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Abstract

Research has underscored the significance of social-emotional learning (SEL)
on children’s academic achievement and cognitive development. Yet, there
remains a significant gap concerning the influence of SEL programs on pre-
school children’s mental health and learning motivation. Understanding young
children’s attitudes and engagement towards SEL programs can help us know
how they perceive social relationships and build social and emotional devel-
opment at a young age. Therefore, this study aims to use a mixed method ap-
proach to examine the efficacy of SEL programs in promoting their mental
health, and to measure children’s feelings and willingness to participate in
SEL activities and their attitudes toward SEL-related scenarios. Quantitative
findings revealed that preschool children are more likely to participate in SEL
activities, while qualitative results found three main themes about their atti-
tudes, indicating a positive reception of SEL, and suggested a lasting improve-
ment in preschooler’s mental health and social relationships. Implications are
provided as follows.
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1. Introduction

In recent years, the realm of youth development and education has acknowl-
edged the critical importance of social-emotional learning (SEL) in shaping the

mental health outcomes of children. The academic narratives are shifting from a
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purely scholarly and vocational focus to a more holistic “whole child” perspec-
tive, aiming to nurture students into well-rounded individuals who lead mentally
healthy and meaningful lives alongside their educational and personal growth.
This is because the well-being of children is an important part of the curriculum
focus since mental health issues increased, including anxiety, ADHD, and beha-
vioral problems (Schulte-Korne, 2016). The emergence of the COVID-19 pan-
demic further compounded these challenges, with a notable 24% rise in mental
health-related emergency visits among children aged 5 to 11 (Leeb et al., 2020).
These concerning statistics underscore the imperative to address mental health
issues in children and adolescents through educational policies and curricular
design.

The adoption of SEL curricula equips educators and practitioners with the
tools to support and enhance the social-emotional well-being of students effec-
tively. This supportive framework promotes better outcomes in both academic
settings and personal development. SEL activities foster essential life skills in
children, such as self-awareness, self-control, and social interaction skills that
are fundamental for success in their educational journey and beyond (CASEL,
2013). The significance of SEL is reflected in the increase in students’ resilience
and ability to contest challenges by using these skills, including managing emo-
tion, problem-solving skills, positive goal-setting, and interpersonal skills. There-
fore, the integration of SEL within educational systems is posited as a valuable
approach to ameliorating students’ academic stress and mental health issues.

Historically, there have been a lot of research studies focusing on cognitive
development and its outcomes in early childhood education. However, the re-
cent influence of COVID-19 has spurred a reevaluation of social and emotional
learning, in particular concerning children who are aged three and above (Idoia-
ga et al., 2020). Evidence from various studies has confirmed the substantial sig-
nificant influence of SEL on both academic success and the well-being of both
students and instructors. It also enhances the cognitive, social, and mental well-
being of the children. Research has suggested that early childhood is a pivotal
phase of acquiring fundamental social and emotional competencies, such as
self-regulation, as they develop and experience emotions and cognitions and
build a connection to the world (Montroy et al., 2016). As a result, many poli-
cymakers are increasingly incorporating SEL in daily educational practice to ad-
dress the mental health issues faced by children. The expanding implementation
of SEL strategies in pre-K education underscores its positive influence and sup-
ports social equity via fostering an inclusive, collaborative, and comprehensive
approach to child education (Cipriano et al., 2023). Nevertheless, there remains
ongoing debate about the strength and efficacy of specific SEL interventions and
practices for learners, in particular for young learners between the ages of three
to five.

Given the aforementioned gap and the significance of SEL, this paper serves a

twofold purpose: 1) to explore the influence of SEL curricula on children’s men-
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tal health and its implications for educational policy. Specifically, this paper as-
sesses whether SEL implementation in pre-K scenarios leads to beneficial beha-
vioral and attitudinal changes in children’s social skills and societal readiness
and 2) explores how various SEL implementations and practices, such as elective
courses and extracurricular activities, personnel strategies, and SEL-specific class-
room practices in early education school settings, contribute to the overall health
and well-being of children.

To achieve these objectives, a mixed-method approach was employed. Quan-
titative data was collected through surveys using Likert scales to gauge attitudes
toward SEL activities, and qualitative data was gathered through one-on-one in-
terviews asking open-ended questions in different scenarios to test the effective-
ness of SEL learning on their mental health. This paper hopes to shed light on
implications for social and emotional development in early childhood education
and mental health contexts. It addresses the escalating concern of mental health
issues among young children and advocates for the integration of SEL into edu-
cational curricula as a preventative strategy. Furthermore, the findings of this
paper provide empirical evidence of the positive influence of SEL on children’s
mental health and social behaviors, emphasizing the potential long-term benefits

of SEL programs for their future well-being and for educators.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Mental Health and Normal Mental Health Range

The concept of mental health is multifaceted, encompassing the overall well-being
of individuals concerning their emotional, psychological, and social dimensions.
Recognized as a fundamental human right, it is integral to personal, community,
and socio-economic development (World Health Organization, 2022). Good
mental health enables individuals to navigate daily stressors, achieve productivi-
ty, fulfill their potential, and contribute positively to their communities. It leads
to greater experiences of happiness, love, and joy, benefiting not only the indi-
viduals themselves but also those around them (World Health Organization,
2022).

In recent years, there has been a worrying increase in the number of young
children displaying mental health problems, with estimates suggesting that 10%
to 25% of young children may have mild to severe social-emotional disorders
(Merikangas et al., 2010). The prevalence is higher among children with disabili-
ties and those at risk, with approximately 10.5% of preschoolers displaying symp-
toms of emotional disorders, such as anxiety and depression (Egger & Angold,
2006). These mental health concerns are closely linked to a spectrum of adverse
outcomes, such as lower educational achievements, substance abuse, violence,
and compromised reproductive and sexual health (Patel et al., 2007). SEL pro-
grams, designed to enhance emotional regulation and social skills, serve as proac-
tive measures in addressing these challenges and fostering resilience in young

learners.
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2.2. Social-Emotional Learning Curriculum

Early detection of child mental health problems in schools is critical for imple-
menting strategies for prevention and intervention. The development of an ef-
fective measure of mental health and well-being for this context must be both
empirically sound and practically feasible (Deighton et al., 2012). To address this
challenge, integrating SEL into educational curricula emerges as a potential solu-
tion. Developing emotional intelligence, interpersonal abilities, and resilience
through SEL might significantly aid in the early detection and assistance of child
mental health difficulties in the educational setting (Institute of Medicine and
National Research Council, 2015). SEL is a process through which children gain
and proficiently utilize the essential knowledge, attitudes, and abilities required
to comprehend and regulate their emotions, define and attain constructive ob-
jectives, experience and express empathy towards others, create and sustain fa-
vorable relationships, and exercise prudent decision-making (CASEL, 2013).
One of the most influential meta-analysis papers showed that the breadth of SEL
intervention is directly proportional to participant gains, with an 11 percentile
point increase in academic performance attributed to SEL participation, sug-
gesting that SEL initiatives may bolster rather than impede academic excellence
(Durlak et al., 2011). In addition, children who participate in SEL programs
demonstrated much more favorable results as compared to control children in
terms of improved SEL competence, attitudes, positive social behavior, and aca-
demic achievement, as well as significantly reduced levels of behavioral issues
and emotional distress (Durlak et al., 2011). Moreover, further studies corrobo-
rate that children with well-honed SEL skills exhibit enhanced mental and phys-
ical health, as evidenced by strong social and emotional competencies (Alzahrani
et al., 2019). Collectively, these findings endorsed that incorporating SEL pro-
grams into the educational system can lead to comprehensive improvements in
children’s emotional, social, and academic development and their mental health,
both long-term and short-term. This robust and consistent body of evidence
shows that the SEL program yields tangible benefits for children.

Regarding the structure of SEL, it is grounded in evidence-based interventions,
such as Positive Action Life Skills Training, Second Step, Responsive Classroom,
and Social and Emotional Training, as examined by previous researchers (Dunn,
2019). The genesis of SEL can be traced back to 1994 when it emerged as a result
of discussions on child development and the need to focus on children’s school-
based development efforts (Durlak et al., 2011; Jones et al., 2015; Dunn, 2019).
SEL is a process through which children learn and effectively apply knowledge
and skills related to emotional management. It aims to equip children with the
ability to achieve positive goals, demonstrate empathy in their relationships, and
make rational and responsible decisions (Taylor et al., 2017).

The enhancement of SEL skills is designed to improve attitudes toward oneself
and others. Students who have taken the SEL program have shown better aca-

demic performance when compared with students who have not. For the pur-
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pose of SEL learning, students would be more likely to continue their high school
education and make more effort in future college in-depth learning and career
management (Jones et al., 2015). Conversely, students who do not perform well
in SEL learning, showing their deficits in skills, are more likely to experience
mental and emotional problems, and also, they have more possibility of living in
public housing and suffering from mental issues (Durlak et al., 2011; Payton et
al., 2008).

2.3. Effect of the SEL Curriculum

SEL programs offer empirically supported structures and contents to teach SEL
skills, with numerous studies indicating positive impacts on students’ social, emo-
tional, behavioral, and academic functioning. The SEL skills that were taught
during early childhood, especially within preschool settings, play a pivotal role in
building subsequent SEL competencies (Denham et al., 2012). Students demon-
strated better interpersonal skills, friendly attitudes toward people, and positive
social behaviors (Durlak et al., 2011). Through SEL programs, students can bet-
ter identify and regulate their emotions, solve problems independently, and es-
tablish healthy relationships with others. These developed SEL skills are asso-
ciated with increased academic success, overall well-being, and the promotion of
conscientious community involvement (Zins & Elias, 2007). A recent me-
ta-analysis by Cipriano et al. (2023) validated the positive outcomes associated
with SEL interventions in K-12 school settings. This research also redefined SEL
to encompass even beyond academic skills, such as attitudes, school climate, and
peer relationships (Cipriano et al., 2023). In addition, enrollment in preschool
early education programs can also build and strengthen children’s social-emo-
tional and cognitive development before kindergarten (Camilli et al., 2010). Spe-
cifically, preschool-aged children who engaged in SEL programs exhibited more
favorable social conduct, as evidenced by increased levels of social peer coopera-
tion, interaction quality, and social independence, than children who were not
enrolled in preschool with socio-emotional training programs (Murano et al.,
2020). However, there is a noted dearth of robust research focusing on the in-
fluences of SEL intervention on preschoolers from age three to age five.
Moreover, SEL programs alleviate some of the pressures educators encounter
in driving students toward high academic performance and college and career
readiness. Blewitt et al. (2020) suggested that SEL programs may strengthen teach-
ing quality and pedagogy methods, thus developing a nurturing teacher-child con-
nection and effective classroom management in early childhood education. These
programs focus on developing five interrelated competencies: self-awareness,
self-management, social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision-
making, which are considered foundational to healthy development and execu-
tive functioning children’s well-being (CASEL, 2013). Self-awareness and self-
management and self-awareness, relationship skills, and decision-making, and

these competencies are considered foundational to healthy development in
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children.

3. Methodology

Given the appropriateness of the research objective, this study was conducted
using the mixed-method design (Creswell & Creswell, 2017). The quantitative
data for this study were collected using a survey questionnaire administered to
the participants. The questionnaire featured items that probed into the partici-
pants’ attitudes and experiences with SEL, with the responses subsequently un-
dergoing qualitative analysis. Quantitative analysis was executed using SPSS ver-
sion 27. Descriptive statistics were computed, detailing frequencies, means, and
standard deviations for pertinent variables. The qualitative analysis was con-
ducted using NVivo for thematic analysis of the open-ended responses extracted
from the questionnaire. The data were coded to discern patterns, themes, and
categories related to the participants’ attitudes toward SEL. The process involved
deductive coding based on predefined categories and inductive coding to capture

emergent themes.

3.1. Participants

The participants were selected from a childcare center in Watertown, MA, in the
United States, using a convenience sampling method. A total of 14 students (7
males, 7 females) were 4 - 5 years old, with an average age of 4.8. These pre-K
students had engaged in SEL activities integrated into their curriculum. A total
of 14 students were exposed to an activity associated with self-awareness of emo-
tions, actions, and behaviors, such as mindfulness, progressive muscle relaxa-
tion, and role-play. All participants have consented to participate in this study,

and this study is aligned with the Declaration of Helsinki.

3.2. Instruments

3.2.1. Survey

For the purpose of the study, the survey-oral interview was used to gather child-
ren’s responses on the likelihood of SEL activities and gather information to
measure their general mental state. As these children are too young to have the
ability to write, we have this oral interview instead of a written survey. These
children are prompted to rate how they like the SEL activities that they were ex-
posed to and also general feelings on the SEL skills to test their effectiveness.

To support the qualitative results with quantitative data, a trial oral survey was
incorporated. The children were given two sets of questionnaires, both entailing
roughly 5 - 10 questions that aimed to be responded to with specific emotional
ratings. The first set of questions asked about their emotions and the likelihood
of SEL skills, such as helping others, being kind, and saying nice words, on a
scale of 1 to 10, 1 being intensely disliked and 10 being an utmost endorsement.
This measures their inclinations towards these social and emotional skills and

how these endorsement potentially influence their mental health.

DOI: 10.4236/psych.2023.1412105

1798 Psychology


https://doi.org/10.4236/psych.2023.1412105

P. K. Zhou

The second set of surveys implores how they like the SEL activities they had
participated in before, such as drawing out emotions and identifying them and
storytelling a popup book about emotions, on a scale of 1 to 10. This measures
their engagement and satisfaction with activities related to SEL and understands
the influence of these activities on their mental health state. For example, re-
ceiving a low rating on those activities implies a lack of interest, which may have

a neutral or even negative impact on their mental well-being.

3.2.2. Interview

For the purpose of this study, qualitative methods were predominantly em-
ployed to gather in-depth insights. Specifically, individual interviews were con-
ducted with the child participants. Given their prior exposure to SEL course-
work, the research design included a face-to-face, one-on-one interview format
for all child participants involved in the study. The children were prompted to
share their pre-kindergarten experiences, touching on their feelings towards
classmates and their social connections, including questions about the number
of friends they had made.

Moreover, to complement the qualitative data, a quantitative closed-ended
protocol was implemented, wherein the children were asked to rate their emo-
tions on a scale from 1 to 10. This scale was utilized across 5 - 10 targeted ques-
tions to quantify their emotional states. The gathered data were meticulously
recorded and archived for subsequent analysis.

All data procured from the interviews and surveys were systematically rec-
orded and preserved. The availability of this comprehensive dataset will facilitate
a thorough analysis of the responses, allowing for the identification of patterns
or trends and ultimately contributing to conclusions about the children’s mental
health and well-being as influenced by their engagement in SEL activities.

In the study conducted using NVivo, a qualitative data analysis software, we
explored the attitudes and experiences of children regarding social and emotion-
al learning (SEL). NVivo allowed us to analyze and interpret the data collected
from participants, providing valuable insights into their perspectives and beha-
viors related to SEL. By employing NVivo, we were able to examine the richness
and depth of the data, identify recurring themes and patterns, and gain a com-
prehensive understanding of the participants’ attitudes and experiences regard-
ing SEL. The insights gained from the NVivo analysis contribute to our under-
standing of how children perceive and engage with SEL, providing valuable in-
formation for educators, researchers, and practitioners in the field of social and

emotional learning.

4. Findings

In addressing the first research question, the quantitative analysis yielded de-
scriptive statistics. The analysis involved calculating the frequencies and means
of the participants’ ratings for the SEL curriculum components.

The descriptive analysis (see Table 1) and statistical analysis (see Table 2)
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Table 1. Descriptive analysis.

provide insights into the participants’ responses in various aspects related to so-
cial and emotional learning (SEL). As for feelings about helping others, partici-
pants rated their feelings towards helping others on a scale of 1 to 10, with a
mean rating of 8.21. This suggests that, on average, the participants have positive
attitudes toward helping others. Participants rated their feelings towards show-
ing respect to others, with a mean rating of 9.07. This indicates that, on average,
the participants are strongly inclined toward showing respect to others. Partici-
pants rated their feelings towards saying nice things to others, with a mean rat-
ing of 9.36. This suggests that, on average, the participants have positive atti-
tudes towards using kind and positive language.

Regarding being kind, they rated their feelings towards being kind with a

mean rating of 9.71. This indicates that, on average, the participants are highly

N Min Max Mean SD Variance
Age 14 4 5 4.79 426 181
Feelings to help others 14 5 10 8.21 2.082 4.335
Show respect 14 5 10 9.07 1.492 2.225
Say nice things 14 7 10 9.36 1.082 1.170
Be kind 14 8 10 9.71 726 527
No hitting/no spitting activity 14 1 10 7.07 2.586 6.687
E?;i/:symg nice things/sharing 14 4 10 8.57 2.027 4110
Problem solving 14 5 10 8.14 1.610 2.593
Drawing out emotions and identifies
them 14 7 10 9.64 929 .863
Storytelling a popup book 14 8 10 9.86 .535 .286
Valid N (listwise) 14
Table 2. Statistical analysis of variables.
Feelings to Show  Say nice . o ResPect/ Problem Drawing .
ase help others respect  things Bekind hitting .saylr%g solving out Story-telling
nice things
N Valid 14 14 14 14 14 14 14 14 14 14
Missing 985 985 985 985 985 985 985 985 985 985
Mean 4.79 8.21 9.07 9.36 9.71 7.07 8.57 8.14 9.64 9.86
Median 5 9 10 10 10 7 10 8 10 10
Mode 5 10 10 10 10 Multiple 10 8 10 10
Min 4 5 5 7 8 1 4 5 7 8
a. Multiple modes exist. The smallest value is shown.
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inclined toward kindness in their interactions. Participants rated their engagement
in an SEL activity related to avoiding hitting and spitting with a mean rating of
7.07. This suggests that, on average, the participants have moderate engagement
in this specific activity. Participants rated their engagement in SEL lessons re-
lated to respect, saying nice things, sharing, and taking turns, with a mean rating
of 8.57. This indicates that, on average, the participants have moderate engage-
ment in these SEL lessons focused on kindness. Participants rated their engage-
ment in SEL activities related to problem-solving with a mean rating of 8.14.
This suggests that, on average, the participants have moderate engagement in
activities that promote problem-solving skills. Participants rated their engage-
ment in SEL activities involving drawing out emotions and identifying them
with a mean rating of 9.64. This indicates that, on average, the participants have
high engagement in activities that help them express and understand their emo-
tions. Participants rated their engagement in an SEL activity involving storytel-
ling using a popup book about emotions with a mean rating of 9.86. This sug-
gests that, on average, the participants have high engagement in this specific ac-
tivity.

Overall, the quantitative data from descriptive statistics reflected positive atti-
tudes and engagement of the participants towards various aspects of SEL, such as
helping others, showing respect, saying nice things, being kind, and engaging in
activities that promote emotional expression and problem-solving skills. These
findings indicated a favorable disposition towards SEL and suggested that the par-
ticipants were receptive to learning and applying SEL principles in their daily lives.

To answer our research question 2, the qualitative analysis identified several
themes and categories related to children’s attitudes toward SEL (see Figure 1).
Three main themes, “Understanding and Managing Emotions”, “Problem-Solving
and Conflict Resolution”, and “Empathy and Kindness”, emerged from the data.
The participants’ experiences, perceptions, and suggestions regarding SEL activi-
ties were also captured in the qualitative analysis.

Theme 1: Understanding and Managing Emotions

Some participants mentioned strategies related to managing their own emo-
tions. Taking a deep breath, walking away, being more careful, or stopping them-
selves from engaging in negative behavior were mentioned. This indicates an
awareness of the need to regulate emotions and engage in self-control to contri-
bute to positive outcomes.

Participant 1: Maria responded, “used emotions to show my feelings to grown-
ups” to the question, “what did you learn from those [SEL] activities and les-
sons?].”

Participant 2: Allen learned, “I take a deep breath and use my words to tell
them [adults] I'm not happy.”

Theme 2: Problem-Solving and Conflict Resolution

Many participants mentioned using their words to communicate and resolve

conflicts. Strategies such as talking to others, telling them to stop, using nice words,
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Figure 1. NVivo analysis of variables.

and expressing respect and love were mentioned. This suggests that participants
recognize the importance of effective communication and positive interactions
in improving situations. In addition, participants were also in the situation of
helping a friend who was having trouble with a puzzle and assisting in prob-
lem-solving when friends were fighting, reflecting problem-solving skills and a
desire to resolve conflicts or challenges in a helpful manner.

Participant 1: Annabell came up with the conflict resolution: “Tell them they
are doing it wrong.”

Participant 2: Nick said, “Ask a teacher to find another toy to play with” when
fighting with the same toy.

Theme 3: Empathy and Kindness

Participants showed support and empathy by helping a failed friend to get up,
inquiring about a friend’s well-being and feelings when they were hurt, and ask-
ing about a teacher’s feelings when they appeared upset. These actions demon-
strate care, concern, and the ability to recognize and respond to others’ emo-
tional needs.

Participant 1: Vincent: “Ask about the teacher’s feelings when I think they are

upset.”
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Participant 2: Jaker answered, “When a friend got hurt, I asked them if they
were okay and asked about their feelings.”

Several participants mentioned the importance of showing respect and empa-
thy towards others. This included respecting teachers and friends, listening to
others, and showing kindness and appreciation. These responses reflect an un-
derstanding of the value of treating others with respect and empathy to improve
relationships and create a positive environment.

Participant 1: Kiki used to “tease[ing]” others, but after learning SEL prin-
ciples, she would “stop laughing and say nice things and listen to others.”

Participant 2: Nick: “I respect the teachers and friends and write birthday
cards for them.”

In the qualitative data, the participants rated their feelings toward helping
others (relationship skills in SEL) with a mean rating of 8.21/10. As for feelings
towards showing respect to others (social awareness in SEL), participants rated a
mena rating 9.07/10, which means they are highly aware of other perspectives
with different cultural contexts. Moreover, participants rated their engagement
in SEL activities that are related to relationship skills an 8.57/10, whereas they
self-rated their participation in SEL lessons that are related to responsible deci-
sion-making, such as problem-solving, an 8.14/10.

In the interview results, the qualitative results reveal several aspects of the
theme of SEL. Children show the ability to be aware and manage their own emo-
tions. They know how to use words to express their emotions. Theme one, “un-
derstanding and managing emotions”, corresponds to the self-awareness and
self-management of SEL (CASEL, 2013). According to teachers’ observations of
children’s behaviors and their answers to interview questions, children are able
to communicate effectively to solve conflicts. They provided resolutions by
showing kind language, love, and respect and seeking adult’s help to address the
challenges between peers. The data showed that SEL activities teach children the
ability to have responsible decision-making and relationship skills in the five
cores of SEL by identifying solutions for personal and social problems and re-
solving conflicts constructively (CASEL, 2013). The third theme, “empathy and
kindness”, is also shown in children’s responses and their willingness to engage
in kind and caring words and behaviors. They are observer to help friends initia-
tively, ask about their feelings, and show concern for peers and teachers when
recognizing the emotional needs of others. Overall, the qualitative findings indi-
cated three main themes in this study, namely “Understanding and Managing
Emotions”, “Problem-Solving and Conflict Resolution”, and “Empathy and
Kindness”.

5. Discussion

The results of this study examined the attitudes of preschoolers towards SEL
programs and activities, underscoring a reciprocal benefit where engagement in
SEL garners not only positive feedback but also provides valuable emotional

support and knowledge. This implies that integrating SEL activities fosters a
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more holistic learning experience, enhancing the emotional well-being of the
children. In addition, this paper casts light on the influence of SEL on children’s
mental health among 4 - 5 year-old. It highlights that preschoolers are able to
and willing to help others, respect others, use kind language, and engage in ac-
tivities related to emotional regulation and problem-solving, which are taught in
the SEL curriculums.

Several implications can be drawn from the study as follows. First, the positive
attitudes of preschoolers towards SEL activities emphasized the feasibility of in-
tegrating SEL into the curriculum at an early age. By including SEL in the school
curriculum and childcare center policy and beliefs, policymakers can foster the
early development of SEL skills, such as emotional regulation, problem-solving,
and self-awareness. These skills, as demonstrated in the study, are not only posi-
tively received by preschoolers but also help them to enhance their mental
health, social behaviors, and academic outcomes. By promoting SEL in the early
years and not just K-12 education, policymakers can create a nurturing and in-
clusive learning environment for preschoolers to maintain emotional well-being
in the later stages of education.

Secondly, this paper explores the implications of SEL curriculums on instruc-
tors’ direct teaching. This study’s results of positive attitudes of preschoolers to-
wards SEL activities indicate that students are not only receptive but deeply en-
gaged and learn necessary social skills in these pedagogies to support their social
and emotional development. Likewise, teachers may also feel more productive at
their jobs, have lower levels of teaching-related stress, and improve their well-
being (Greenberg, 2015). Moreover, Jennings and Greenberg (2009) and current
research results suggest that instructors who use SEL practices in their teaching
can foster stronger teacher-student relationships and improved student engage-
ment as students favor these activities.

Finally, this study contributes and provides suggestions for the instructional
design of SEL curriculums in how the designers and developers can better tailor
and develop age-appropriate SEL programs for preschoolers. By developing SEL-
related materials that align with five core competencies (CASEL, 2013), instruc-
tional designers and developers can better collaborate with educators to facilitate
the social and emotional development of these skills for 4 to 5-year-old children.
This study contributes and extends further in the field of early childhood educa-
tion and social-emotional learning curricula. The results of the paper contribute
significantly to SEL curricula implications for educational policies and instruc-
tional design to enhance the positive influence on children’s mental health in
order to foster positive attitudes.

These findings align with previous research that SEL curriculums have posi-
tively impacted children’s academic success and social and emotional develop-
ment. Previous research results and meta-analyses in Panayiotou et al. (2019)
and Durlak et al. (2011) all illustrated the direct effect of social-emotional com-

petence on the academic attainment of children and the indirect effects of school
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connectedness and mental health difficulties. In addition, many research papers
and literature reviews illustrate that teaching SEL curriculum and social-emo-
tional competence may improve their levels of social-emotional well-being and
social behaviors as well as their academic outcomes (e.g., Ashdown & Bernard,
2012; Alzahrani et al., 2019; Nelson et al., 2003; Payton et al., 2000).

Similar to the current study, young children who were exposed to SEL pro-
grams were more likely to show positive social competencies, build kind social
relationships with peers and others, and reduce mental health issues. These si-
milarities reaffirm the consistency in past findings across different cultural back-
grounds to support the thesis that SEL is beneficial to children in various ways:
1) academic outcomes, 2) healthy behaviors, 3) peer relationships in school, 4)
SEL competencies, 5) emotional distress (CASEL, 2022). However, the study fo-
cuses on the attitudes of preschoolers, especially 4 - 5-year-old children, which is
a relatively less explored age area in SEL research. Most existing studies have
concentrated on older students from K-12 or broader age groups (e.g., Ashdown
& Bernard, 2012; Dunn, 2019; Panayiotou et al., 2019). Thus, this paper expands
the scope of SEL research to include preschool-aged children, which adds a val-
uable perspective to the SEL field.

This research incorporates Erikson’s psychosocial developmental theory. Pre-
schoolers are the third stage of Erikson’s eight stages of development. Preschoo-
lers at 3 - 5 years old focus on doing things more independently. Erikson (1950)
also suggests that social interaction and experience played pivotal roles in their
development to assert their power and take the initiative as well as feeling regret
and guilt for actions. Development is considered a response to reinforcement
and rewards. That being said, SEL is extremely beneficial and important to pre-
schoolers to encourage them to understand different feelings and to be able to
expect future challenges and opportunities for growth with the skills of prob-
lem-solving. The results of the successful resolution of each crisis are set to be
the foundations and prior experiences for future challenges (Erikson, 1950). This
theory can be reflected in the theme of “empathy and kindness”, where children
learn to take initiative and develop empathy and caring behaviors for others. In
our data, all children indicate that they are willing to apply the SEL knowledge at
home and in their lives, which sets a foundation for useful experiences in the fu-
ture.

Furthermore, Lev Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory presents that social interac-
tions contribute to a child’s cognitive development and learning capability and
emphasizes the importance of healthy social interactions within different cultur-
al contexts to learning. The results from the themes “problem-solving and con-
flict resolution” and “empathy and kindness” demonstrate how children interact
socially with both peers and teachers under SEL curriculums. In addition, Vy-
gotsky mentions the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) as “the distance be-
tween the actual development level (of the learner) as determined by independent

problem solving and the level of potential development as determined through
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problem-solving under adult guidance, or in collaboration with more capable
peers” (Billings & Walqui, 2017). Through SEL activities with teachers’ guidance,
students can learn and improve better when interacting with peers and teachers
with support to solve a problem. For example, when teachers show preschoolers
how to manage feelings or solve a problem or conflict, the children are more
likely to learn the ability to understand social relationships and problem-solving
skills when they have social-emotional guidance throughout the activities. Vy-
gotsky indicates that people do not learn by themselves but with other’s support
and by observations. By learning SEL curriculums and related skills, children can
reach their full potential in building strong social networks, solving conflicts,

and being kind to each other.

6. Limitations and Future Directions

These findings regarding the influence of the SEL curriculum in preschool child-
care centers are qualified by various study limitations. First, the sample size is
relatively small (n = 14), which may limit the generalizability of the findings and
the diversity of the population. In addition, due to budget and resource con-
straints, all participants are selected from the same childcare center, considered
convenience sampling, which may result in a relatively homogenous sample in
terms of demographic and contextual factors. Third, as the participants are all
chosen from the same childcare center, the SEL experiences and attitudes of
preschoolers in this specific school may be influenced by certain teaching me-
thods, cultures, and curriculums. Thus, it might not be representative in other
educational settings and will make it harder to apply the results more broadly.
Since this study is not an experimental design in nature, future studies could
center on empirical data, which could draw more robust cause-and-effect rela-
tional conclusions. Future directions could involve a more diverse and larger
sample size and employ a rigorous randomized sampling method to reduce the
risk of convenience sampling to increase the validity of these results regarding
the influence of the SEL curriculum in early childhood education. Building on
that, it is important to diversity the locations and educational settings of partici-
pants, such as childcare centers, preschool programs, and community events.
Further studies could replicate the research by adding wider selections of partic-

ipants to reduce the bias.

7. Conclusion

Mental health in young children has been a huge and urgent issue during the
COVID-19 pandemic. This study indicates that young children from four to five
years old tend to embrace and actively engage in SEL activities. This means they
are open to learning SEL skills, including helping others, being kind, showing
respect, and using nice language to promote emotional expression and social
skills. This suggests that incorporating SEL teaching in early formative years has

the potential to address children’s mental health issues. Our study uses a mixed
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method to examine the efficacy of SEL in promoting the mental well-being of
pre-schoolers and the potential positive changes in children’s attitudes and be-
haviors. This research hopes to be valuable for policymakers, educators, and
those involved in course design planning and development. In order to prioritize
the promotion of mental health in schools using the SEL curriculum, the active
involvement of educators and policymakers is needed to support the training of

teachers in applying SEL in curriculum activities.
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