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Introduction: Social and emotional learning (SEL) is a powerful predictor of several outcomes throughout life, such as relationships, citizenship behavior, academic and job performance, and mental and physical health. The Portuguese Gulbenkian Academies for Knowledge supported the implementation and rigorous impact assessment of community and educational interventions aiming to promote SEL in participants 0 and 25 years of age.

Methods: This paper presents a secondary-data analysis of the experimental and quasi-experimental impacts of 40 Academies on the OECD Survey of Social and Emotional Skills. Eight Academies (N = 4,460 participants) implemented an experimental approach, while 32 Academies (N = 14,274 participants) employed a quasi-experimental approach.

Results: We found experimental and quasi-experimental evidence of significant positive results of the Academies for various skills, and consistent impacts from the perspective of child/youth participants and teachers, particularly for Curiosity and Assertiveness. Effect sizes were small.

Discussion: The impact evaluation of the Gulbenkian Academies for Knowledge has the potential to support considerable changes in the field of SEL interventions, nationally and internationally, by informing discussion of evidence-based SEL interventions, and offering a sustainable model of capacity building with long-lasting effect on practices of SEL professionals.
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1 Introduction

Evidence has shown that social and emotional learning (SEL) at a young age is a powerful predictor of a variety of outcomes earlier and later in life, such as relationships with others, citizenship behavior, academic performance (Sackett and Walmsley, 2014), higher sense of school belonging (OECD, 2021a), mental and physical health (Strickhouser et al., 2017), as well as overall job and life satisfaction (Judge et al., 2002; Scorza et al., 2016).

There is also growing evidence that this set of skills is malleable, as opposed to somewhat fixed traits of personality (Weissberg et al., 2015), and can be promoted through high-quality SEL intervention programs (Jones et al., 2019), such as Second Step (Committee for Children; www.cfchildren.org), Incredible Years (Webster-Stratton, 1981, 1982), or the PATHS program (Kusché and Greenberg, 1994). Most available social and emotional learning interventions are universal (e.g., the aforementioned Second Step, PATHS, or Slowly but Steadily), i.e., their approach is aimed at promoting both protective factors and key competences, targeting a large audience of children and youth (Alexandre and Barata, 2020). These programs can be designed for all ages, from kindergarten to university students, since many of these skills start developing very early in life (e.g., Domitrovich et al., 2017; Blewitt et al., 2018).

Most SEL interventions are conducted in a school context, but there is a growing number of programs conducted outside of school time (e.g.: Kremer et al., 2015). These programs can be designed and implemented locally, or developed to be implemented country-wide, such as the 21st Century Community Learning Centers, Boys & Girls clubs, or 4-H Clubs being validated in the US (Durlak et al., 2010; Kremer et al., 2015). These community-based interventions are often designed from the ground-up, address local needs, and offer promising pathways to promoting social and emotional learning. However, they often lack rigorous monitoring and evaluation of SEL change oftentimes because such evaluation procedures require additional resources and time so that local providers may acquire and implement the technical skills needed for rigorous methods of program evaluation. Universal programs are a critical component of a multitiered system of supports, as they are likely to have the greatest reach and potential to prevent future problems. Evidence for the effectiveness of universal approaches to SEL is still lacking (Wallender et al., 2020) but is essential to inform efforts to promote the psychosocial functioning and mental wellbeing of students (Green et al., 2021).

To address these gaps in the literature, and with an aim to influence educational policymaking, the Portuguese Gulbenkian Foundation offered to co-fund 100 intervention approaches to SEL, named Gulbenkian Academies for Knowledge (henceforth referred to as Academies), which sought to promote skills of children and youth between 0 and 25 years old. These interventions took place within schools or communities across the country, over 3 cohorts and 4 years of implementation, through a variety of different methodologies and focus areas, including sports, STEM, arts, or technology.

Each of these Academies benefited from supervision from an external Monitoring and Evaluation (M&E) Team, which supported them in developing and implementing rigorous implementation monitoring and impact evaluation plans. This included regular group training sessions inspired in the Data Wise model (Boudett and Steele, 2007; Boudett et al., 2020) on important topics such as the design of a theory of change incorporating the main implementation dimensions (Weiss, 1995), rigorous impact evaluation, measurement of social and emotional skills, careful monitoring of the implementation process, and finally communication and dissemination. This amounted to a five-session training program for all teams, combined with individual tutoring based on each team’s needs.

This paper presents the impact results of 40 Academies which chose to implement rigorous experimental and quasi-experimental methods, and use a standardized measure of SEL, the OECD Survey of Social and Emotional Skills, to measure the impact of their SEL intervention. The impact evaluation of the Gulbenkian Academies for Knowledge has the potential to support considerable changes in the field of SEL interventions, nationally and internationally, by informing discussion of evidence-based SEL interventions, and offering a sustainable model of capacity building with long-lasting effect on practices of SEL professionals.



2 Importance of social and emotional learning

Social and emotional skills are a multidimensional construct that encompasses a set of intrapersonal and interpersonal competencies that are important for an individual’s global functioning, and to successfully interact with others (Domitrovich et al., 2017).

Despite there being some consensus on the conceptual domain and importance of these skills, there is a wide variety of theoretical frameworks attempting to define, organize and operationalize SEL (Kotsiou et al., 2022). The most widely cited approach is by the Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL), which defines SEL as the “process through which young people and adults acquire and effectively apply the knowledge, skills, and attitudes to develop healthy identities, manage emotions and achieve personal and collective goals, feel and show empathy for others, establish and maintain supportive relationships, and make responsible and caring decisions” (CASEL, 2020, p. 5). This conceptual approach frames SEL as five broad, interrelated areas of competence: self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision-making (CASEL, 2020).

Using a combination of the CASEL, the Big Five model (Goldberg, 1990), and other conceptual frameworks, the OECD proposed a policy approach to this domain highlighting the malleable, learnable and context-dependent character of the skills (Kankaraš and Suarez-Alvarez, 2019). The OECD approach organized SEL in five dimensions: Collaboration, Task Performance, Emotional Regulation, Engagement with Others, and Open-mindedness. Each dimension then encompasses several individual skills, which are the focus of the SSES, as can be seen in Table 1.



TABLE 1 Domains, definitions, and skills from OECD conceptual framework for social and emotional skills (OECD, 2021a).
[image: Table1]

Based on this approach, the OECD implemented the first large-scale international study on social and emotional skills for children and youth – the Study on Social and Emotional Skills (SSES; OECD, 2021a). This study aimed to describe how SEL develops in children and youth, and to map aspects of their daily settings – family, school, community – that could potentially promote or hinder the development of SEL. The study collected data in 10 cities around the world, with over 60,000 participants of 10 and 15 years of age, their parents, and teachers. The survey collected data on 15 different social and emotional skills, as well as on sociodemographic, family, school, and community contextual characteristics. Portugal was represented in this study by the Municipality of Sintra, contributing with over 3,000 participants, and thus constituting the sample for the initial Portuguese adaptation of the survey instrument.

The OECD study, and the resulting survey, stand as a valuable effort to develop a comprehensive measure to the assessment of a broad array of social and emotional skills, allowing for researchers and practitioners to further delve into the evidence-based promotion and evaluation of SEL (Castro et al., 2023). The data from the study further confirmed the positive association between social and emotional skills and school achievement in reading, mathematics, and arts; the maximum educational level students expect to attain; life satisfaction and psychological wellbeing; and social relations at school, both with teachers and peers (OECD, 2021a).



3 Diversity of SEL interventions

The emphasis given to social and emotional learning in the school context, and associations with other skills and well-being, as well as the notion that these competences are malleable and can be learned, has given rise to a significant number of programs to promote social and emotional competences.

Two of the most widely implemented, studied and replicated programs in the school context are the US-based Promoting Alternative Thinking Strategies (PATHS) and the Second Step programs. The PATHS program (Kusché and Greenberg, 1994) aims to promote self-control, emotion regulation, attention, communication, and problem solving in students from kindergarten to 6th grade, to ultimately reduce behavioral problems and improve teaching and learning in the classroom. This program is designed to be implemented by teachers or school counselors over the school year (Domitrovich et al., 2019). Another famous program is the Second Step program (Committee for Children; www.cfchildren.org), which directly targets students’ empathy, emotional management, and problem solving skills, in order to “strengthen their ability to learn” (Low et al., 2016) with 24 in-class weekly 30 min sessions implemented by teachers from kindergarten to second grade.

The majority of SEL interventions are implemented in school settings – ideally using a whole-school approach, given the privileged characteristics of these contexts in accessing all children, and tapping into the many levers of a systemic intervention (Corcoran et al., 2018; Durlak et al., 2022). There is strong evidence for a whole-school approach in promoting social and emotional skills, in comparison to focusing on a single school level, agent, or group of students (Goldberg et al., 2019). Examples of whole-school approaches to SEL include the Positive Action program (in the US; Flay and Allred, 2010), focused on promoting positive self-concept and self-esteem in K-12 students, with in-class, extra-class and family components; or the RESCUR program (in Europe; Cefai et al., 2015), a resilience curriculum for early years and primary schools aimed at develop children’s relationships skills, growth mindset, and self-determination, by connecting families and school professionals in benefiting from the intervention (Cefai et al., 2018).

However, SEL interventions can go beyond the school context, and often target skills broader than those relevant for school success. For example, the Incredible Years program was developed by Webster-Stratton (1981, 1982) to impact skills much earlier in life. Incredible Years was first designed as a parental intervention for reducing behavioral problems and promoting SEL in children aged between 3 and 8 years old, and has since been adapted to teacher-and child-focused interventions, and widely implemented worldwide. Its aim is to reduce risk factors in parent and teacher practices, as well as early onset conduct problems and emotional difficulties in young children, via the promotion of the child’s social and emotional development (Fossum et al., 2017).

SEL programs can also be implemented after-school, and/or outside school grounds in a variety of community settings (Durlak et al., 2010; Kremer et al., 2015; Schwartz et al., 2020). The diversity of contexts as also broadened the scope and thematic areas of SEL programs, now including such diverse approaches to skill development as STEM, arts, sports, among others. The 21st Century Community Learning Centers (CCLCs), in place in the US since 1994, is a program aiming to “open up schools for broader use by their communities” (James-Burdumy et al., 2005, p.1). After school hours and during school break periods; CCLCs offer regular opportunities for students and families to improve academic performance, benefit from a safe environment and from cultural enrichment opportunities, enjoy recreational activities, develop socially, and benefit from various family services. Similarly, the 4-H Clubs (Kremer et al., 2015) aim to promote positive youth development by leading children and youth to design and implement community development projects in different areas (health, science, agriculture, civic engagement) with the guidance from adult mentors, encouraging participants to take on proactive leadership roles, through in-school and after-school programs, and school and community clubs.

In Portugal, some of the most widely replicated and validated interventions include the Slowly but Steadily program (Raimundo, 2007), which consists of 21 teacher-led, in-class 1 h sessions, with students between 1st and 6th grades (i.e., 6–12 years old); or the Positive Attitude program (Coelho and Figueira, 2011), consisting of 13 one-hour weekly sessions, implemented by the school psychologist in the classroom, with students from 7st to 9th grade (i.e., 13–15 years old). Both programs are based on the CASEL approach to social and emotional learning, and both target its domains of self-awareness, social awareness, self-control, interpersonal relationships, and responsible decision making, operationalizing them through different activities and program dosages to each skill (Raimundo et al., 2013; Cristóvão et al., 2017; Coelho et al., 2023).



4 Monitoring and evaluating SEL programs

Keeping up with the increase in the number of SEL interventions developed over the past decades, there has been a systematic concern for evaluating the impact of SEL programs. Some of these programs have provided evidence of impacts in a set of important domains in the lives of children and young people (Durlak et al., 2010, 2011; Boncu et al., 2017). Research has shown that promoting social and emotional skills positively affects academic achievement in reading, mathematics, and science (Corcoran et al., 2018), as well as in children’s school engagement (Santos, 2022). Additionally, SEL interventions consistently show results in decreasing bullying and externalizing behaviors, as well as in increasing overall mental health and well-being (e.g., Durlak et al., 2010; Domitrovich et al., 2017; van de Sande et al., 2019). These positive impacts are seen not only in the short term, but also medium and long term, for instance by being related to better jobs and higher income in adulthood (Chernyshenko et al., 2018).

For instance, the PATHS program reports an increase in participants’ emotional understanding, self-control, social problem solving, peer relations, and a decrease in externalizing symptoms (Domitrovich et al., 2019). The Incredible Years program has been showing an improvement in children’s social skills and social competence, and a decrease in disruptive behaviors, aggression, and internalizing problems (Fossum et al., 2017). As for Portuguese interventions, Slowly but Steadily has shown effects in participants’ peer relations and social competence; whereas Positive Attitude recently showed impacts on social awareness, self-control, relationship skills, and responsible decision making in a national sample of young participants (Coelho et al., 2023).

Despite the evidence of positive benefits, Tanner-Smith et al. (2018), in a review of meta-analyses, highlight that the effect sizes found in programs promoting social and emotional skills are lower than those found in other scientific areas (as stipulated by Cohen, 1988). More recent meta-analyses (e.g.: Cipriano et al., 2023) confirm the results already found elsewhere (e.g.: Durlak et al., 2011; Tanner-Smith et al., 2018) regarding these reduced effect sizes, as well as the fact that these interventions promoting social and emotional competences still demonstrate greater effects on beliefs and attitudes, social and emotional competences, and reduction of emotional stress, than on the reduction of externalizing behavior or on academic performance.

Considering that most meta-analyses and systematic reviews on SEL program implementation and evaluation include mostly studies from Anglo-Saxon countries (e.g., Corcoran et al., 2018), a recent systematic review by Fernández-Martín et al. (2021) analyses the efficacy of Ibero-American SEL interventions on increasing school performance and social and emotional skills in children of different school grades. In this study, which found similar results to those found in research in Ango-Saxon countries, 12 Portuguese studies evaluating the impact of SEL interventions were included (Fernández-Martín et al., 2021).

Despite Portugal being identified as one of the countries in the Ibero-American scene that has been most committed to implementing and evaluating SEL interventions in educational settings over the last decade (Fernández-Martín et al., 2021), the evidence of social and emotional learning or social and emotional skills focused programs is still scarce and scattered in Portugal. Cristóvão et al. (2017) found a total of 19 publications regarding SEL program evaluations in Portugal, over an eight-year period (between 2008 and 2016). Although an increase in the number of publications is to be expected up to the present date, there is still a very small proportion of SEL programs being evaluated in Portugal in relation to those which are implemented in schools and community services across the country (Cristóvão et al., 2017). Thus, the current state of research on SEL program implementation and evaluation corroborates the importance and efficacy of these programs and adds to the need to monitor and evaluate social and emotional skills-focused programs in the Portuguese setting.



5 Gulbenkian academies for knowledge

In 2018, the Portuguese Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation set out to implement a national mechanism for the development and support of innovative solutions for complex societal problems. In order to do so, the Foundation offered to co-fund intervention approaches to SEL, named Gulbenkian Academies for Knowledge (henceforth referred to as Academies). Academies could include a broad array of domains of intervention such as educational, science learning, health, civic participation, among others, but had to contribute to the common goal of developing social and emotional competencies of children and youth 0–25 years of age across the country.

Between 2018 and 2022, the Foundation opened three rounds of applications (2018, 2019, 2020) in order to select 100 community-or school-based projects. Each project could be implemented across 1, 2 or 3 years. Because some Academies chose to test their intervention only in their second year of funding, there were in total 4 cohorts of Academies, across four school years.

In terms of implementation strategy, Academies could choose to implement intervention previously validated approaches with proven results (such as the Incredible Years Program, Webster-Stratton, 1981, 1982), or choose to develop and implement pilot programs or innovative interventions, designed by each Academy from the ground-up. Following the OECD approach to SEL, the initiative chose to focus on the following main competencies: Adaptability, Self-regulation, Communication, Creative thinking, Critical Thinking, Resilience, and Problem Solving.

In addition to co-funding the intervention, the Foundation offered the selected programs the technical support of an external Monitoring and Evaluation Team, which assisted Academies in all stages of their evaluation processes. The M&E Team provided continuous training opportunities to all Academies using a training model, based on the Data Wise model (Boudett and Steele, 2007; Boudett et al., 2020), focused on aspects related to monitoring (how to design a Theory of Change, how to observe program implementation, how to use program implementation monitoring data to improve interventions), impact evaluation (how to conceptually align intervention and evaluation, how to select evaluation measures, how to constitute intervention and control groups, how to analyze and discuss results), and ethical aspects inherent to research in the field. The M&E team also granted regular ethics and data protection awareness training sessions to all Academies, and provide countless session of mentoring and individual consultancy. Examples of mentoring and consultancy included detailed revision of evaluation materials, field visits to the evaluation teams to provide in-situ training, regular calls to fine-tune the theory of change, but also leveraging connections and networking between Academies geographically distant.

In exchange for this support, the Foundation requested that all Academies attempt to use an experimental approach to the impact evaluation of their intervention, by randomly assigning participants to control and intervention groups and collecting pre-test and post-test to the highest standards of program evaluation. Mostly because of ethical concerns with randomized controlled trials, and also limitations imposed by Covid-19, many Academies were unable to implement true experiments, and proceeded to implement quasi-experimental trials, by matching chosen intervention groups with comparison groups that were “equal in expectation,” i.e., assumed to be equal in observables and non-observables (Murnane and Willett, 2011). Another large group of academies were unable to employ rigorous methods of impact evaluation and conducted observation studies, monitoring the growth of SEL from the beginning to the end of their intervention.

The Foundation also required the use of the SSES (OECD, 2021a; Castro et al., 2023) as a common metric of impact measurement across Academies. This meant Academies were requested to use SSES for pre-and post-test assessment of all participants in their evaluation. Because theories of change across Academies varied greatly, and the Foundation wanted to fund intervention approaches with a clear goal, Academies could choose a minimum of two SSES competencies to monitor across evaluation stages. Since each Academy would select the SSES subscales that best aligned with their Theory of Change, i.e., that evaluated the social and emotional skills targeted by their intervention, there is great variability in choice and number of skills to be evaluated. Moreover, no items from the Energy subscale could be used because this skill was not aligned with the theoretical scope of the Foundation work. Academies were also incentivized to complement their impact evaluation with other standardized measures of assessment closer to their theory of change.

All Academies were also recommended to involve at least 100 participants in their impact evaluation, in order to ensure some statistical power in their impact evaluation. Although this was not mandatory, it was strongly recommended, and most of the projects complied to this rule.



6 The present study

To address previous gaps in the literature, and with an aim to influence educational policymaking, The Portuguese Gulbenkian Academies for Knowledge supported the implementation and rigorous impact assessment of community and educational interventions aiming to promote SEL in participants 0 and 25 years of age. Of these, eight Academies implemented an experimental approach, while 32 Academies employed a quasi-experimental approach to their impact evaluation.

This paper presents the secondary-data analysis of the experimental and quasi-experimental impacts of 40 Academies on the OECD Survey of Social and Emotional Skills in order to address the following research question: Can community and educational interventions using diverse intervention approaches change social and emotional learning? Specifically, what were the experimental and quasi-experimental impacts of Academies in SEL?



7 Method


7.1 Participants and settings

The study sample included participants from 40 Academies on a standardized measure of SEL, the OECD Survey of Social and Emotional Skills (SSES). Eight Academies chose to implement an experimental approach (20%), by randomly assigning participants to control and intervention groups. Thirty-two academies employed a quasi-experimental approach (80%), by matching chosen intervention groups with comparison groups. The requirement to use the SSES as a common impact measure was implemented starting in the second cohort of Academies, because SSES was not available prior. Therefore, no data from Academies implementing in the first cohort were included (2018–2019). Moreover, due to the low quality and quantity of data from the 2nd edition (2019–2020), which was severely impacted by the outburst of the COVID-19 pandemic midyear, data from these 40 Academies which implemented the SSES Child/Youth Form generally came from the third and fourth cohorts (2020–2021 and 2021–2022, respectively). Academies which chose not to administer the SSES in any of its forms have been excluded from the present study. Finally, all Academies were requested to provide written consent to the use of their data for the purpose of this study; eight Academies never replied to this request and were therefore excluded from the study sample.

Supplementary Table S1 provides an overview of program characteristics for the 40 Academies in the study sample. Academies targeted very diverse domains of intervention in addition to education, such as arts, science, culture, technology, sports, health, and solidarity. While the majority developed in a school context, many included community involvement, and a few used also family outreach. These Academies were also of considerable geographical diversity, and while most targeted 6 to 12 years old, there was also quite a lot of variation in age groups.

Supplementary Table S2 presents implementation and evaluation data for the 40 Academies in the study sample. These data indicated that participants received on average between 6.4 and 46.3% of intervention sessions. Satisfaction as reported by direct participants (children and youth) was quite high. The last column lists the SEL skills chosen as targets by Academies. Some Academies chose a wide range of SEL Skills which may indicate a lack of focus and a potential for low impact given that some programs were of very short duration.

The experimental sample was comprised of 4,460 participants, 52% of which were female, and with ages ranging from 0 to 25 years old (M = 10.28, SD = 5.68). Mean school grade was the 5th grade (M = 4.99, SD = 4.23), and the majority of participants (93%) were Portuguese. Both parents of the participants were predominantly Portuguese (92% of mothers and of fathers), and their highest educational level was, on average, high school, although mothers scored higher (mother’s educational level M = 4.01, SD = 1.09, father’s educational level M = 3.77, SD = 1.221). Most families lived in an urban setting (63%) (Table 1).

In the experimental study sample, participants in the intervention group were statistically different from participants in the control group in 5 out of 23 descriptive characteristics, largely testifying to the success of the randomization process. In specific, participants in the intervention group were older, more likely to attend public school, more likely to have a Portuguese mother and father, and less likely to have siblings, than participants in the control group (Table 2).



TABLE 2 Descriptive statistics for academies using an experimental approach to impact analysis.
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The quasi-experimental sample was comprised of 14,274 participants, 50% of which were female, and with ages ranging from 3 to 25 years old (M = 10.92, SD = 3.98). Mean school grade was the 5th grade (M = 5.22, SD = 3.57), and the majority of participants (93%) were Portuguese. Both parents of the participants were predominantly Portuguese (88% of mothers and of fathers), and their highest educational level was, on average, high school, although mothers scored higher (mother’s educational level M = 3.80, SD = 1.15, father’s educational level M = 3.52, SD = 1.192). Most families lived in an urban setting (68%) (Table 3).



TABLE 3 Descriptive statistics for academies using a quasi-experimental approach to impact analysis.
[image: Table3]

In the quasi-experimental study sample, participants in the comparison group were statistically different from participants in the intervention group in 13 out of 23 descriptive characteristics, testifying to the partial success of the matching process. In specific, participants in the intervention group were younger, attended lower educational levels, were more likely to have a special education diagnosis, less likely to attend public school, and more likely to have repeated a year, than participants in the comparison group. Moreover, in terms of their family characteristics, participants in the intervention group had younger mothers, of lower educational levels, who were less likely to work; and fathers also of lower educational levels, who were less likely to work. Finally, intervention participants lived in households that were more likely to received some form of support by social services, with a larger number of siblings, and more likely to live with their parents.



7.2 Measures


7.2.1 SSES – child/youth form

The SSES – Child/Youth form (OECD, 2021a) is a self-report instrument composed of 120 items, answered in a scale of one (Totally disagree) to five (Totally agree), which allows the assessment of a set of 15 social and emotional skills by child or youth participants aged between eight and 17 years old. It includes the following 15 subscales, with eight items each: Optimism (OPT; e.g.: “I look at the bright side of life”), Responsibility (RES; e.g.: “I am a responsible person”), Curiosity (CUR; e.g.: “I like learning new things”), Self-control (SEL; e.g.: “I stop to think before acting”), Emotional control (EMO; e.g.: “I stay calm even in tense situations”), Cooperation (COO; e.g.: “I get along well with others”), Sociability (SOC; e.g.: “I make friends easily”), Assertiveness (ASS; e.g.: “I enjoy leading others”), Creativity (CRE; e.g.: “I have a good imagination”), Resilience/Stress resistance (STR; e.g.: “I am relaxed and handle stress well”), Persistence/Perseverance (PER; e.g.: “I make sure that I finish tasks”), Empathy (EMP; e.g.: “I know how to comfort others”), Tolerance (TOL; e.g.: “I like hearing about other cultures and religions”), Trust (TRU; e.g.: “I believe most people are kind”) and Energy (ENE; e.g.: “I am full of energy”). The survey could be administered in paper format or online format. Data from the global sample of SSES’s main study by OECD (2021) indicates Cronbach’s alpha’s internal consistency levels between 0.71 (Empathy) and 0.85 (Assertiveness). An ongoing validation study of the Portuguese adaptation of the Child/Youth form of the Survey on Social and Emotional Skills (SSES) shows that the measure has good internal consistency and sensitivity, while also being sensitive to change over time (Castro et al., 2023).



7.2.2 SSES – teacher form

The SSES – Teacher form (OECD, 2021a) is a teacher-report instrument composed of 45 items, answered in a scale of one (Totally disagree) to five (Totally agree), which allows the assessment of a set of 15 social and emotional skills of child or youth participants aged between eight and 17 years old. It includes the same 15 subscales as the Child/Youth form, with three items each: Optimism (OPT; e.g.: “This student is a happy person”), Responsibility (RES; e.g.: “This student always keeps his/her promises”), Curiosity (CUR; e.g.: “This student likes learning new things”), Self-control (SEL; e.g.: “This student can control his/her actions”), Emotional control (EMO; e.g.: “This student keeps his/her emotions under control”), Cooperation (COO; e.g.: “This student likes to help others”), Sociability (SOC; e.g.: “This student makes friends easily”), Assertiveness (ASS; e.g.: “This student is a leader”), Creativity (CRE; e.g.: “This student has a good imagination”), Resilience/Stress resistance (STR; e.g.: “This student worries about many things”), Persistence/Perseverance (PER; e.g.: “This student keeps working on a task until it is finished”), Empathy (EMP; e.g.: “This student can sense how others feel”), Tolerance (TOL; e.g.: “This student likes hearing about other cultures and religions”), Trust (TRU; e.g.: “This student believes that their friends will never betray them”), and Energy (ENE; e.g.: “This student is full of energy”). The survey could be administered in paper format or online format. Data from the global sample of SSES’s main study by OECD (2021) indicates Cronbach’s alpha’s internal consistency levels between 0.68 (Resilience/Stress resistance) and 0.93 (Persistence). Due to weaker psychometric properties in OECD’s field test results (OECD, 2021b), the subscale Trust was excluded from the teacher form in its administration within the Gulbenkian Academies, hence being absent from our data.



7.2.3 Sociodemographic questionnaire

To facilitate collection of sociodemographic information, the M&E team proposed a draft questionnaire mapping a set of characteristics of participants (i.e., child’s age, school grade, gender, nationality, whether the child has special educational needs, is in pre-school, attends public school, has failed a school year), their families (mom and dad’s nationality, age, completed schooling, and whether each one works, and is married) and household (how many sources of social aid, whether the child has siblings and how many, whether child lives with parents, and in an urban area). This questionnaire was adapted by each Academy to their evaluation needs and sample characteristics. Depending mostly on the age of the target group, this questionnaire could be answered by the participants, their parents or legal representatives, teachers or other parties.




7.3 Databases

This paper employed only secondary-data analysis directly collected by each Academy’s team with their participants. Based on training and supervision from the External Monitoring and Evaluation team, Academies used common data collection and management procedures, as well as ethical procedures, while also selecting the appropriate mechanisms to match the specific needs of its setting and sample. For example, all Academies were required, prior to assessment, to collect informed consent from each participant’s legal tutor, but had to prepare materials (paper versions or online versions of each measure; adjustment to age), and adequate locations (e.g., classrooms, community facilities) for data collection depending on the characteristics of their target group.

Data collection procedures could be managed and implemented by any adequately trained member of the Academy’s team, including teachers, social and youth workers, psychologists, researchers, among others, with supervision. Depending mostly on the age of the participants, data collection materials could be answered by the participants, or with the help of an adult.

In line with the ethical considerations guiding research and intervention practice, when collecting the data, Academies were instructed to bear in mind its delicate nature and the need to keep the privacy of children/youths and their families protected. The M&E team recommended that data should only be accessed by a reduced number of team members. Moreover, all Academies were instructed to collect oral assent prior to assessment, and debrief underaged participants of study goals and procedures. The M&E team granted regular ethics and data protection awareness training sessions to all Academies, and provide countless sessions of mentoring.

Data on the participants’ sociodemographic characteristics, their group assignment, and pre and post-teste SSES scores was then fully anonymized, with each participant being assigned an ID by their Academy’s team, and submitted by the Academies to the M&E Team for further cleaning and analysis. All data cleaning and analysis procedures ensured confidentiality. Additionally, regarding pre-test and post-test scores, there is a decrease in sample size across subscales due to missing data: respondents may only have participated in one of the data collection moments, with participant mortality being common at post-test.

Finally, all Academies whose data is included in this paper granted their approval for it to be processed and published for this purpose by the M&E Team via signed informed consent.



7.4 Data analysis

To evaluate the impact of the Academies on the targeted social and emotional skills, we used a multilevel regression model for each specific competency at the end of implementation (i.e., at post-test), comparing intervention group with control or comparison group, and controlling for: (a) the same competency at the start of each implementation (i.e., at pre-test), (b) participants’ sociodemographic characteristics, and (c) clustering by Academy.

For Academies with an experimental design (i.e., with a randomized control group), the inclusion of control variables in the model allows to increase the accuracy of the estimate (i.e., decrease the confidence interval), assuring a significant effect is indeed detected. For Academies with a quasi-experimental design (i.e., with a non-randomized comparison group), the inclusion of control variables in the multilevel models aimed to decrease some initial differences between groups that have not been controlled by experimental design, and thus isolate the real impact estimate (Murnane and Willett, 2011).

The use of a multilevel model allowed us to respect the nature of the data, distributing the variation in the post-test measurement of each skill between variation between Academies, and individual variation. A preliminary assessment using the Intraclass Correlation Coefficient (ICC) determined that, in all skills evaluated by more than one Academy, part of the variation was indeed attributed to differences between Academies. Intraclass Correlations varied between 1.70 and 57.60% for the SSES – Child/Youth form, and 0% (only one case) and 24.50% for the SSES - Teacher form. In cases where sample limitations (whether in sample size or due to imbalance) did not allow for a multilevel analysis, a multiple regression model was used.

In order to decrease the impact of missing data on the sample available for analysis, a multiple imputation (of 20 bases) was used for sociodemographic and pretest data. No multiple imputation of outcome data was performed.

As recommended by APA (Espírito-Santo and Daniel, 2015), results for each subscale are summed in terms of significance level (i.e., p < 0.05) and effect size (ES), i.e., the difference between the adjusted mean of participants from the intervention group and that of participants from the control or comparison group, expressed in a proportion of the standard deviation of that same subscale for the control or comparison group (Gormley et al., 2005; Wong et al., 2008). The effect size indicates, thus, the amplitude of the effect, regardless of the measure or method used; it does not depend on sample size, as the p value does, and it contributes to understanding the impact results, since it allows to examine the magnitude of differences (Tanner-Smith et al., 2018). Significant positive effect sizes are interpreted as evidence of impacts in favor of the intervention group; significant negative effect sizes are interpreted as evidence of impacts in favor of the control or comparison groups.

According to Cohen (1988), an ES is considered small if <0.2, with this value being common in interventions with children (Kraft, 2020); moderate if between 0.2 and 0.6, and large when >0.6. Sawilowsky (2009) then expands these, adding very small (<0.01), very large (>1.20) and huge (>2.00). There is, however, some debate regarding effect sizes in social sciences, and in educational sciences in particular, as well as regarding the type of measures and designs that influence these effect sizes (McCartney and Rosenthal, 2000; Durlak et al., 2022).

Data was processed with IBM SPSS Statistics (Statistical Package for the Social Sciences), version 28, and analyzed with Stata Statistical Software, version 17.




8 Results


8.1 Evidence of experimental impacts of the academies in SSES

Table 4 summarizes the experimental results of 8 Academies in 13 subscales of the SSES – Child/Youth form and 7 subscales of the SSES - Teacher form, presenting the number of Academies and participants in each model, the difference between the adjusted means for intervention versus control groups, level of statistical significance of the group difference, and effect size.



TABLE 4 Experimental impacts for Academies, comparing intervention and control groups, using multilevel models controlling for the score on each subscale at pre-test, as well as participants’ sociodemographic characteristicsa and clustering for Academies (N Academies = 8; N Participants = 4,460).
[image: Table4]

Overall, experimental evidence of positive (i.e., in favor of the intervention group) and significant results of the Academies were found in four (out of 19) subscales of the SSES. There was also experimental evidence of negative (i.e., in favor of the control group) and significant results of the Academies in one subscale of the SSES. Effect sizes ranged from −0.211 (Tolerance, Child/Youth form) to 1.307 (Tolerance, Teacher form).

Specifically, in the SSES – Child/Youth form, we found significant positive impacts of the Academies on the Curiosity subscale (p = 0.001, d = 0.151), and significant negative impacts on the Tolerance subscale (p = 0.019, d = −0.211). In the SSES – Teacher form, we found significant positive impacts of the Academies on the Responsibility subscale (p = 0.024, d = 0.639), on the Curiosity subscale (p = 0.013, d = 0.149), and on the Tolerance subscale (p = 0.000, d = 1.307).



8.2 Evidence of quasi-experimental impacts of the academies in SSES

Table 5 summarizes the quasi-experimental results of the Academies in 14 subscales of the SSES – Child/Youth form and 14 subscales of the SSES - Teacher form, presenting the number of Academies and participants in each model, the difference between the adjusted means for intervention versus control groups, level of statistical significance of the group difference, and effect size.



TABLE 5 Quasi-experimental impacts for academies, comparing intervention and comparison groups, using multilevel models controlling for the score on each subscale at pre-test, as well as participants’ sociodemographic characteristicsa and clustering for Academies (N Academies = 32; N Participants = 14,274).
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Overall, quasi-experimental evidence of positive (i.e., in favor of the intervention group) and significant results of the Academies were found in 9 (out of 28) subscales of the SSES. There was also experimental evidence of negative (i.e., in favor of the control group) and significant results of the Academies in one subscale of the SSES. Effect sizes ranged from −0.145 (Curiosity, Teacher form) to 0.270 (Tolerance, Teacher form).

Specifically, in the SSES – Child/Youth form, we found one significant positive impact of the Academies on the Assertiveness subscale (p = 0.000, d = 0.186). In the SSES – Teacher form, we found significant positive impacts of the Academies on the Optimism subscale (p. = 0.000, d = 0.153), on the Emotional Control subscale (p = 0.015, d = 0.167), on the Self-control subscale (p = 0.002, d = 0.156), on the Cooperation subscale (p = 0.009, d = 0.110), on the Sociability subscale (p = 0.000, d = 0.198), on the Assertiveness subscale (p = 0.002, d = 0.189), on the Persistence/Perseverance subscale (p = 0.023, d = 0.102), and on the Tolerance subscale (p = 0.000, d = 0.207). We also found a one significant negative impact of the Academies on the Curiosity subscale (p = 0.001, d = −0.145).




9 Discussion

This paper aimed at testing the impact of a set of SEL focused interventions – the Gulbenkian Academies for Knowledge – on the social and emotional skills of their child and youth participants on a standardized measure of SEL, the OECD Survey of Social and Emotional Skills (SSES).

Experimental evidence of positive (i.e., in favor of the intervention group) and significant results of 8 Academies were found in 21% of the measured skills for both SSES versions (1 in a total of 13 subscales for the Child/Youth form, and 3 in a total of 7 for the Teacher form). Specifically, significant positive results were found for Curiosity as reported by the child and youth participants, and for Responsibility, Curiosity, and Tolerance from the perspective of teachers.

Quasi-experimental evidence depicts a more favorable picture of the results of the Academies. Quasi-experimental evidence of positive (i.e., in favor of the intervention group) and significant results of 32 Academies were found in 42% of the measured skills for both SSES versions (1 in a total of 14 subscales for the Child/Youth form, and 7 in a total of 14 for the Teacher form). Specifically, significant positive results were found for Assertiveness as reported by the child and youth participants, and for Optimism, Emotional Control, Self-control, Cooperation, Assertiveness, Persistence/Perseverance, and on Tolerance from the perspective of teachers.

Evidence of positive (i.e., in favor of the intervention group) and significant impacts of the Academies were consistent for the teacher and child/youth perspective, particularly for Curiosity in the experimental trials, and Assertiveness in the quasi-experimental evidence. Further interpretation of this pattern of results is important. Curiosity and Assertiveness may be more amenable to change, or it may be easier for teachers and other practitioners to target their interventions to these skills, and if so, maybe we should focus our SEL interventions in such skills. It is also possible that change in these two skills is easier to notice, and measure (Duckworth and Yeager, 2015). More research is needed to understand why change is observed so consistently in these two particular skills.

Globally, results meet what several meta-analyses and literature reviews on the effects of SEL interventions have been finding: these programs tend to generate small effect sizes, with not always significant but generally positive results (e.g., Clarke et al., 2015; Tanner-Smith et al., 2018). Small positive effect sizes in previous literature may be a function of the diversity of SEL interventions, i.e., in terms of domains, contexts, targeted age groups, and dimensions of implementation such as dosage and frequency of sessions. The diversity in program characteristics and implementation dimensions observed across Academies in this study mirrors the SEL field of intervention, where artistic, educational, and cultural approaches (among others) are proposed side-by-side as opportunities for changing children and youth’s SEL paths of development. This richness of proposed interventions is welcomed by community and educational institutions, including in the Academies. However, it is also likely that such diversity in approaches adds noise to program evaluation results, limiting their interpretation as to what exactly is promoting SEL change.

Also, literature suggests non-randomized evaluation designs (i.e., quasi-experimental studies) tend to overestimate effect sizes (Cheung and Slavin, 2016; Corcoran et al., 2018), which adds to need for caution when interpreting these results of the Academies employing quasi-experimental methods.

The triangulation of informants also stands as a strong point of this research, combining the voices of children/youth and teachers as direct and indirect participants (respectively) of these interventions. This ensures greater rigor, quality, and security in the results, while also allowing for a wider picture of how social and emotional skills develop in children and young people engaged in SEL interventions. For example, a closer look at effect sizes shows they tend to be larger for the Teacher form. This may be due to teachers’ expectations towards the interventions, and their overall positive feedback towards the programs and the subsequent perceived positive changes in their students. Research also mentions children are usually more critical towards their own social and emotional development after being exposed to explicit SEL content and acquiring knowledge on what these skills are, how they translate into daily behavior, and their own limitations in these competences (e.g., OECD, 2021b; Martinsone et al., 2022).

Impact results also prompt a reflection on how social and emotional skills develop: literature has shown that these skills develop at different paces, in a non-linear form, with oscillations throughout childhood and adolescence (OECD, 2021b).


9.1 Implications for research, practice and policy

The need to employ rigorous methods to evaluate the impact of interventions on social and emotional skills has been highlighted in the national (e.g., Cristóvão et al., 2017) and international literature (e.g., Durlak et al., 2011; Corcoran et al., 2018; Kankaraš and Suarez-Alvarez, 2019; Kankaraš et al., 2022). The growing recognition of the value and importance of social and emotional skills is accompanied by an insufficient knowledge on “what works” to improve them. Despite the investment in implementing SEL programs in Portugal getting increasingly valued, there is still the need to maximize the investment by measuring the quality of the large number of programs already being implemented, as well as their impacts in a rigorous manner (Cristóvão et al., 2017).

However, setting high standards is not enough. The Academies example demonstrated that, even when given support and some degree of pressure to implement rigorous methods of evaluation, education and community programs are not ready to implement such methods and opt for studies with weaker methodological rigor. The impact of the COVID19 epidemic cannot be underestimated in this choice. However, even programs implemented after the pandemic choosing quasi-experimental designs now face problems interpreting results, given the differences found between intervention and comparison groups in terms of their sociodemographic characteristics. It can be interpreted from these differences that these groups are not fully equivalent in expectation (Murnane and Willett, 2011), increasing limitations for the interpretation of the results of this study.

In educational and community settings, opting for quasi-experimental designs is frequent, mostly because selecting samples by convenience is less disruptive to the normal daily functioning of a school or community service, and raises fewer ethical concerns. Considering that only rigorous methods, such as randomized control trials, allow to effectively attribute the observed effects to the interventions being evaluated, researchers and policymakers must consider the importance of the training and capacity building of SEL professionals on basic program evaluation skills, as well as providing enough time and resources for the implementation of these skills, so that investment leads to an increase in evidence-based policies and practices for educational, social, and community interventions on SEL.

Challenges also remain in evaluating social and emotional skills. The Portuguese Gulbenkian Foundation opted by standardizing assessment by providing access to one common measure of impact across Academies - the SSES (OECD, 2021a; Castro et al., 2023). The benefits in promoting rigorous and quality impact measurement were considerable (Chernyshenko et al., 2018), but there were also some limitations.

First, the field of social and emotional skills still offers several conceptual challenges and methodological constraints, which are felt by professionals in the field. First, SEL domains and subdomains are very distinct, there is no common theory for each skill and there is often considerable confusion over terminology (Duckworth and Yeager, 2015). For example, different theoretical frameworks often use similar terms to describe distinct skills, and different terms to describe similar skills (Schoon, 2021). This means two programs which intend to measure their impact on resilience may, in fact, mean very distinct, incomparable constructs.

Second, there is no common metrics available to measure most skills. For instance, different instruments may measure different developmental stages of creative thinking during adolescence, and the current literature lacks validation studies which allow the horizontal comparison between these measures (Humphrey et al., 2011).

Third, SEL competencies have different developmental speeds, with some progressing more quickly than others. Cognitive self-regulation, for example, progresses fast during the pre-school years (i.e., ages 3 to 5), whereas adaptability skills may have smaller expected development during the same stage. The direct comparison of two programs with the same target group but which promote different skills, would favor the intervention targeting, in our example, cognitive self-regulation.

Fourth, these skills also develop at different paces during childhood and adolescence, making it inadequate to compare the impact of a program in a certain skill during childhood and another program targeting the same skill during the teenage years.

Fifth, SEL skills develop often in a non-linear manner (i.e., very rapidly in the early years, and then slower for a while; or the opposite), and in sudden leaps. This implies longer interventions, working on an evidence-based set of skills, may see more favorable results than shorter interventions, although the duration of an intervention itself also does not bring more impacts in a linear manner. These measurement issues cannot be addressed in our study due to data limitations, and present further challenges in the interpretation of results.

Finally, given that our outcome measure - SSES - is a report measure, it offers particular methodological constraints (e.g.: Murano et al., 2021). Because it is based on perceptions, results may be influenced by the fact that some skills may be easier to report than others, students and teachers may differ in their comparison terms, or there may be a considerable social desirability effect. The development of measures of direct observation, performance tasks, or task-oriented tools, is thus a priority for the field of SEL measurement, particularly to allow for methodological triangulation and practice improvement (Duckworth and Yeager, 2015).

All these challenges require an investment from the scientific community, in order for the evaluation process of programs targeting the development of social and emotional skills to be effective and rigorous.



9.2 Conclusion

The impact evaluation of the Gulbenkian Academies for Knowledge has the potential to support considerable changes in the field of SEL interventions, nationally and internationally. Internationally, it contributes to a deeper discussion of evidence-based SEL intervention developed locally and from the ground-up, and taking place in educational and community settings. Locally, the initiative offered an incentive and a model of capacity building at a national scale for hundreds of SEL professionals, creating a cascading, sustainable and long-lasting effect in practices. These teams are now more likely to apply the new program evaluation knowledge and skills to their daily practices, and bring about answers (and new questions) to the growing knowledge of how these skills develop in children and youth, and on what works to its effective promotion.
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Footnotes

1   Scores were obtained by categories related to the Portuguese schooling system: 0 = Cannot read or write; 1 = up to the 4th grade, 2 = up to the 6th grade, 3 = up to the 9th grade, 4 = up to the 12th grade, 5 = university degree.

2   Scores were obtained by categories related to the Portuguese schooling system: 0 = Cannot read or write; 1 = up to the 4th grade, 2 = up to the 6th grade, 3 = up to the 9th grade, 4 = up to the 12th grade, 5 = university degree.
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