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Abstract

The present study sets out to assess the efficacy of a Socio-Emotional Learning after-school
program, Experiencing Emotions, on the socio-emotional skills of middle school pupils, as
well as on their well-being and school engagement. The program distinguishes itself from
other Socio-Emotional Learning interventions by using Educational Dance activities in the
domain of Education through Art. The sample included 83 middle school pupils from three
Portuguese state schools, aged between 9 and 13 years, 45 of the pupils participated in the
program and 38 of the pupils participated in individual after-school control activities. Self-
report questionnaires were filled in by the pupils and questionnaires were filled in by the
teachers at the beginning and the end of the intervention. Results revealed a significant
increase in the socio-emotional skills of the pupils who participated in the program in the
domains of self-management and relationship skills, comparing with the pupils who
participated in the control condition. No significant differences were found between the
intervention and the control groups in emotional, psychological and social well-being, or in
the behavioral dimension of school engagement. Implications for research and practice are

discussed.
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Effects of an After-school Socio-Emotional Learning Program on Middle School

Pupils

Over the last decade, the perspective that the role of schools should be restricted to
academic skills has evolved to a more holistic approach (Elbertson, Brackett, & Weissberg,
2010), which considers that schools should offer more than academic instruction to promote
the success of children and youths in school and life (Greenberg et al., 2003). In this sense,
schools should not only value the cognitive development of children and youths, but also
their social and emotional development (Durlak, Weissberg, Dymnicki, Taylor, & Schellinger,

2011).

Hence, programs under the common title Socio-Emotional Learning (SEL) geared
towards the promotion of social and emotional skills have been developed in a number of
countries such as the United States, England, Northern Ireland, Australia, Sweden, Singapore
(Humphrey, 2013). More recently SEL programs have also been developed in Portugal
(Coelho, Sousa, & Figueira, 2014; Raimundo, Marques-Pinto, & Lima, 2013). Socio-
emotional skills are considered necessary for the understanding and management of life tasks
such as school learning, relationship building and adaptation to the demands of contemporary
society, and according to the Collaborative for Academic, Social and Emotional Learning
organization (CASEL, 2015) cover five main domains: self-awareness, defined as the ability
to accurately recognize one’s emotions and thoughts and their influence on behaviors; social
awareness, referring to the ability to take the perspective of others, to understand social and
ethical norms, and to recognize resources and support.; self-management, concerning the
ability to regulate one’s emotions, thoughts, and behaviors; relationship skills, defined as the
ability to establish and maintain healthy and rewarding relationships; and responsible

decision-making, related to the ability to make constructive and respectful choices about
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personal behavior and social interactions based on, for instance, the consequences of various

actions.

Socio-emotional skills have been positively associated with fundamental areas of
development, namely with children and youths’ subjective well-being (Zins, Weissberg,
Wang, & Walberg, 2004). Subjective well-being is currently viewed as a multidimensional
construct entailing three main dimensions: an emotional dimension related to life satisfaction
and the experiencing of positive emotions while minimizing negative ones (Diener, 1984); a
psychological dimension centered on personal accomplishment (Ryff, 1989); and a social
dimension which is related to how well individuals function in their social lives (Keyes,

1998).

The impact of SEL programs on middle school pupils is well documented in the
literature, particularly in terms of their positive effects on socio-emotional competencies and
attitudes towards the self, others, and school (Durlak et al., 2011). Furthermore, their impact
is known to increase pro-social behaviors, reduce conduct and internalizing problems, in
addition to promoting school success (Payton et al., 2008; Social and Character Development
Research Consortium, 2010). School success is dependent on a vast array of variables related
to school attitudes, behavior and performance (Zins et al., 2004). For example, school
engagement seems to be positively associated with academic success (Upadyaya & Salmela-
Aro, 2013) comprising an emotional dimension (e.g., school identification), a cognitive
dimension (e.g., self-regulation strategies), and a behavioral dimension (e.g., adherence,
participation and engagement in school tasks and school-related activities) (Christenson,
Reschly, & Wylie, 2012). Promoting pupils’ school engagement may, thus, contribute to their
academic success, and may be achieved through their participation in SEL programs (Durlak

etal., 2011; Payton et al., 2008).
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Most SEL programs are part of school curricula and use natural groups such as
classes, as recommended by CASEL (2015). Nevertheless, several SEL programs referred to
as after-school programs have also been implemented after the school day, such as
extracurricular activities, or when school is not in session, such as on holidays (Gullotta,
2015). Research on SEL after-school programs has indicated that they are, indeed,
efficacious. The results of 57 studies revealed that SEL after-school programs were successful
in promoting socio-emotional skills of children and youths of different ages, from distinct
ethnic and socio-economic groups, in urban, suburban and rural settings (Payton et al., 2008).
Furthermore, another meta-analysis of after-school programs promoting personal and social
skills (Durlak & Weissberg, 2007) concluded that the programs had a positive impact on
school bonding, self-efficacy and self-esteem, behavioral adjustment indicators and school

SUCCesS.

One of the main reasons for valuing after-school programs is the need for after-school
care and supervision of the children and adolescents of working parents (Gottfredson, Cross,
Wilson, & Rorie, 2010) considering that young people are at higher risk of engaging in
negative and unhealthy behaviors while their parents are at work (Gullotta, 2015). Another
reason is related to the lack of time and adequate training by the teachers to include
interventions in the school curricula geared towards pupils’ personal and social development
(Humphrey, Lendrum, & Wigelsworth, 2013; Perikkou, Kokkinou, Panagiotakos, &
Yannakoulia, 2015). In Portugal, for instance, the increase in the academic demands of the
curricula in the transition from elementary to middle school make it more difficult for
teachers to prepare and include this type of content in classes. Therefore, after-school
programs may be a valuable option in particular cultural contexts where it is more unlikely to
have SEL programs included in the academic curricula, as the same time as a safe and caring

environment is offered to the children and adolescents while their parents are at work.
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However, after-school programs, since they are optional, have some particular
limitations such as low attendance rates and possible sample losses (Gottfredson et al., 2010;
Gopalan et al., 2013; Hayes, Chapple, & Ramirez, 2014). Therefore, after-school program
activities need to be appealing to the target population in order to maximize their attendance
and continuation. Children and youth-targeted programs that rely on artistic activities seem to
match the interests of this population, thus, enhancing their attraction and subsequent
participation rates (Hutzel, Russell, & Gross, 2010; Wright, John, Alaggia, & Sheel, 2006).
Therefore, the use of art-based activities in school programs may be useful to promote
children and youths’ engagement.

Education through Art and Art Therapy are examples of art-based approaches with
similar methodologies used by psychologists and other professionals in school interventions
with children and youth, sharing in some cases identical origins. For instance, in the UK,
Educational Dance, known in the USA as Creative Dance, a specific approach within the
Education through Art realm which uses movement and dance to develop physical,
psychological and emotional skills (Sousa, 2003), has its roots in the work of Laban (1963)
concerning the use of dance and movement in education to promote children’s development.
Likewise, Dance Movement Therapy (DMT), in the UK, also followed the contributions of
Laban’s work, and dance and movement began to be used in treatment and therapeutic
contexts (Payne, 1997). The main difference between these two types of intervention resides
in their particular aims. Educational Dance is not a form of psychotherapy, even though it
may have therapeutic effects, while DMT focuses on the psychotherapeutic use of movement
and dance, aimed to therapeutic needs (Meekums, 2002). Therefore, in educational settings,
Art Therapy entails the use of different forms of art to treat problems and difficulties
experienced by the pupils, following a psychotherapeutic approach (Payne, 1997). In

contrast, Education through Art interventions in schools follow a more preventive and
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promotional approach, where different forms of art are used to enhance pupils’ overall
development (Sousa, 2003), despite the presence or the absence of problems or difficulties.

Specifically regarding SEL interventions in schools, there seems to be a lack of
studies on the development and evaluation of SEL programs using art-based approaches, such
as Education through Art and Art Therapy. These type of approaches may be suitable in the
context of SEL interventions considering the results of a recent study indicating that art
therapy programs may prevent the development of psychological problems in youth by
increasing their resilience and their social and emotional functioning (Sitzer & Stockwell,
2015). Moreover, research concerning art-based community work with youth in socio
economic challenging contexts suggests that art-based programs have a significant impact on
enhancing the social skills of children and youths, namely relationship, conflict solving and
team work skills (Wright, et al., 2006; Wright, Alaggia, & Krygsman, 2014).

Therefore, Education through Art, designed to promote personal and social skills
through artistic activities (Sousa, 2003), may be an appropriate tool for SEL after-school
programs of preventive and universal nature, targeting all pupils, while Art Therapy may be a
more suitable tool to SEL interventions targeting pupils in risk situations or experiencing
socio-emotional and behavioral problems. However, to our knowledge, the efficacy of SEL
programs by means of Education through Art or Art Therapy activities has not yet been
evaluated.

Experiencing Emotions Program

The Experiencing Emotions program builds on previous work consisting of the
planning of the program by means of a case study of a Portuguese state school (reference
deleted to maintain the integrity of the review process). The program is grounded in other
SEL programs (Merrell, Carrizales, Feuerborn, Gueldner, & Tran, 2007; Roffey, 2006) and in

the literature on SEL (Ciarrochi & Mayer, 2007; Merrell & Gueldner, 2010), and Educational
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Dance in the domain of Education through Art (Payne, 1997; Sousa, 2003). Experiencing
Emotions is an after-school program targeting middle school pupils, which consists of 12
hourly sessions to be implemented as extracurricular activities in schools, and aims to
develop pupils’ socio-emotional skills in the main areas considered in SEL programs
(CASEL, 2015): self-awareness, social awareness, self-management, relationship skills and
responsible decision-making. The program also includes contents on multiculturality, due to
the lack of SEL programs that also comprise these contents. Programs developed in school
contexts should contain inclusive practices to guide pupils towards understanding their own
cultural background, as well as those of others, thus, enabling them to be able to deal with a
multicultural society in an appropriate manner (Kennedy, Bronte-Tinkew, & Matthews,
2007). Furthermore, the efficacy of these programs may be broadened to target a larger
spectrum of pupils (Merrell & Gueldner, 2010), one of the factors deemed important for the

success of such interventions (Nation et al., 2003).

The structure and main contents of the program are presented in Table 1. Procedures
are based on Educational Dance activities, using movement and dance activities, some of
them guided by music, to promote physical, emotional and social skills (Sousa, 2003), thus,
contributing towards the development of relations among thoughts, emotions and behaviors
(Meekums, 2002). Music is used in the sessions of the program to facilitate pupils’ expression
during some of the movement and dance exercises. In contrast, Music Therapy refers to the
use of music with the aim of accomplishing therapeutic goals within a therapeutic
relationship (McFerran & Rickson, 2014). In each session of the program, the socio-
emotional and multicultural contents are tackled in an implicit manner with the participants,
through group dynamics using Educational Dance activities, and moments of reflection and

group discussion on the program content are encouraged.

The present study
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The present study entails an alternative approach to SEL programs, the Experiencing
Emotions SEL program using Education through Art, with a view to better contributing to
pupils’ responsiveness towards after-school interventions by choosing activities that may be
more appealing and interesting to children and adolescents. The quality of implementation of
the program was measured in another study (reference deleted to maintain the integrity of the
review process) which revealed high responsiveness rates by the participants towards the
program. Since Education through Art activities, to our knowledge, have not yet been used in
the context of SEL programs, the present study aims to assess the efficacy of the
Experiencing Emotions program on the socio-emotional skills of middle school pupils, and
also to ascertain the effects of the intervention on these pupils’ emotional, psychological and
social well-being, and on the behavioral dimension of school engagement. The program was
expected to lead to greater gains in terms of the pupils socio-emotional competencies when
compared with the control group. (Hypothesis 1). It was also expected that the program
would have positive effects on pupils’ emotional, psychological and social well-being, and on

pupils’ behavioral school engagement, in comparison with the control group (Hypothesis 2).

Method

Design. The present study used a 2 (intervention and control) X 2 (pre and post test)
quasi-experimental design.

Participants. The initial sample consisted of 105 pupils from three randomly chosen
state schools in Lisbon, from low to medium socio-economic backgrounds. However, since
not all pupils participated in the same number of program and control sessions, only the
pupils who attended at least 9 sessions (3/4 of the total sessions) were selected for the present
study. The final sample consisted of 83 pupils, 45 participated in the program and 38 in the
control condition. The program sample consisted of 27 5™ grade pupils (60%), 16 6™ grade

pupils (36%) and two 7" grade pupils (4%), aged between 10 and 12 years (M = 10.62; SD
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=.72); 39 girls (87%) and 6 boys (13%); 29 pupils (64%) from Portuguese
nationality/ethnicity and 16 (36%) from other nationality/ethnicity (e. g., Brazilian, Cape
Verdean, Gypsy). The control sample consisted of 20 5" grade pupils (53%), 12 6™ grade
pupils (32%), 5 7" grade pupils (13%) and one 8" grade pupil (3%), aged from 9 to 13 years
(M =10.87; SD =1.12); 27 girls (71%) and 11 boys (29%); 24 pupils (63%) from Portuguese

nationality/ethnicity and 14 pupils (37%) from other nationality/ethnicity.

Measures. The efficacy of the program on the socio-emotional skills of the pupils and
its effects on their well-being and school engagement were assessed through self-report
measures filled in by the pupils, and also measures filled in by the teachers since this type of
evaluation enables teachers to assess the learning of socio-emotional skills by the pupils on

the basis of their daily behavior (Durlak et al., 2011).

Socio-emotional skills measures. Measures were selected according to the five main
SEL domains of self-awareness, social awareness, self-management, relationship skills and
responsible decision-making (CASEL, 2015). Regarding the self-awareness domain, it was
selected a measure of the ability to perceive and understand emotion, the Perceiving and
Understanding Emotion scale (15 items, e. g. “When I don’t like something, I immediately let
it show”; Cronbach o = .84 in the Portuguese adaptation study, and Cronbach o = .86 in the
present study sample), of the Emotional Skills and Competence Questionnaire (ESCQ); Taksic
(2000), a self-report measure with a five point scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (frequently),
adapted to the Portuguese population (Faria & Lima-Santos, 2005). Referring to the SEL
social awareness domain, another scale of the ESCQ (Taksic, 2000) measuring the ability to
express and label emotion was selected, the Expressing and Labeling Emotion scale (14
items, e. g. “I can tell when someone is trying to hide a bad mood”; Cronbach o = .83 in the
Portuguese adaptation study, and Cronbach o = .84 in the present study sample). Concerning

the self-management SEL domain, two measures were selected, the Managing and Regulating



INCLUDING EDUCATIONAL DANCE IN AN AFTER-SCHOOL 11

Emotion scale (16 items, e. g. “When someone praises me, I work more enthusiastically”;
Cronbach a = .64 in the Portuguese adaptation study, and Cronbach a = .75 in the present
study sample) of the ESCQ (Taksic, 2000), measuring the ability to manage and regulate
emotion; and a measure of skills related to self-restraint, cooperation and compliance with the
demands of rules and expectations, the Self-management sub-scale (10 items, e. g. “Remains
calm when problems arise”; Cronbach a = .83 in the Portuguese adaptation study, and
Cronbach a = .82 in the present study sample), of the Scale A of the School Social Behavior
Scales (SSBS-2) developed by Merrell (2002) and adapted to the Portuguese population
(Raimundo et al., 2012). This measure is filled in by the teachers, using a five point scale
ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (very often). Regarding the relationship skills SEL domain,
another sub-scale of the SSBS-2 was selected, the Peer Relations sub-scale, filled in by the
teachers, (14 items, e. g. “Understands other pupils’ problems and needs”; Cronbach a = .91
in the Portuguese adaptation study, and Cronbach o = .92 in the present sample study) which
measured skills that are important for the establishment of positive relationships with peers
and for gaining social acceptance (Merrell, 2002). Finally, an indicator of the responsible-
decision making domain was measured through the Interpersonal Negotiation scale (8 items,
e.g. “When my best friend and I don’t agree on what to do, I might: a. Try to convince my
friend, b. Listen to my friend and work it out, c. Get upset and go away to be by myself, d.
Go along with my friend; Cronbach a = .68 in the Portuguese adaptation study, as well as in
the present study sample) of the Relationship Questionnaire (Rel-Q; Schultz, Selman, &
LaRusso, 2003), adapted to the Portuguese population (reference deleted to maintain the
integrity of the review process). According to the CASEL criteria this scale is an appropriate
measure of this SEL domain (Denham, Ji, & Hamre, 2010) since it evaluates how an
individual takes the perspectives of self and others into account and coordinate them while

considering the consequences of different actions (Schultz, Selman, & LaRusso, 2003). Each
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item of this scale had 4 multiple-choice answers and the respondent not only had to choose

the most suitable, but also to rate it as “poor”, “ok”, “good” or “excellent”. The two results

were combined into a mean composite result.

Well-being and school engagement measures. Pupils’ well-being was measured
through a self-report questionnaire, the Mental Health Continuum-Short Form (MHC-SF;
Keyes, 2002), adapted to the Portuguese population (Matos et al. 2010), consisting on 14
items which measured each dimension of well-being: emotional, psychological and social.
The Emotional Well-being scale comprised 3 items (e. g., “Satisfied”; Cronbach a = .85 in
the Portuguese adaptation study, and Cronbach a = .66 in the present study sample), the
Psychological Well-being scale 6 items (e. g. “That you had experiences that allowed you to
grow and become a better person”; Cronbach o = .83 in the Portuguese adaptation study, and
Cronbach a = .79 in the present study sample) and the Social Well-being scale 5 items (e. g.
“That the way that our society works makes sense to you”; Cronbach a = .80 in the
Portuguese adaptation study, as well as in the present study sample). The behavioral
dimension of school engagement was measured by the teachers through the sub-scale
Academic Behavior of the SSBS-2 (Merrell, 2002) which comprises 8 items (e. g.
“Completes assigned activities on time”’; Cronbach o= .91 in the Portuguese adaptation
study, and Cronbach a = .88 in the present study sample) measuring competent performance

and engagement in academic tasks.

Procedure. The study was approved by the Scientific Council of the Faculty of
Psychology of the University of Lisbon, the entity responsible, at the time, for the ethic and
scientific evaluation of research projects. The study and implementation of the program and
control activities were conducted after authorization was received from the administrative
school council of the three schools involved. The activities were announced at each school in

the beginning of the school year, and the pupils from different classes who were interested in
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the program activities and in the control activities voluntarily signed up according to their
interest in participating in one or another type of activity. A request for written informed
consent was sent to their parents to obtain the required permission. The groups were created
according to the number of enrolments with a limit of 15 participants for the program groups
and 20 participants for the control groups. In total, 7 groups of the program and 5 groups of
the control condition were created with a total of 105 pupils. The sample of the present study
consisted of the 83 pupils who attended at least % of the program and control sessions (at
least 9 of the total 12 sessions). Weekly hourly sessions of the program took place in an
appropriate classroom at the schools under study, and were conducted by a psychologist with
previous specialized training in the field of Educational Dance. The control sessions
consisted of individual handicraft activities and had the same duration and frequency of the
program sessions, and were implemented by the same psychologist. No socio-emotional
skills were involved in the control activities. Both groups were tested and re-tested under the
same conditions. The measures were filled in by both groups in paper-pencil format in
classrooms at the schools under study. The data from the outcome measures were collected
prior to the first session of the intervention (pre-test session) and after the last session (post-
test session). Demographic data were collected at pre-test. All data were collected by the
same researcher in both groups using the same verbal instructions and measures. Teachers
filled in the questionnaires at home following standard written instructions, they were
unaware of which pupils were part of the program or the control condition, and were only

informed that the pupils were participating in after-school activities.

Data analysis. Initial analysis were performed to determine whether the intervention
group and the control group differed in gender, age, grade and nationality/ethnicity, using
independent t tests for continuous variables and chi-square analyses for categorical variables.

The impact of the program on pupils’ socio-emotional skills and its effects on pupils’ well-



INCLUDING EDUCATIONAL DANCE IN AN AFTER-SCHOOL 14

being and school engagement was estimated by means of a repeated measures analysis of
covariance (ANCOVA) based on the General Linear Model (GLM) with condition
(intervention and control) as the fixed factor and the pre-test values of the outcomes as
covariates, as well as age, gender, grade and nationality/ethnicity. The dependent variables
were the scales and the sub-scales of the outcome measures. The dependent variables which
measured pupils’ socio-emotional skills referring to the main SEL domains were the
Perceiving and Understanding Emotion scale (self-awareness domain); Expressing and
Labeling Emotion” scale (social awareness domain); Managing and Regulating Emotion
scale and Self-management sub-scale (self-management domain); Peer Relations sub-scale
(relationship skills domain); and Interpersonal Negotiation” scale (responsible decision-
making domain). The Emotional Well-being, Psychological Well-being and Social Well-being
scales were the dependent variables referring to pupils’ well-being, and the Academic
Behavior sub-scale measured pupils’ behavioral school engagement. Although the Cronbach
alpha values indicating that the measures have good internal consistency are generally above
0.7, values above 0.6 are considered adequate for exploratory research (Nunnally, 1978).
Therefore, Cronbach alpha values above 0.6 were considered to reflect adequate internal

consistency of the outcome measures.

Results

Results from the qui-square and t-test analyses revealed that the intervention group
and the control group did not differ significantly concerning age, t(81) = -1.21, p = .23,
gender, ¥2(1) = 3.08, p = .10, grade ¥2(3) = 3.33, p = .34, and nationality/ethnicity, ¥*(1) = .02,

p=101.

ANCOVA assumptions were previously tested. The sphericity assumption was met

since the variables had only two levels, thus, Mauchly’s test equaled 1 indicating perfect
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sphericity (Field, 2009). The assumption of equality of variances analyzed through the

Levene’s test revealed no significant differences concerning all the outcome measures.

The general results of the ANCOVA analysis are presented in Table 2 by comparing
the results of the outcome measures according to the groups (intervention and control), while
pre-test, age, gender, grade, and nationality/ethnicity differences were controlled. Results
related with pupils’ socio-emotional skills indicated that the pupils who participated in the
program had significantly higher results (M = 4.16, SD = .48) in the Self-management sub-
scale, referring to the self-management SEL domain, F(1, 1) = 4.56, p = .04, n? = .06, than the
pupils from the control condition (M = 3.85, SD = .57). The same result was observed in the
Peer Relations sub-scale, F(1, 1) = 5.43, p = .02, n? = .07, relative to the relationship skills
SEL domain, with the intervention pupils revealing higher results (M = 3.72, SD = .61) than
the pupils from the control condition (M = 3.37, SD = .62). No significant differences were
found between the intervention and the control groups concerning the remaining outcome
measures of the SEL domains of self-awareness, social awareness and responsible decision-
making. No significant results were also found between the intervention and the control

groups considering pupils’ well-being and behavioral school engagement.

No significant differences were found between the pupils concerning pre-test, age,
gender, and grade. Only one nationality/ethnicity significant difference was found in the Peer
Relations sub-scale, F(1, 1) = 7.29, p =.009, n? = .09, with the Portuguese pupils (M = 3.84,
SD = .61) revealing higher results than the pupils from other nationality/ethnicity (M = 3.5,

SD = .57).

Discussion

The main purpose of the present study was to assess the effects of an after-school SEL

program, Experiencing Emotions, using Educational Dance activities in the domain of
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Education through Art, on middle school pupils’ socio-emotional competencies, as well as on

their well-being and school engagement.

Firstly, the results revealed that the pupils significantly developed their socio-
emotional skills after having participated in the Experiencing Emotions program in the areas
of self-management and relationship skills, and that this increase was significant in

comparison with the control group, which supports the first hypothesis of the present study.

However, significant results relative to the self-management SEL domain were only
found in the measure filled in by the teachers (Self-management sub-scale of the SSBS-2
scale) and not in the measure filled in by the pupils (Managing and Regulating Emotion scale
of the ESCQ). Since teachers did not know which pupils participated in the program or in the
control condition when they answered the questionnaires, this result is most probably due to
the inappropriateness of the self-report measures filled in by the pupils to reflect the effects of
the program. Research points out a number of concerns about the use of self-report measures,
namely response bias factors such as social desirability, and the role of teachers and parents
has been more valued to evaluate behaviors based on the contexts where they are likely to
occur (Elliott, Frey, & Davies, 2015). Furthermore, people tend to overestimate how well
they adapt to emotional events, and pupils’ assessments of themselves tend to be overrated
and to agree only moderately with those of their teachers as they often lack the knowledge
and expertise required to assess their competence adequately (Dunning, Heath, & Suls, 2004).
Therefore, the lack of positive results in the socio-emotional self-report measures of the
present study may be explained by pupils having overestimated their socio-emotional skills
before the intervention, while simultaneously not having sufficient knowledge to evaluate
themselves realistically. At the end of the intervention, the pupils who participated in the
program had more information on socio-emotional skills, and were consequently probably

more aware of potential difficulties they had not been aware of before.
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The significant difference found in nationality/ethnicity concerning the relationship
skills SEL domain suggests that this increase was higher in the Portuguese pupils who
participated in the program in comparison with those of other nationalities and ethnicities.
This result may be interpreted according to cultural differences related to the relationship
skills SEL domain (Hecht & Shin, 2015). Perhaps it was easier for the Portuguese pupils to
develop relationship skills than for the pupils of other nationalities and ethnicities since
adaptation to the specific cultural features of relationships was less demanding for the

Portuguese pupils given their familiarity with the cultural references of their homeland.

Contrary to the second hypothesis of this study, no significant increase was observed
in the emotional, psychological and social well-being of the pupils who participated in the
program, nor in their behavioral school engagement, in comparison with the pupils from the
control condition. One possible interpretation of these results may be that the extension of the
program was not enough to lead to these effects which are distal and not direct effects of the
program such as the socio-emotional skills. Another possible explanation may be that the
control group condition also consisted of after-school activities, and being engaged in
enjoyable activities in their free time at school may have influenced pupils’ well-being and
their positive engagement with school tasks and school-related activities which, thus, may
have led to the lack of differences between the two conditions. In fact, research has shown
that after-school activities may contribute to pupils’ feeling more intrinsically motivated and
to putting more effort into their activities (Fredricks & Simpkins, 2011; Grogan, Henrick, &

Malikina, 2014; Vandell et al., 2005).

Overall, the findings of the present study indicate that the Experiencing Emotions SEL
program may contribute to increasing middle school pupils’ socio-emotional skills in the
domains of self-management and relationship skills. The fact that a SEL program using

Education through Art activities has contributed to significantly improve participants’ socio-
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emotional skills suggests that Education through Art may be an appropriate tool for SEL
programs, in keeping with other studies showing that the arts may be used to promote
resilience and social and emotional competencies in children and youths (Sitzer & Stockwell,
2015; Wright, et al., 2006; Wright, Alaggia, & Krygsman, 2014). If these types of activities
were inadequate procedures in the context of SEL, then no significant results would probably
have been found. However, further research using a different design would be needed to
come to such, as referred to in the following lines.
Limitations and future directions

The present study has some limitations that should be taken into consideration. First,
the design does not allow for an analysis of the advantages of a SEL program using
Education through Art in comparison with the SEL programs usually developed in after-
school settings. In this respect, further research is needed to compare the Experiencing
Emotions program with a more traditional after-school SEL program, and with a control
group taking part in Education through Art activities with no SEL contents. This design
would enable an understanding of the relative efficacy of each kind of approach within after-
school SEL programs, and also a comparison of pupils’ responsiveness towards each kind of
approach by assessing dimensions such as pupils’ interest, satisfaction and attendance, since
responsiveness is one of the main aspects associated with the efficacy of programs (Berkel,
Mauricio, Schoenfelder, & Sandler, 2011). Although the present study cannot conclude if the
improvement in pupils’ socio-emotional skills is strictly due to the SEL program, to the
Education through Art activities, or to both together, the results are encouraging since
positive effects of the Experiencing Emotions program were found in participants’ socio-
emotional skills, thus pointing to its potential in the promotion of children and youths’ SEL
competencies. Thus, the findings of the present study encourage further work analyzing the

relationship between Education through Art and SEL. Other important limitations of the
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present study refer to the small size of the sample, as well as the grade, gender and age
distribution imbalance. The sample includes mostly 5" and 6™ grade pupils, aged 10 and 11
years and girls, therefore, the results should be carefully interpreted when considering boys
and 3" cycle pupils. A further limitation is the fact that the research was conducted in a
Portuguese context which contributes to its ecological validity not allowing for the
generalization of the results to other contexts. Lastly, a follow-up evaluation should have
been included in this study to assess the temporal stability of the program’s effects, as well as
potential distal effects of the program considering that some studies report significant results
at follow-up which were not found at post-test (Diekstra, 2008; Merrell, Juskelins, Tran, &
Buchanan, 2008). Finally, both the program and the control sessions were conducted by the
same psychologist which may lead to bias related with the expectations of the implementer.
However, this aspect also presents advantages considering that it may help to reduce bias
referring to the characteristics of the implementers, such as level of enthusiasm, clarity,
empathy, among others, which is considered to be one of the main dimensions influencing the
impact of the interventions (Domitrovich & Greenberg, 2000).

Despite these limitations, the results of the present study have important implications
for research and practice. First of all, these findings offer a contribution to the validation of
the Experiencing Emotions program in the promotion of pupils’ social and emotional
development in Portuguese after-school settings. Furthermore, this study is among the first to
focus on a SEL program that uses Education through Art activities and, thus, sheds light on
the potential utility of these kinds of activities in the context of SEL, particularly in
extracurricular settings in schools. After-school SEL programs may be especially useful in
cultural contexts where it is difficult to have SEL curricula interventions, but since most
after-school programs are optional, it is important to think of activities that may be more

appealing and interesting to the pupils in order to promote their responsiveness. In fact, one
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of the recent guidelines for SEL interventions is that “active, moving and doing” activities are
preferable to “passive, sitting, hearing-only” activities, and one of the four features of
effective SEL programs is that the activities used to teach socio-emotional skills should entail
movement, participation, manipulation, and practice (Gullotta, 2015). It is in this sense that
school interventions such as the Experiencing Emotions program may add value to the

already existing SEL programs.
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Table 1

Structure and contents of Experiencing Emotions program

Units Contents Description of an example activity
1 —Understanding  Self-awareness and Pupils form pairs and, face to face, one
emotions Social awareness; of them makes movements and the other
(4 hourly sessions) Relationship skills imitates while listening to music that

transmits more positive or negative
emotions.
Knowing more about  Pupils form groups and each group has
different cultures to prepare a dance improvisation to the

sound of music representing a specific

culture.
2 — Dealing with  Self-management; In pairs the goal is to dance to the sound
emotions Relationship skills of music while keeping a balloon
(4 hourly sessions) between each other in contact with a part

of each others’ bodies without dropping
the balloon or letting it pop.
Rejecting prejudice and A piece of paper with the name of a
promoting inclusive culture or religion is stuck on each
practices pupil’s forehead. The goal is to greet
peers by making gestures and
movements.
3 — Having Responsible decision-  Pupils use ropes and balls to improvise a
confidence and making; Relationship  dance to the sound of fast and energetic
being responsible  skills music, and afterwards using scarves to

(4 hourly sessions) the sound of calm and slow music.

Developing respect for Forming pairs and, face to face, pupils

different cultures have to create a tribal war dance. At the
end, each pair has to be capable of
making a peace dance, and of coming to

an understanding.
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Table 2

Results of the Time X Group Effects of the ANCOVA Analysis on Socio-emotional Skills, Well-being and School Engagement

Variables Time Means (SD)
Intervention group Control group F 1
(n=49) (n = 38)

Perceiving and Understanding Emotion E j;g Egg; 42.4417((1.;3085;) 81 .01 37
Expressing and Labeling Emotion E j;; E;g; 42225((1..7021)) 76 01 39
Managing and Regulating Emotion E jgg Eg; jgg E;g; 1.64 .02 2

Self-management I; 222 Eig; 2;; Eg% 456 .06 .04
Peer Relations I; 2‘712 Egi; 2‘313 Egi; 543 .07 .02
Interpersonal Negotiation E ;ii E;g; ;22 83 199 .03 16
Emotional Well-being E ggg Egi; 3:851((1..9135;) 25 0 62
Psychological Well-being E 2?? Eglg 222 822 343 04 07
Social Well-being E 22.:7(&.7941)) 22.-786((11-.1361)) 07 0 8
Academic Behavior E i?g E:g g;fg Eg?; 115 .02 .29




