09 (106 |-2.4 |10.38|88 |-1.4|12.3 |0.531
2-1

p > 0.05
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To determine differences in perceived school climate from 3%- to
6h-grade student groups after the second SEL year and controlling for
time, the difference between the end of the second SEL year (measurement
no. 2) and the beginning of the second SEL year (measurement no. 1) was
calculated, and this measurement was compared across the three groups
(see Table 4). In the second SEL year, the student groups were differ-
ent from the first year, and therefore the measurement names were kept
the same as in the first year, indicating a new set of students and new
measurements.

At the end of the second SEL year, there were no differences between
the three groups regarding perceived school climate.

Discussion

We hypothesized that SEL teachers would show a higher perceived
school climate compared to the control group and that, in the second year
of the SEL program, those teachers who received regular supervision would
show higher results compared to the SEL basic training teacher group and
control group. This hypothesis was partially confirmed, as it was shown
that, in the first year of the SEL program’s implementation, SEL teachers
gave higher ratings for overall perceived school climate compared to the
control group. However, in the second year, both SEL teacher groups had
significantly higher perceived school climate results compared to the con-
trol group, and there is no significant difference between the SEL teacher
groups. Thus, regardless of the additional regular supervision, both program
interventions were effective. Both SEL groups show higher staff connected-
ness compared to the control group, which suggests that both the SuperSEL
and SEL basic groups developed close relationships with colleagues during
the SEL program and that teachers felt a strong commitment toward the
school, which is in line with previous research findings showing that one
aspect of SEL is better relationships with others (Weaver & Wilding, 2013).
There were also differences in the parental involvement category, where
the control group’s results decreased in the second year while the results
remained the same for both SEL groups, which could indicate that without
a conscious goal to involve parents in school life, parental involvement
decreases with time (Mahoney et al., 2020). These results also demonstrate
that even though the SEL program is directly aimed at children, teachers
benefit from it as well, which is in line with previous research findings
(Jennings & Greenberg, 2009).

The hypothesis that students would differ in perceived school climate
in the first and second years of the SEL program was partially confirmed.
In the first year, students in 37 and 4™ grades did not show any difference
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in perceived school climate; however, students in the 5* and 6% grades did
show a lower level of mental health problems, which is in line with other
research findings (Durlak et al., 2011). At the start of the second year, 3%-
and 4%-grade students in both SEL groups showed higher perceived school
climate results compared to the control group, and this difference remained
the same during the whole second year, suggesting lasting changes in per-
ceived school climate for these students. It seems that more lasting changes
are first demonstrated by younger students.

Starting from the second year of the SEL program, only the 5%- to
6"-grade SuperSEL student group showed a substantial change in perceived
school climate in the mental health subscale. These results are supported by
findings that state that regular support is needed to provide the best possi-
ble outcomes for students (Mahoney et al., 2020). This research also shows
that the first change in perceived school climate for secondary school stu-
dents is better mental health. We speculate that additional changes would
be observed in other aspects of the school climate with the continuation
of the program. Research shows that noticeable outcomes can first be
observed three to five years after a successful SEL program implementation
(Elias et al., 1997; Zins & Elias, 2007).

These findings indicate that schools can be a place where students
develop better social emotional competence, greater attachment to school,
and better relationships with peers and adults. Thus, they will be more
motivated to learn, have better academic results, have better mental health,
and, in the long term, will be more successful in all areas of life (Durlak
et al., 2011).

Limitations

The support from the SEL program’s developers and school adminis-
trations was limited, and school administrations were involved in a for-
mal way. There was only one program developer who could invest their
resources in regular supervision, and there were no resources to readjust
SEL materials based on schoolteachers’ feedback. The lack of support for
teachers during the implementation process could interfere with the pro-
gram’s fidelity and other aspects of a sound implementation process (Zins &
Elias, 2007).

For the further success of the SEL program and better student and
teacher outcomes, more support in the implementation process should be
provided. Future research should measure the implementation process in
a more direct way, such as by asking teachers to evaluate the support pro-
vided in supervision sessions and then take this into account in the inter-
pretation phase.
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Conclusions

These teacher and student results suggest that the Latvian SEL program
is effective and aligned with a large body of research that shows that SEL
programs are associated with a better-perceived school climate (Osher &
Berg, 2017). It can be concluded that teachers who implemented the pro-
gram gained increased satisfaction with the overall perceived school cli-
mate in both SEL years. In the second year, there is significantly higher
perceived staff connectedness in both SEL groups, indicating better rela-
tionships among teachers, as well as a greater attachment to the school.
For students, it can be concluded that the first observable outcomes can
be seen for older students in the form of better mental health. However,
in order to maintain the necessary change in mental health outcomes,
regular support for teachers must be provided. It seems that the primary
beneficiaries of such a program are primary school students where better
perceived school climate is observed at the start of the second year of the
SEL program, and this better perceived school climate remained the same
during the whole year.
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