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ABSTRACT

This transcendental phenomenological research design seeks to investigate the experience of
teachers in Illinois urban school districts who have virtually implemented Social-Emotional
Learning skill sets and describe any impact virtual implementation has had on the teacher-
student relationship. This data was viewed through teachers who implemented the social and
emotional learning skill sets in an urban middle school. Social-emotional learning is often
implemented in a classroom while teaching students regular academic requirements. The theory
used to guide this study was Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, with self-actualization being the
ultimate achievement goal on the pyramid. The theory explained the connection between the
basic needs in Maslow’s pyramid and social-emotional learning, as explained by CASEL
(Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning). Five research questions guided
this study. The study used purposeful sampling to select 10 participants from Illinois urban
middle schools. The data was collected using individual and group interviews. Three overarching
themes emerged from the study, and five sub-themes were generated. This research aimed to
bring knowledge and add to the limited research on the lived experience of urban middle school
teachers in Illinois regarding implementing social-emotional skills virtually during a pandemic
and describe any impact it has had on the teacher-student relationship. Future research should
investigate how parents' and students’ perceptions differ from teachers regarding implementing
social-emotional learning skill sets virtually and its effectiveness in establishing and keeping the

teacher-student relationship intact.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION
Overview

A young person’s overall success in school and life appears to be linked to their social
and emotional development (Reyes et al. 2012; Wang & Degol 2014; Belfield et al., 2015;
Barksdale et al., 2021; 2019). Social-emotional development is fostered when students
experience a sense of belonging and purpose, work to solve problems effectively with others, get
along with their peers, plan and establish goals, and endure challenges (Jones & Kahn, 2017).
Because a young person’s social, emotional, and academic advancement are interlinked, Blad
(2017) suggested that beyond the student's academic success, cognitive skills and emotional
competence are needed, and social and interpersonal skills to gain maximum success in life. This
strongly supports a need for the use of Social Emotional Learning in schools.

Social-Emotional Learning is a skill set which can be learned and utilized by adults and
children. SEL has been defined as a process in which individuals can acquire and apply
awareness, outlook, and skills needed to effectively manage emotions (Collaborative for
Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning, 2021; Weissberg & Cascarino, 2013). SEL
programmatic structure has been centered on understanding students learn best when caring
relationships are developed which in essence create an atmosphere for learning to be interesting,
appealing, and meaningful (Jones et al., 2013). Weissberg and Cascarino (2013) suggested social
and emotional skills as being critical components to excelling as a student, citizen, and worker in
society. Interestingly, in 2012, Farrington et al. proposed several outcomes that has been proven
to be effective after analyzing a study of 75 SEL programs. The seven major outcome areas
consisted of social skills, positive self-image, prosocial behavior, antisocial behavior, substance

abuse, mental health, and academic achievement. Others who have explored the benefits of SEL
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has found similar findings suggesting its positive effects on student behavior and academic
performance (Greenberg et al., 2003; Zins et al., 2004).

Social Emotional Learning is important and can be fostered in schools. If educators
Integrate Social Emotional Learning skill set component into current educational standards (even
with small 10-minute daily activities), students could gain social and emotional skills which in
turn could increase academic outcomes. Social Emotional Learning is so important for youth
development and can develop students social, emotional, and interpersonal skills. Jones and
Kahn (2017) highlighted the benefits of including SEL skill sets within general education
learning. Throughout history, research has shown the benefits of SEL including but not limited to
improved academic performance, substance use reduction, lessen verbal and physical aggression
as well as a decrease in other antisocial behaviors (January et al., 2011). Recognizing these
benefits with students, we must also raise awareness of how schools as a whole benefit from
reduction of negative behaviors related to SEL. Chung and McBride (2015) hinted at schools’
reduction of time and resources being spent on non-academic issues has ultimately contributed to
school experiencing a safe and positive environment. The incorporation of SEL skill sets early in
development has shown to provide both deterrence outcomes (Harrell, Mercer, & DeRosier,
2009) and avert emotional difficulties in children later in life (Aviles et al., 2006). CASEL
(2021) indicated at SEL being beneficial in long-term improvements in every area of a student’s
development not only in school years, but also as they enter adulthood and thereafter.

CASEL (2021) suggested that in addition to academic success reported by educators,
employers also have identified SEL skill sets as a vital piece in preparing the future generation to
enter the workforce with life skills that employers desperately need and value (Jones & Kahn,

2017). As Social Emotional Learning has the potential to bring so many positive benefits to
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students, it seems important that teachers do integrate this. However, this is not always the case.
Background

COVID-19 is a disease caused by a virus called SARS-CoV-2 which has affected
millions throughout the world (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], 2021).
COVID-19 was thought to be spread predominately through close contact from person to person,
including but not limited to individuals within approximately 6 feet of one another (World
Health Organization [WHO], 2021; CDC, 2021). The first reported case of COVID-19 in the
United States of America was from an individual traveling home to Washington state from
Wuhan, China where COVID-19 is believed to have started. On March 12, 2020, roughly 1,645
individuals from around 47 states had been affected with the virus which caused COVID-19;
therefore, with COVID-19 cases being on the rise, President Trump issued the proclamation on
declaring a national emergency concerning the novel coronavirus disease (COVID-19) outbreak,
declaring a national state of emergency (The White House, 2020). With COVID-19 spreading
rapidly, public schools began announcing school closures throughout the United States.

COVID-19 has brought the world’s economy to a halt. In addition to usual high
unemployment, many parents suffer under the strain of underemployment, not having enough
work to make ends meet despite working more than 40 hours each week. According to a Pew
Research study (2020), 41% of children living in households earning less than $30,000 annually
do not have access to high-speed Internet and, 30.7%, or 295,499 students, lack sufficient
internet access, and 31.2%, or 302,160 students, lack access to a device (MAISA, 2020). In the
economically depressed spaces where many of families reside, 25% lost their jobs due to
conditions created by COVID-19. The COVID 19 pandemic of 2020-2021 has also intensified

gaps in education which has included students having a place where they belonged and having
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caring relationships within schools which were once accessible (Miller et al. 2021). Kamei and
Harriott (2021) explained the unexpected closing of the schools nationally because of the
coronavirus pandemic and transitioning to virtual learning has threatened to aggravate the
problem of isolation as students’ self-reported of increased anxiety and depression during the
pandemic.

On March 13, 2020, Governor J.B. Pritzker announced the closing of all schools in
Illinois to combat the increasing number of coronavirus cases beginning March 17 (5 Chicago,
2020). With the doors of the schools being closed, schools quickly moved to develop plans to
implement e-learning (virtual) programs to avoid students being in buildings during the outbreak;
however, according to Panchal et al. (2021), this major disruption as a result to provide public
health safety measures has impacted students including school closures, social isolation,
financial hardship, and gaps in health care access compromising mental health services.

The JED Foundation and Fluent Research partnered together to study the emotional and
mental health challenges during COVID-19 pandemic. This study was the first to examine youth
mental health nationally during the pandemic. The results of this study ranged from two-thirds of
U.S. parents reporting their child experiencing challenges mentally or emotionally varying from
social isolation (23%) to suicidal thoughts (5%); one-third of the parents also shared that their
child emotional health was worse than before the outbreak of COVID-19 (Gregorian, 2020).
With parents reporting poor mental health outcomes in their children throughout the pandemic,
Calderon (2020) reported 29% [three in ten] parents described their child’s mental and emotional
health being already harmed, shortly after the pandemic began. With the increase of adolescents
experiencing poor mental health, it remains unclear how school officials are developing and

implementing programs virtually to target the worsening of emotional and cognitive health
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during this time. Although the state of Illinois has mandated its schools to incorporate a SEL into
its educational standard to foster the development of social-emotional learning skills in students,
the question then becomes what social-emotional learning is and why is it important to
implement the skill set virtually during the COVID-19 crisis.
Social Emotional Learning
Social-Emotional Learning is a curriculum of skill sets taught by teachers proving the

opportunity for students to learn and develop self-awareness, self-control, and interpersonal
skills within the framework of learning general education (What is Social-Emotional Learning
section, para. 2). In 2004, the Illinois School Board of Education (ISBE) developed standards
around Social Emotional Learning skill sets in response to the Children’s Mental Health Act of
2003. Teaching Social-Emotional Learning skill sets in classroom settings is also mandated in
[llinois in partial response to the “zero-tolerance” policy built around the need for safety in the
public school system, especially to protect and provide supports to minority students. During this
time, the ISBE also partnered with the Illinois Children’s Mental Health Partnership and the
Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL) to integrate SEL into the
classroom experience to combat the misuse of the “zero-tolerance” policy. Therefore, ISBE
(n.d.) concluded, integration of SEL into systems and practices is highly recommended;
therefore, integration should occur by:

o Examining existing systems and structures to determine how Social-Emotional Learning

efforts can be integrated into them.
« Embedding SEL instruction into existing curricula.
« Taking advantage of teachable moments that occur naturally throughout the day.

e Promoting students’ feelings of autonomy, relatedness, and competence; and
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« Providing opportunities for students to practice social and emotional competencies

(School Wellness: Social-Emotional Learning, para. 3).

In understanding the need for SEL in Illinois schools, Prewitt (2017) stated, “Consistent
with being the first state to adopt standards for social emotional learning (SEL) in the country,
Ilinois recently passed legislation to require social and emotional screenings for children as part
of their school entry examinations” (para. 1). This bill was in fact signed on January 20, 2017,
and went into effect on June 1, 2017. While acknowledging the potential impact of Social
Emotional Learning skill sets being incorporated in the classroom, qualitative research
investigating the experiences of teacher’s implementation is lacking. In the time of COVID 19, it
also seems important to seek to understand how teachers perceive the implementation of Social
Emotional Learning skill sets in a virtual classroom setting.

Situation to Self

As a mother and licensed mental health therapist, | have observed adolescents who seem
to thrive better when focusing on their social-emotional development. I also found that when
individuals, specifically adolescents, behaved inappropriately during the school year, focusing on
self-awareness and coping skills seemed to manage their emotional outbursts appropriately. The
experience of working with juvenile delinquents for over ten years gave me the tools needed to
not only aid teachers and parents with assisting adolescents in social and emotional development.
It also allowed adolescents | have counseled in the past to stay out of the juvenile system, return
into the community, obtain jobs, attend college, and become productive citizens within their
community. After recognizing the need for more focus on development's social and emotional

stages, I began incorporating it into my son and niece’'s life. As a result, both individuals would
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stop and think about their actions and how they would affect them and those around them if their
responses were in an unhealthy way.

My experiences alongside family members, adolescents, parents, and teachers have led
my current research to be of a fundamental ontological assumption. In my attempt to understand
the core details of the lived experiences from various teachers' perspectives when implementing
Social-Emotional Learning in the classroom as mandated in Illinois, a concern that follows the
overall missing piece considered Social-Emotional Learning emerges the implementation of
Social-Emotional Learning being conducted virtually. The suggestion of undertaking a
fundamental ontological assumption will lay the foundation proving that multiple realities
(teachers’ perceptions) would include the inclusion of many forms of evidence when themes are
created using actual words by not only different individuals but also the different perspectives of
the individuals who participate (Creswell & Poth, 2018).

Social-Emotional Learning is a developmental experience, and therefore, significance can
be affixed to such an experience. This experience's significance can be pinned by myself as
conducting the research or assigning those who participate in the study. This evidence of the
experience should be given an epistemological assumption. This would be useful because the
researcher relies on the quotes and individual views of the participants and a collaborative team.
The researcher becomes an insider within the group instead of an outsider who observes from a
distance with no invitation. Social constructivism worldview will be used in this study to
understand teachers’ experience with implementing social-emotional learning virtual and its
impact on the teacher-student relationship is sought after for clarity.

In conclusion, 1 would argue for a thorough research study into how teachers perceive

implementing SEL virtual and its impact on the teacher-student relationship. Adolescents are
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especially social. Pierson (2013) stated that the value and importance of human connections
(relationships) are never discussed. With most individuals affected by a teacher or an adult, one
should understand that significant learning would be far between without a meaningful
relationship. Pierson sums up the importance of a teacher-student relationship with these words
of hope, “Every child deserves a champion, an adult who will never give up on them, who
understands the power of connection, and insists that they become the best that they can be”
(7:12-7:24). Pierson’s quote could be an additional part to the missing piece (Social-Emotional
Learning), which Illinois stated in found within the education system; therefore, each teacher,
parent, and community should strive to become a living example of what a champion represents
in the lives of the children who will soon be adults. The overarching problem is that there is little
to no research on how teachers perceive implementing Social-Emotional Learning virtually.
There is no clear picture of the connection between Social-Emotional Learning and its impact on
the teacher-student relationship, specifically in virtual learning.
Problem Statement

The problem to be investigated is a lack of qualitative research concerning urban middle
school teachers’ experience with implementing social and emotional learning skill sets virtually
amid a pandemic and this lack of information inhibits the success of implementing social and
emotional learning remotely in urban school districts within the state of Illinois. Most schools
moved to virtual (remote) learning since January 2020 because of COVID-19. With students
already facing various barriers, the COVID-19 pandemic has created additional barriers against
students' academic success (Black, 2015; Berlowitz et al., 2017); such barriers oftentimes include
lack of access to internet, but also lack of social interactions and lack of parental support (Black,

2015; Berlowitz et al., 2017; Humphies et al., 2018; Poulou et al., 2018; Spievack & Gallagher,
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2020). Dorn et al. (2020) suggested how the pandemic is likely to increase social and emotional
disruption by “increasing social isolation and creating anxiety” (p. 6).

Some states have required the use of Social Emotional Learning skill sets in educational
standards while others have not. Specifically, the state of Illinois has mandated that SEL skills
become part of their educational standards in response to the disproportionality of suspensions
and expulsion among African American students and acknowledgement of the capability to
cause continual damaging outcomes in the academic success of persons of color students
(Krezmien et al. 2006 and Skiba 2014). Even with such a specific concern influencing a
requirement on implementation of Social Emotional Learning skills, there is still little to no
research on implementing SEL, and no research even more so on implementation of Social
Emotional Learning skills virtually.

With adolescents, young children, LGBTQ youth, children of color, Latino, and low-
income students already being at risk of experiencing low school connectedness, likely to be
excluded from online learning environments, and being most exposed to damaging mental health
consequences since the pandemic; the need for SEL should be a priority and not an option only
during this crisis (Oberle & Schonert-Reichl, 2017; Miller et al., 2021; and Panchal et al. 2021).
As Social Emotional Learning skills focus on increasing social, emotional, and interpersonal
development, it may affect as a buffer against the barriers potentially experienced by students
learning in a virtual world. The way by which Social Emotional Learning skills are implemented
might also positively impact the student — teacher relationship. This is important as it is
important for students to feel cared for at school (Zins et al., 2007; Carroll et al., 2020 and

Miller, 2021); therefore, school effectiveness diversely implies belonging, engagement, bonding,
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and attachment (Panayiotou et al., 2019) which can be experienced through relationships built at
school.

While Social Emotional Learning skills have been used in some classrooms, research
investigating the effects have been predominately quantitative, with focus on the relationship
with classroom discipline (Bear, 2010; Gregory & Fergus, 2017). It seems then, important to
qualitatively explore how teachers perceive their experience teaching social-emotional learning
skills. In the time of COVID 19, it also seems important to seek to explore how teachers perceive
the implementation of Social Emotional Learning skills in a virtual classroom. Due to the system
reported effort to protect and provide supports to minority students, it is also important to
specifically investigate the impact of Social Emotional Learning skills in a virtual classroom and
the impact on the teacher-student relationship especially during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Purpose of Study

The purpose of this transcendental phenomenological study is to explain how urban
middle school teachers perceive their experience teaching social-emotional learning skills in
Ilinois after implementing social-emotional skills virtually during a pandemic. During
participant interviews, questions will be asked pertaining to any impact on the teacher-student
relationship. The sample will consist of schoolteachers who serve a high percentage of minority
students.

Significance of the Study

Empirically, this study will focus on a present gap in literature through investigating
[linois, middle school teachers virtual experience with implementing social-emotional learning
in urban schools and how the absence of data surrounding this experience hinders successful

implementation of SEL (Gerics, 2019). As COVID-19 had impacted everyone’s life in one
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capacity or another, those students who are most vulnerable have been affected in receiving
equal educational opportunities (Reza, 2020) because of lack of technology. This study will gain
urban middle school teachers in Illinois a view on the disparity in implementing social-emotional
learning virtually. In doing so, the impact of understanding teachers experiences with
implementing SEL will provide awareness in overcoming challenges that may exist within a
middle school if another pandemic would occur.

In theory, this study will bring an urban middle school lens within the state of Illinois as
aligned with Maslow’s hierarchy of need (Maslow, 1943) which provides initial skills for social-
emotional learning and the standards outlined in Illinois education (Humphries, 2018; Illinois
State Board of Education [ISBE] (2016). This study will provide future support to Maslow’s
theoretical approach to human motivation as aligned with Collaborative for Academic, Social,
and Emotional Learning [CASEL] five core competencies (2015) and its implementation of
social-emotional learning within an urban middle school.

In retrospect, this study will give voice to teachers who represent students that are under-
represented within the research (African American students) and give awareness on urban middle
school teachers’ mastery of implementing social-emotional learning virtually. Since the onset of
COVID-19, educational differences between whites and blacks are being exposed as it pertains
to distance learning and underprivileged students (Reza, 2020). Understanding the difference in
racial inequality, Dorn et al. (2020) determined such school closing in urban areas amid the
pandemic would cause further “disproportionate loss in learning for disadvantaged students and
may also increase dropout rates” (p. 68). In gaining insight from this study, challenges will be
looked at specifically regarding how the disproportionate loss in learning affects social-

emotional learning within the virtual classroom experience of urban middle school teachers.
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Potential challenges to effectively implementing SEL virtually include students’ lack of
satisfaction, happiness, wellbeing, opportunity and contribution to humanity as described by
Zhao and Jim (2021) along with technology resources (Oberle & Schonert-Reichl, 2017). In
specifically focusing on these challenges faced in a virtual learning setting with an urban school
district, parents, educators, district administrators could develop strategies and support to address
the concerns (Gerics, 2019). In hindsight, developed strategies and support could provoke those
in higher authority to allocate additional funding for resources that would strengthen both the
teachers and student’s ability to implement and access social-emotional learning virtually.
Hargreaves (2001) suggested that teaching is a job requiring emotional labor. Minimum
research has shown a linkage between educators’ Emotional Intelligence (EI) and their response
with others, including students (Poulou, 2017). Understanding this linkage would allow for
others to decipher the effectiveness of El alongside implementing social-emotional learning with
students in middle school. Jennings and Greenberg (2009) provided a model of how the social
and emotional competent educator can set the tone of their classroom and ensure the students are
receiving SEL when they stated how this model is accomplished:
Developing supportive and encouraging relationships with their students, designing
lessons that build on student strengths and abilities, establishing and implementing
behavioral guidelines in ways that promote intrinsic motivation, coaching students
through conflict situations, encouraging cooperation among students, and acting as a role
model for respectful and appropriate communication and exhibitions of prosocial
behavior. (p. 492).
In adjusting the tone of our nations’ new norm’ of remote learning, Williams et al. (2020)

suggested a need for educators to adapt their perceptions and expectations of students who
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exhibited anti-social behaviors and those who “Perceived student behavior and performance
differently based on the race/ethnicity of the student” (p. 1064). While data does not prove
reduction in classroom disruptions or school climates with the implementation of zero-tolerance
policy; the significance of this study will focus on the impact social and emotional learning has
on students in middle school who have learned remotely. The assumption is lllinois teachers are
implementing Social-Emotional Learning amid the pandemic since it has proven to be effective
in the development of the teacher-student relationships, academics, and a decrease in classroom
discipline. Nevertheless, this study is birth out of lack of evidence urban, middle school the
teachers' perception of implementing social-emotional learning virtually and its impact on the
teacher-student relationship.

Research Questions
The five research questions guiding this study:

RQ1. How do Illinois, urban middle school (sixth through eighth grade) teachers
perceived their experience after implementing Social-Emotional Learning skills in a traditional
classroom setting? Teachers are the engine that drives the implementation of Social-Emotional
Learning skills in a classroom setting (Schonert-Reichl, 2017). Bandura (1977) explains how
experience and effectiveness as a theoretical concept are related to one another. Therefore,
knowing and understanding the experience of the teachers’ role in how SEL was implemented in
a regular classroom setting is vital in understanding the difference in how their experience is
implementing the skills virtually. Schonert-Reichl (2017) suggested that the effectiveness of the
development of SEL skills is when the implementation of the educational standard is done in a

safe, caring, supportive, participatory, and well-managed environment.
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RQ2. How do Illinois, urban middle school (sixth through eighth grade) teachers
perceive their experience after teaching Social-Emotional Learning skills in a non-traditional
way, such as virtually, amid COVID-19? Elias (2019) described SEL as a set of skills that form
the core of human interaction. This human interaction was conducted in a traditional classroom
setting for students; however, with classrooms being moved to virtual learning, it is important to
gain teachers' perspective in teaching SEL in a non-traditional way. Because SEL is here to stay
(Elias, 2019) and has shown to be effective in a traditional classroom setting; it is vital to this
study to describe the teachers’ experience in implementing SEL which supports the students’
development and lets them practice the skills they learn (Schonert-Reichl, 2017)

RQ3. How do Illinois, urban middle school (sixth through eighth grade) teachers
perceive their experience after implementing Social-Emotional Learning skill sets to meet
Illinois School Board of Education (ISBE) standards amid COVID-19Given that the conception
of the House of Representatives put a focus on SEL in schools, Illinois became the first state to
execute stand-alone SEL standards to be implemented in K-12 education (CASEL, 2015; ISBE,
n.d.). However, while SEL implementation can take on many forms, according to Philippe
(2017), there is limited to no research on how SEL meeting the ISBE standards virtually.

Philippe (2017) explained that to successfully implement and practice and SEL to meet
the ISBE standards, an individual must possess methods in teaching that support the
development of SEL, fosters a safe and caring classroom setting (CASEL, 2015). In
understanding education standards, Conley (2014) concluded standards as being a specific set of
expectations on a students’ learning throughout the duration of their schooling. Illinois has

developed goals and SEL standards for all grade levels (these are assessable at



https://www.isbe.net/Pages/Social-Emotional-Learning-Standards.aspx). Table 1 “Removed to

comply with copyright”

26


https://www.isbe.net/Pages/Social-Emotional-Learning-Standards.aspx

27

Table 1

Illinois Social Emotional Standards — Middle/Jr. High
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RQ4. How do Illinois, urban middle school (sixth through eighth grade) teachers
perceive their experience after virtually developing a teacher-student relationship amid the
COVID-19 pandemic? Today’s classroom experience is no longer considered to be
heterogeneous. According to Asim et al. (2020), classrooms today are,

An Amalgamation of students who vary in learning abilities and represent different

socioeconomic classes, races, genders, sexualities, and ethnicities. It becomes important

for teachers to differentiate instruction to recognize the many identities of 21st-century

students and ensure meaningful and effective instruction (p. 19).

Recognizing the changes in how education is being delivered, virtual educators face the
unique task of planning the daily lessons and considering that not all students learn in the same
way (Asim et al., 2020). With SEL being mandated in Illinois, the question then becomes SEL
effective since it is being taught in a non-traditional way such as virtual. In understanding the
shift of a traditional classroom setting to a class conducted online, one should know which skills
are being taught and if it can be done with minimal to no disturbance in modeling the skills
effectively.

Schonert-Reichl (2017) suggested that students’ SEL skills encompass the following,
“Knowledge, attitudes, and skills to understand and manage their emotions, to feel and show
empathy for others, to establish and achieve positive goals, to develop and maintain positive
relationships, and to make responsible decisions” (p. 139). These skills are like that of CASEL’s
five competencies at the center of SEL: self-awareness, self-management, social awareness,
relationship skills, and responsible decision-making (CASEL 2015; Elias 2019; Asim et al.
2020). Identifying these skills leads us to know if the teacher-student relationship is being

impacted by the shift in how education is being taught.
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RQ5. What do teachers perceive in their experience as the most significant impact on the
teacher-student relationship teaching Social-Emotional Learning skills virtually in an Illinois
urban middle school (sixth through eighth grade) amid COVID-19. In 2012, Merritt et al. stated,
“Emotionally supportive teachers, by definition, can be observed as warm and kind, sensitive to
the social and emotional needs of each child, and thoughtful about the way they respond to
children” (p.143). One of the most important people involved in SEL implementation is the
teachers (Philippe 2017, Merritt et al. 2012, Asim et al. 2020).

In remaining intact with the teacher-student relationship and addressing the various needs
of the student, Asim et al. (2021) suggested, “educators must move beyond the environment and
into instruction” (p. 22); therefore, the same energy and tenacity demonstrated in person should
be just as effective teaching virtually. It is important to understand the teacher-student
relationship from a teacher’s perspective because middle school is where students are at a greater
risk of becoming disengaged from the learning; therefore, active engagement with middle-
schoolers is important as it has a direct influence on how they learn (Bahr & Pendergast, 2012).
This influence comes from teachers and parental guidance, which in hindsight allows for the
skills associated with SEL to be focused on educating students holistically (Philippe, 2017).

Definition of Terms

Pertinent to this phenomenological study are definitions of the following terms:

African American, Black, Person of Color - The terms used to characterize individuals in
this study will be used interchangeably depending on the context and the participant’s voice.

Emotional and Behavioral Disability (EBD)- The student is powerless in their attempt to
recognize, interpret, control effectively, and express their emotions, which ultimately affects

their ability to function in various areas, including academics.
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Emotional Competence — This term refers to individual differences in identifying,
understanding, expression, regulation, and use of one’s own emotions and those of others
(Brasseur et al., 2013, p. 1).

Emotional Intelligence (EI) — This term is also known as emotional competence, which is
better described as how individuals deal with intrapersonal or interpersonal emotions (Brasseur
etal., 2013, p. 1)

Illinois School Board of Education (ISBE) — Defined as the administrating of public
education in Illinois.

Illinois School Code Restrictions on Suspensions and Expulsions — This term was
formerly known as Senate Bill 100, Public Act 99-0456, amends several provisions of the Illinois
School Code in efforts to reduce exclusionary discipline practices by the school district (ISBE,
2016)

Core Personal Competence — Identified as problem-solving strategies, empathy,
emotional repair, self-esteem, and values (Lazaro-Visa et al., 2019, p. 7).

Social Competence — The ability to manage emotions in self and others; interpersonal and
intrapersonal emotional regulation is considered to intertwine given the two's contagious
intertwining. Others catch it in a social gathering (Lopes et al., 2012).

Social-Emotional Learning (SEL) — The understanding and managing of emotions (self-
and social regulation), setting and achieving positive goals, the ability to feel and show others
empathy (becoming more aware of self and others), positive relationships being established and
maintained over a long period, and the capability to make responsible decisions (Durlak et al.,

2011; CASEL, 2020, “What is SEL?” section).
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Educator-Student Relationship Bias — The relationships established and influenced
through the educator's perception and expectation about the student (Parnell, 2007, p. 5).

Zero Tolerance — the dismantling of violence in schools by not tolerating it (Kodelja,
2019).

Summary

This dissertation study contains five chapters. Chapter 1 includes an overview, the
background of the problem, and the purpose of the study. In this chapter, the following were also
presented: research questions, assumptions, limitations, and delimitations, and significance of the
study, as well as definitions of key terms central to the dissertation topic. Chapter 2 will present a
review of related literature pertinent to the study. This chapter aims to first provide the reader
with an understanding of the theoretical and conceptual framework that drives the study and
should lead one to comprehend teachers’ perceptions or have implemented social learning
virtually and its effects on the teacher-student relationship, if any at all.

Chapter 2 will be divided into five parts: Part 1 addressing the history of Maslow’s
Hierarchy of Needs and its connection to a middle schooler's social and emotional aspects. Part 2
includes an overview of what Social-Emotional Learning is, who it is most effective with, and
why it is believed to be the missing piece in Illinois relating to students' academic success,
specifically individuals of color. Part 3 will include examining the literature, if any, on
individuals such as school officials, teachers, parents, students, or community officials and their
perception of Social-Emotional Learning. Part 4 examines the linkage between Social-Emotional
Learning and the teacher-student relationship. Finally, part 5 explores the literature that discusses
the research gap on what methods are used when implementing Social-Emotional Learning to

students outside the classroom settings.
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Chapter 3 will describe the approach and plan for researching teachers’ perception of
implementing Social-Emotional Learning remotely during a pandemic. The effect, if any, it has
on the teacher-student relationship. Research design elements, participant selections, sampling
procedures, reliability, validity, instrumentation, data collection, data analysis, trustworthiness,
and ethics will be discussed. In Chapter 4, 1 will present the results based on an analysis of data. |
will then summarize the problem statement, chosen methodology, and the findings in Chapter 5.
Conclusions such as implications of findings and recommendations for future research will be

reviewed in this concluding chapter.
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW
Overview

The overall purpose of this literature review is to identify the gap in research related to
virtually implementing Social-Emotional Learning with urban middle school students during
COVID-19. This literature review also seeks to add to the existing but minimal data by pursuing
a meaning and significance into how, if at all, do urban, middle school teachers implement
Social-Emotional Learning (SEL) generally and gain insight into any impact described of the
teachers’ virtual implementation of SEL and the relationship they have with their students.

Theoretical Framework

The basic needs known to man are physical, emotional needs, and social needs. The
categories on Maslow’s hierarchy of needs closely relate to what individuals need daily
compared to basic needs. The importance of the basic human need is not centered on an
individual's physical and safety only. However, according to Maslow (1943), it is also guided by
emotional and social needs. Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs is equated to love,
belonging/esteem and recognition (emotional need), and self-actualization (social need) as
suggested. While all human beings' needs are important, Maslow (1943) believed self-
actualization was the highest need an individual should obtain.

On the other hand, Prera (2020) suggested that although self-actualization is the highest
because of its location on the pyramid, not every individual reaches it. Maslow’s hierarchy of
needs clarifies the need for Social-Emotional Learning, allowing teachers to assist their students
in reaching their potential, full development, and appreciation for life, which is self-actualization
(Goldstein, 1940; Maslow, 1943, 1954, 1962). What is self-actualization? Self-actualization was

originated by Goldstein (1940) and was the term by which man used to describe the desire for
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self-fulfillment. Although Goldstein coined the term self-actualization, Maslow (1954) is known
for its use and argues that an individual’s ability to obtain this level of satisfaction varies. It is
determined by the level possessed by the hierarchy of needs. Still, Maslow (1954) reveals that
self-actualization is only contained once the individual has experienced earlier gratification in the
areas of physiological, safety, love, and esteem needs. Considering the hierarchy of needs (lower
verse higher), Maslow’s (1948) conclusion is based on human needs aligning themselves in order
on the pyramid by established effectiveness.

What determines ‘established’ effectiveness? Maslow explains it as a higher-order (self-
esteem and self-actualization) and a lower-order (physiological, safety, and love). In 1943,
Maslow advised that one must progress from the bottom up by first satisfying the needs
identified as deficit (lower four) before progressing to growth need (highest level). Maslow
(1987) further explained, for clarification purposes, that one does not need a 100% satisfaction in
need deficiency before the next need begins. Over 30 years later, McLeod (2020) stated, “When
a deficit need has been more or less satisfied, it will go away, and our activities become
habitually directed towards meeting the next set of needs that we have yet to satisfy” (p. 2).
Thus, in addition to adults, children alike must also have their lower order of needs met before
reaching and obtaining social-emotional stability.

The method by which Social-Emotional Learning can help middle-schoolers reach their
full potential rests on the strength of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs theory (Maslow, 1943).
Although all the basic needs are related to one another, they are dominant (Maslow, 1943).
According to Maslow (1943), social-emotional stability can only occur when the person
experiences fulfilling psychological and safety needs first. However, for the student, Social-

Emotional Learning is only motivating once their safety needs have been fulfilled. Maslow
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(1962) embarks upon a belief of children and adolescents be given a defense choice (safety or
growth). Maslow insists that only “A child who feels safe dares to grow forward healthy. His
safety needs must be gratified. He can't be pushed ahead, because the ungratified safety needs
will remain forever underground, always calling for satisfaction” (1962, p. 42); therefore,
Maslow concluded that once the child feels safe and nonthreatened, then he can work out and
articulate less significant pleasures such as hostility, co-dependency, etc.

Maslow (1962) considered the natural supporters (parents, teachers, and therapists) to
help the child move from safety to social-emotional stability; nevertheless, Maslow argues that
the child must choose. Maslow alluded that the natural supporters of the child can:

a. Gratify his basic needs for safety, belongingness, love, and respect so that he can feel
unthreatened, autonomous, interested, and spontaneous and thus dare to choose the
unknown.

b. It can help make the growth choice positively attractive and less dangerous and make
the regressive choice less attractive and costly (1962, p. 56).

Maslow’s self-actualization is the highest level of human functioning. Moody (2006)
further suggested that this degree of fulfillment goes beyond the traditional material success
many seek to gain. However, if mastered, it can impact the goal of an individual’s fulfillment in
life. Thus, the theory of human motivation would clarify the process an individual must take
starting in childhood to obtain the social-emotional development needed to succeed (Bland et al.,
2020). Therefore, Bland et al. (2020) proposed that Maslow’s motivation theory should serve as
a forerunner to healthy human development. Although Maslow is not considered a
developmental psychologist, Bland et al. (2020) suggested that Maslow was affiliated with it

because of Maslow’s safety versus growth integration with human development and maturity.
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When examining the significance of the hierarchy of needs in teaching, one should
understand its holistic approach to education and learning. Maslow’s (1962) holistic approach
has impacted teaching and how teachers manage their classrooms. Maslow used this holistic
approach to explore the extensive physical, emotional, social, and intellectual character of an
individual and the impact on their ability to learn. Considering children spend much of their day
in schools, McLeod (2020) suggested that before their cognitive needs can be met, one must be
willing and available to fulfill the physiological needs; therefore, “Students need to feel
emotionally and physically safe and accepted within the classroom to progress and reach their
full potential” (McLeod, 2020, Educational applications section). Social-Emotional Learning
should empower one to aim at the highest level on the hierarchy of needs and integrate the
competencies described by Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning
[CASEL] (2020).

Social-Emotional Learning is a means of increasing one's understanding by making
connections with Maslow’s (1954) need for belonging and esteem and the basic human social-
emotional need (love, respect, belonging, education) as further explained by Goodenow and
Grady (1993). The motivation for Social-Emotional Learning in adolescents is found in the need
for interpersonal relationships and respect. Maslow (1972) indicated there is a need for students
to be shown they are valued and respected within a classroom setting; therefore, it becomes the
responsibility of the teacher to create a supportive environment for students to move from the
need for safety to the next hierarchy of needs: belonging and esteem. McLeon (2020) suggested
that children with low self-esteem will not advance academically until their self-esteem is
strengthened. McLeod (2020) hinted at respect and reputation preceding authentic self-esteem

and dignity for both children and adolescents, which ultimately leads one to ponder the
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heightened connection to Social-Emotional Learning as the foundation to climbing Maslow’s
hierarchy of needs pyramid.
Related Literature

A study has shown the need for Social-Emotional Learning and the effectiveness of
students. | present the correlated literature for this research study in five categories: Social-
Emotional Learning, perceptions of Social-Emotional Learning, Social-Emotional Learning
linkage to the teacher-student relationship, and approaches to implementing Social-Emotional
Learning. In these categories, we will identify the lack or non-existence of literature in response
to the implementation of Social-Emotional Learning in middle schoolers who reside in urban
areas.

Social-Emotional Learning Studied

Gordon et al. (2011) explained that a person with high Social-Emotional Learning is
skilled at “Recognizing and managing emotions, caring for others, establishing positive
relationships, making responsible decisions, and handling challenging situations constructively
and ethically” (p. 69). These are fundamental skills needed for students and educators to be
effective in schools, working environments, relationships, and individual progress. Two decades
ago, the Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL) coined and
defined SEL as “The process through which children and adults understand and manage
emotions, set and achieve positive goals, feel and show empathy for others, establish and
maintain positive relationships, and make responsible decisions” (CASEL, 2020, “What is
SEL?” section). Social-emotional learning in a classroom setting should promote awareness of

how students engage academically. As a result of emphasizing SEL, the overall school climate
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and classroom management should provoke future data into the school’s success or lack thereof
using SEL (Zins & Elias, 2006).

Calkins (2019) implied that having the skills identified in the Social-Emotional Learning
educational standard is vital to “building peer relationships, achieving academics, and
developing healthy psyche” (p. 1). Knowing and understanding these vital components that have
only been researched in classroom settings, what is the possibility of incorporating virtually these
same skills? To what extent are students comprehending and practicing what is being taught?
While the pandemic has caused a drastic change in how education is delivered, virtual teaching
and learning have become increasingly America’s new norm. Teaching and implementing the
Social-Emotional Learning skill sets presented by CASEL has only been done in a classroom
setting and not virtually. There is a need for research on implementing Social-Emotional
Learning from a virtual learning aspect. It is unknown if implementing Social-Emotional
Learning virtually is the same as incorporating it into lessons virtually. The problem with
teaching SEL virtually has not been done before the COVID-19 pandemic, which supports the
need for research to determine the effectiveness of implementing SEL virtually.

Social-Emotional Learning Socially

There are many life skills that young people should master throughout their life. Blad
(2017) specifically identifies the following as key in the emerging adolescents: beliefs and
attitudes, planning, coping, and managing different areas in life. The growth of these healthy
social and emotional skills will likely enable the adolescents to take advantage of opportunities
and reach their full potential in life despite the challenges they encounter. While some may
believe these skills should be instilled in the home by the caregiver, Jones and Kahn (2017)

stated, “Given the substantial amount of time children spend in schools, the school environment
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is an important and powerful influence on children’s development all areas. Schools are
considered a key environment in which to intentionally and productively cultivate social and
emotional development” (p. 16). Along with the social and emotional skills already mentioned is
advocacy. Linsky et al. (2018) expressed the urgency in schools equipping students with
emotional control, communication skills, persistence, and confidence, to be able to advocate for
themselves and others effectively.

Preparing students with Social-Emotional Learning (SEL) skills should allow for social
action to take root during the ‘new norm’ of virtual learning; however, little to no evidence has
been presented to its effectiveness as it has with implementing SEL skill sets regularly in a class
setting. With early adolescence being a necessary development period, Jones and Kahn (2017)
presented the idea of providing middle school students with the ability to have Social-Emotional
Learning included in their education. Using SEL lessons that apply to them allows the students to
“Integrate the lessons they learn, apply learned skills collaboratively with peers and faculty, and
engage in active learning” (Linsky et al., 2018, p. 6). The question then becomes how successful
the implementation of SEL will be during virtual learning, if any is implied, during the virtual
classroom experience. Unfortunately, given that most schools in different states have transitioned
to virtual learning because of the pandemic the world is facing, there is limited to no research
conducted on the teachers’ experience with applying SEL virtually or the impact, if any, it has on
the teacher-student relationship in connection to virtual SEL.

Social-Emotional Learning Concept

Given that this research is theoretically based on Abraham H. Maslow’s hierarchy of

needs. Maslow's (1958) hierarchy of needs theory outlines human motivation: physiological,

safety, love, esteem, and self-actualization needs. Noltemeyer et al. (2012) suggested that
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Maslow’s theory indicated that children require satisfaction of their deficiency needs being met
before being motivated by what would help them grow, including academic achievement.
Noemeyer et al. (2020) identified two types of needs on Maslow’s hierarchy, which consisted of
the lower three (psychological, safety, and love) being needs that are typically deficit and the top
two (esteem and self-actualization) being the needs for growth. With many schools, particularly
in urban areas, conducting classes virtually, one should consider how poverty amongst this
population can impact how they learn. Jensen et al. (2017) revealed that social-emotional
development is contingent upon the severity, length, and duration of the individual exposed to
poverty and other contributing factors suggested in Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. If the child’s
basic needs are left unmet, this could impact their ability to focus and engage academically.

Gross (2020) explained how learning and teaching are being conducted is America’s new
norm and the new norm for millions worldwide. Theoretically, there appears to be a connection
between Maslow’s hierarchy of needs and social-emotional about the shaping of development, as
Gross (2020) discussed, especially with school being operated virtually, essentially new for those
in primary and secondary schools. Realizing the world of education has shifted amongst the
students, it should be considered how adolescents, especially middle schoolers, could be affected
by their current development stage.

Adolescents are within the developmental age range where there may be an additional
need for Social-Emotional Learning. During the middle-school age, adolescents are learning how
to handle and navigate new demands both academically and socially while dealing with what
Yeager (2017) considers to be “new, intense emotions both positive and negative” (p. 73). With
the intensity of these new emotions, Yeager suggested that adolescents have an ever-increasing

feeling that handling these new emotions could be done independently, without adult support.
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Although SEL programs are considered to help navigate challenges adolescents may face,
Yeager (2017) raises several questions in his study, and one relating to this study is “Do SEL
programs work for adolescents?” (p. 74). When researching the effectiveness of SEL, literature
has predominately focused on those in elementary school (Jones & Kahn, 2017; Humphries et
al., 2018) and struggle to provide important data on the effectiveness of SEL in upper grades.

Read to Lead (n.d.) identified middle school students as experiencing increased social-
emotional and academic challenges. In this pivotal stage of life, Modan (2020) sheds light on the
trauma, increased anxiety levels, and additional stress from the aftermath dealing with various
things from “child abuse and neglect to unemployment and loss of life” that the middle-schooler
is or will face while participating in remote learning. While the nation has begun accepting the
new normality of life; Modan specified in April 2020 that the school systems would need to
brace themselves in the Fall for a loss in academic learning and an expanded gap in equity, this is
the opportunity to build the social-emotional skills needed especially with middle-schoolers as
they are in a unique, transitional moment of development in their lives.

SEL and Academics

One vital aspect of improving a student’s academic performance and lifelong learning is
implementing Social-Emotional Learning [SEL] skill sets in educational standards (Zin et al.,
2007). While students learn cognitively, integrating the social and emotional components
alongside academics is deemed the most successful when seeking to fulfill a school’s overall
mission (Zin et al., 2007). Furthermore, Zin et al. (2007) argues a strong linkage between SEL,
and the overall improvement of a school’s attitudes, behavior, and performances. The capability
of students learning on their own is far in between; nonetheless, since school is a social place and

learning is a social process, Zin et al. (2007) determined that the collaboration of teachers, peers,
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and family is warranted. With emotions being an avenue that could either make or break the
students learning and their overall success in school; thus, Zin et al. (2007) recommend that all
schools attend to this aspect of the educational movement as it would benefit all students. Zin et
al. (2007) explained the path of these benefits as a skill paving the way that ultimately points
those being taught Social-Emotional Learning in a stable, concrete direction from the end to the
beginning leading to better academic performance and success in school and life.

Zin et al. (2007) considered academic success in school and life an important aspect of
implementing Social-Emotional Learning (SEL) in the classroom. Elias (2009) identified the
integration of academic and Social-Emotional Learning as one of the vital pieces missing in the
school system. Elias (2009) previously advised that our failure to address this missing piece of
SEL could potentially lead to continual academic underperformance in education overall. Elias
(2009) further clarified this missing piece as “Likely sustaining selective underperformance, as
our urban students, our minority students, and our at-risk learners suffer the most” (p. 832). In
2012, Ursache et al. proposed that those raised in a poverty-stricken area are prone to begin their
academic lives with a lower Social-Emotional Learning level.

Studies have shown academic success linked to self-regulation, specifically with children
in primary school settings (Ursache et al., 2012). Likewise, Liew (2012) suggested how the
educational process is aligned with the holistic child's developmental needs, including but not
limited to academic achievement and SEL. McCormick et al. (2015) consider the development
and implementation of SEL to be based on the need for behavioral regulation, attentional skills,
and the ability to problem-solve, which are all denoted to being the early social-emotional
competencies needed for children in obtaining academic outcomes. Although there appeared to

be a need for Social-Emotional Learning (SEL), in 2017, Jones and Kahn allude to an attempt to
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integrate Social-Emotional Learning in schools and districts but were blocked by education
policies. Although there was a block in this area, the Every Student Succeeds Act made it
possible for social-emotional development to become a priority at the state and local levels
(Jones & Kahn, 2017). The question then becomes, why not allow for the integration of SEL if
the research has proven it to be effective?

With social, emotional, and academic development mattering, both Jones and Kahn
(2017) settled on the idea that “Schools and other organizations that work with children must
promote development across multiple areas and address the skills and beliefs of educators and
other adults in schools; organizational culture, climate, and norms; and routines and structures
that guide basic interactions and instruction” (p. 18). Research has suggested that schools play a
vital role in children's social, emotional, and academic success (Jones & Kahn, 2017). This vital
role shows necessity because school influence is a significant piece of the puzzle that allows for
social, emotional, and academic development from a wider community, as suggested by Jones
and Kahn (2017). Focusing on social and emotional development has been declared worth it
(Jones & Kahn, 2017). Interventions designed to build upon social and emotional success have
shown evidence of their effectiveness for all children and youth if delivered appropriately (Jones
& Kahn, 2017).

Given the evidence from Jones and Kahn (2017) promoting the worthiness of SEL, it
should be explained what supports this confidence. Jones and Kahn (2017) supported this claim
with two thoughts:

1. Supporting social, emotional, and academic development is a wise use of public

resources because there can be long-term social and economic benefits to society when
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schools implement and embed evidence-based programs that promote social and
emotional as well as cognitive development; and

2. All students, regardless of their background, benefit from positive social and emotional
development. Simultaneously, building, nurturing, and integrating social, emotional, and
academic development in pre-K—12 can be a part of achieving a more equitable society

(p. 22).

With the focus on integrating SEL alongside academic success, Jones and Kahn (2017)
concluded that to see success in our young people, educational system, and society, incorporating
social-emotional development paired with academic instruction must be the foundation. With the
components of Social-Emotional Learning being the groundwork for academic and life success,
what insight do others such as teachers, parents, students, and the community have on SEL
implementation?

Perceptions of Social-Emotional Learning

Durlak et al. in 2011 learned that individuals’ grades K-12 demonstrated an increase in
academic achievements when participating in Social-Emotional Learning (SEL) than their peers
who were not provided the opportunity to engage in this type of learning experience. However,
while there were academic successes identified, Durlak et al. (2011) also communicated the
wariness teachers might have experienced incorporating SEL given the multiple demands they
face in the classrooms, especially within the urban school population. Durlak et al. (2011)
concluded that this degree of wariness is perhaps the result of either little to no training in the
overall understanding of social-emotional competence or the lack of knowledge in effectively

implementing social-emotional component skill sets virtually.
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Illinois. The Illinois School Board of Education [ISBE] (n.d.) determined that zero-
tolerance policies had been devastating for the student, the teacher-student relationship, and the
student's educational success. Hence, it was agreed that advocators and educators understood the
law and worked to eliminate all illegal practices that would contradict the Illinois School Code
(p. 1) and hinder any student's education regardless of race, gender, disability, religion, or
national origin. Skiba (2014) suggested the zero-tolerance policy was indeed a failure to both the
students and the community. It did not provide the necessary safety net to keep schools or streets
safer than the policy's original initiation. Not only did the zero-tolerance policy overwhelmingly
fail, but according to data, expulsions, suspensions, and increase law enforcement had shown to
be risk factors in a range of negative academics and life outcomes (Skiba, 2014; ISBE, n.d.).
According to Skiba (2014), appropriate strategies such as school-wide planning and classroom
management, Social-Emotional Learning, parent, community involvement, etc., can help
students act up and teach them appropriate behaviors to assist in minor misbehavior into a more
severe Crisis.

The Illinois School Board of Education [ISBE] (n.d.) identified that loss of school time,
precisely, could significantly intensify children's educational and emotional well-being. For that
reason, ISBE put into effect five important factors each school administration must consider
when suspending or expelling a student in Illinois; those vital factors include the following:

1. The egregious of student’s conduct.

2. The history or record of the student’s past conduct.

3. The likelihood that such conduct will affect the delivery of educational services to

other children.

4. The severity of the proposed punishment.
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5. The interest of the child (p. 1).

While these factors were student-centered and individually focused, there appeared to be
a missing piece, which Illinois identified as Social-Emotional Learning (SEL). Zinsser and
Dusenbury (2015) recognized that “The state of Illinois, historically a trailblazer in matters
related to Social-Emotional Learning (SEL) in education settings, was the first in the United
States to draft free-standing SEL standards for K—12 students” (Introduction section, para. 1).
Given Zins and Elias's (2006) argument, it was suggested that the educator-student relationship
be examined. This examination would further evidence why teachers' social-emotional
competence is highly related to their student's academic achievement. In 2019, the COVID-19
pandemic caused a shift in how education was delivered; therefore, shifting the way SEL was
being implemented. This shift of learning was moved from a classroom model of teaching to a
virtual model. Cipriano and Brackett (2020) worked alongside the Collaborative for Social-
Emotional and Academic Learning (CASEL) and conducted a survey to unload how teachers'
emotional lives were during the COVID-19 crisis. With how teachers incorporated SEL before
the pandemic, one may assume the way teachers perceive things, including their feelings now
during the pandemic, are entirely different, but is it?

Teachers. In 2018, Humphries et al. suggested that while Social-Emotional Learning
programs are on the rise in schools, little is known about how teachers perceive such programs.
Humpbhries et al. (2018) conducted the study of fifteen teachers (prekindergarten to 3™ grade);
fifteen teachers, one was male, and fourteen were women from a large, urban city in the
Midwest. In this study, teachers undoubtfully perceived it as the ultimate responsibility to
promote social-emotional competencies in their students; however, while their perception of this

responsibility was professional, the idea that parents should take a responsible role in integrating
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social-emotional development in the home is just as important and needed. Humphries et al.
(2018) identified five themes and twenty-two subcategories after his study. The five guiding
themes amongst these teachers were “curricula/program design, contextual relevance,
responsibility, support, and barriers” (Humphries et al., 2018, p. 166). In addition, in
participating in the focus group, the teachers voiced how they perceived Social-Emotional
Learning and social-emotional competencies relating to early childhood education (Humphries et
al., 2018).

A 2017 survey sample of over 5,000 teachers nationwide was conducted on their thoughts
on being an educator. In this study, Cipriano and Brackett (2020) identified the top five
emotions: frustrated, overwhelmed, stressed, tired and happy. Before the pandemic, educators
were burned out; however, after conducting a similar survey in March 2020, the teachers asked
the teachers to describe the three most frequent emotions they experienced each day. Although
the teachers identified the following: anxious, fearful, worried, overwhelmed, and sad, anxiety
was by far the most frequently mention one, according to Cipriano and Brackett (2020).
Understanding teachers' emotions are important as it provides an idea of how not a work-life
balance having can eventually affect a teacher’s ability to teach. Though there is limited research
on the perception of teachers implementing Social-Emotional Learning (SEL) virtually; teachers
have linked their stress and burnout to an increase in job demands, especially when addressing
the behaviors of challenging students and the limited-to-no training in SEL where educators’, as
well as students’ emotional needs, are supported.

Oberle et al. (2014) stated that empirical evidence was identified in social-emotional
development playing a significant role in foreseeing students' academic success; however, future

research is needed to investigate what additional variables attribute to the role of social-
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emotional influence from a teacher’s perception. In 2019, Cipriano et al. conducted a study
examining the “student and teacher perception of classroom support as a function of school-,
classroom- and individual-level characteristics, as well as associations between student and
teacher perceptions of support” (p. 221). Although middle school begins at the sixth-grade level,
it was concluded that fifth graders perceived the environment within their classroom to be
significantly more emotionally supportive than the sixth-grade classrooms (Cipriano et al.,
2019). Approximately thirty years prior, literature hinted at a significant decline in the classroom
experience as adolescents shifted from primary school to secondary school settings (Eccles and
Midgley 1990; Eccles et al. 1993). During early adolescence, there had been a wave of
importance when considering both the teachers' and students’ perception of the classroom
environment; however, parental involvement in school had not been included. Cipriano et al.
(2019) advised that parental involvement would be useful as it contributes to how the student and
teacher perceive support in the classroom setting.

Parents. There is a collaborative effort needed between home and school who share in
the decision-making process for a child in the school systems. Calvins (2019) concludes that the
implementation of Social-Emotional Learning was less important to parents than teachers. In
1980, Burleson et al. concluded the same thought about the need for effective education,
identified as a new movement in education where teachers went back to the basics and
emphasized cognitive skills. Parents in this study did not deem it necessary for effective
education to take away basic skills instruction during classroom time (Burleson et al., 1980).
Although this study was focused on elementary students, it was determined that affective
education like Social-Emotional Learning was vital to the cognitive and emotional development

of the student; additionally, gains were shown in two key areas among the students who
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participated in the affective education program: self-perception and academic triumph (Burleson
et al., 1980; Purkey, 1970; Stilwell & Barclay, 1977). Although researchers have examined the
impact that Social-Emotional Learning has on the education system, there remained very little
research on its impact in rural and urban areas (Zolkoski et al., 2021).

COVID-19 pandemic has created a greater concern in students grade K-12 regarding their
mental health and its impact on their education. Although teachers believe that approximately
twenty percent of their students could benefit from engaging in an SEL program, barriers
continue to surface, which create limited resources, especially in rural areas; however, parents in
these areas have expressed a desire for more Social-Emotional Learning exposure for their
school-aged children (Bain et al., 2011; Myers & Holland, 2000; Haymovitz et al., 2018;
Zolkoski et al., 2021). In addition, parents perceived the implementation of Social-Emotional
Learning in the classroom to be helpful in the development of prosocial behaviors with their
children, especially those who have been impacted by other students who struggle with mental or
behaviors health needs in the classroom setting (Eisenberg et al., 2007; van Vulpen et al., 2018).
However, regarding implementing SEL virtually in an urban middle school, there is little to no
research on parents' perception at the time of this study.

Students. The transitioning from one grade level to the next is challenging, and students
who transition from middle school to high school experience a measure of socio-emotional
difficulty that results in an identity crisis at times (Coleman & Hendry, 1999; Lerner &
Steinberg, 2009; Tan et al., 2018). Furthermore, Tan et al. (2018) reported that a vague pattern
had become apparent when examining the social-emotional needs among those entering first-
year students' year related to academics, behaviors, and their individualized perception of the

importance of social skills. Although scholars have hinted at problems surfacing academically
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and behaviorally during the transition from middle school to high school, there has not been a
good pool of success identified among youth aged 14 to 17 in comparison to the younger
population (Yeager, 2017; Tan et al., 2018) with the implementation of Social-Emotional
Learning, particularly in the urban population.

Transitioning from childhood to adulthood is a natural part of one’s lifespan. However, it
continues to be recognized by teachers, parents, community leaders, etc., as a state of uncertainty
in adolescents' lives. With educators paying closer attention to students' mental health needs,
Strahan and Poteat (2020) explained how scholars seek ways to address the Social-Emotional
Learning need and its linkage to students' academic success and personal wellness.
Understanding this need, Bendici (2021) explained the increase of isolation adolescents have
during the COVID-19 pandemic; therefore, the focus should shift towards mental well-being,
and Social-Emotional Learning is more critical than ever before. According to Durlak et al.
(2011), students learn best in the company and support others such as their teachers, peers, and
encouragement from their family members. In addition, Durlak et al. (2011) stated, “Emotions
can facilitate or impede children’s academic engagement, work ethic, commitment, and ultimate
school success” (p. 405).

In 2019, Nickerson et al. conducted a study where students self-reported their perception
in the following areas: the use of SEL instruction at their school, their SEL skills, bullying at
school, and personal victimization encounters. Student reports were both direct and indirect.
Students' perception of SEL being implemented in the classroom created less bullying, and
students felt less victimized. Although this study was a success, Nickerson et al. (2019)
suggested that future research be centered around certain demographic variables such as gender,

race/ethnicity, and socioeconomic status (p. 85). In addition, Strahan and Poteat (2020)
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conducted an exploratory study focusing on how middle school students perceived their social-
emotional connection experience in their school environment. Using procedures recommended
by Yin (2018), Strahan and Poteat (2020) reported analyses of individual cases that examined
“The types of social-emotional connections students make with their experiences shape the
extent of their personal and academic development” (p. 4).

This insight was centered on the complexity of social-emotional development and its
power to be a negotiable process with middle school students (The Pennsylvania State
University, 2017; Main & O’Neil, 2018; Farrington et al., 2012; Immordino-Yang, 2016;
McCrickerd and Philosophy Documentation Center, 2016). Although this study was conducted
in a rural, small area, results steered towards social-emotional success. The students developed
stronger CASEL competencies, which allowed them to perceive the effectiveness of using the
skills taught (Strahan & Poteat, 2020). The result yielded insight into awareness of self and
socially, according to Immordino-Yang (2016). Connection made with teachers and peers in
middle school has been shown to increase students' emotional safety; however, there remains
little information on how students in an urban middle school perceive their Social-Emotional
Learning experience.

Social-Emotional Learning Linkage to Teacher-Student Relationships

CASEL (2020) emphasizes the importance of students learning and developing
relationship skills, especially using those skills to cope with changes. Modan (2020) suggested
the need for a deeper focus on the relationship, even if it is on a basic level. Relationships have
shown to be important in individuals' lives despite their age; however, the relationship between a

teacher and student can be interrupted by how discipline is taught in the classroom setting.
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Poulou, 2017 conducted a study on educators' perceptions of Emotional Intelligence (El),
SEL skills, and the relationships between educators and students concerning the emotional and
behavioral difficulties from students’ perspectives in Patras, Greece. Within this study, EI's use
was used to clarify the relationships between the educator's emotions and how they engage daily
with students, especially those who show emotional and behavioral difficulties in a classroom
setting (Poulou, 2017, p. 73). Unfortunately, this study suggested little to no prior study in
understanding the competency of educators in respect to El, SEL, and educator-student
relationship among those students who presented with emotional or behavioral difficulties;
recently, with virtual learning being the “new norm,” there is also little to no data on how the
teacher-student relationship is affected amongst this same population or others for that matter.

The promotion of students' feelings related to others, including teachers, outside the
classroom, lacks research and how the integrations can occur in a virtual classroom.
Nevertheless, being a teacher can be stressful. Not succumbing to the emotional stress that comes
alongside the teacher is equally important and should be considered when identifying the
teacher-student relationship, especially during a challenging time. While much study has not
been conducted on teachers' perceptions of implementing Social-Emotional Learning virtually, it
IS an exception to the rule given the nation's crisis with COVID-19. Nonetheless, it has been
suggested that supporting the social-emotional well-being of adolescents has been significantly
challenging for those who teach in middle schools; in addition to the challenges, it is also
indicated that providing such support to this group of adolescents (Second Step, 2020) is
imperative. With the challenges and difficulties that surround the virtual integration of Social-
Emotional Learning with middle schools, there lies a gap in research of how teachers perceive

their implementation of SEL, if at all, with middle schoolers in urban areas and have there been
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an impact on the teacher-student relationship since the onset of executing virtual Social-
Emotional Learning.

Although there were implications, Poulou (2017) identified his study as one of the first
steps to understanding how teachers' emotional factor(s) could contribute to students' overall
emotional and behavioral response. This can eventually have a lasting impact on student's
academic success and how they view their relationship with their teacher. An important role in
the development of adolescents is formed during their middle school years; therefore,
understanding this stage would allow educators to put into context how the student learn both
about themselves and relationships (Way et al., 2007). Conderman et al. (2013) suggested that
middle schoolers who form positive relationships with their teachers create a positive school
environment for learning. However, as research continued, not many considered conducting a
study on teachers' perception regarding their students' relationship regarding implementing

Social-Emotional Learning (SEL).
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODS
Overview

The purpose of this chapter is to add to the limited research which seeks to describe the
lived experience of urban middle school teachers in Illinois as it relates to implementing social-
emotional skills virtually during a pandemic and describe any impact it has had on the teacher-
student relationship. The chapter covers a narrative of content to be used throughout this section;
therefore, | will disclose the design chosen for this research body, the research questions to be
answered, the setting, participants, and procedures to be used for the sole purpose of data
collection. My role as the researcher will be revealed and discussed in detail and the data
analysis methods used in this study. The chapter with validation to the participants and readers
about this study credibility and moral understanding.

Design

A transcendental phenomenological design will be used in this study. The approach as
described by Creswell and Poth (2018) will facilitate the discovery of meaning with a group of
teachers attributing to a particular problem. Sloan and Bowe (2014) describe giving experience a
voice through phenomenology research methodology; therefore, the key to this approach is going
beyond the description of the phenomenon to “exploring and conveying its meaning in context of
everyday life” (Bynum & Varpio, 2018 as cited by Crist, 2003). As Creswell and Poth explained,
this approach originated through philosophy, human science orientation, and psychology (2018).
Given phenomenology’s origination, it is understood that its production of quality data will focus
on the lived experience and move away from basic information which develops a string of

common themes. Bynum and Varpio (2018) explained the purpose of this qualitative research
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methodology is to attend to others experience and reflections to have a deeper awareness within
the context of ‘the whole human experience” (as cited by Van Manen, 1990).

In identifying the problem and getting the answers, the researcher is responsible for
focusing on the meaning of the experience and engaging with the data interpretively (Sloan &
Bowe, 2014). After all, Creswell and Poth (2018) suggested this is one of the only approaches
that require multiple participants to reduce individual experiences and an increase of
understanding the entire meaning of the event shared with others. This adds to the upholding of
the researcher’s ethical responsibility and demonstrates trustworthiness alongside the research
participants. Like all research approaches, there are a few known challenges to consider, such as
the approach being too structured at times, at various occasions it may be difficult to get people
who share the same issues, the linkage of personal experience and the researcher's assumption
can cause conflict in the implementation as well as the collected data interpretation (Kozleski,
2017).

Though there will be challenges; preliminary considerations should be taken since there
has not been any structure agreed upon in how one should design a qualitative study. Measures
should be taken to counteract these challenges such as confirming the research problem is best
studied using a phenomenological approach, ensure the phenomenon chosen is of interest which
would allow potential participates to be carefully chosen having all like involvement in the
phenomenon is question, and finally bracketing as well as transcendental should be incorporated
from the beginning as it would allow the researcher to set aside his or her personal experience
and take a fresh look toward the problem being studied (Moustakes, 1994; Groenewald, 2003;

Creswell et al., 2007; Creswell & Poth, 2018).
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This research will allow teachers to share their experiences of implementing Social-
Emotional Learning skill sets virtually during a pandemic and the impact it had on the teacher-
student relationship.

Research Questions
The present-day study will be guided by six research questions, which are,

RQ1: How do Illinois, urban middle school (sixth through eighth grade) teachers

perceive their experience after implementing Social-Emotional Learning skills in a

traditional classroom setting?

RQ2: How do Illinois, urban middle school (sixth through eighter grade) teachers

perceive their experience after teaching Social-Emotional Learning skills in a non-

traditional way such as virtually amid COVID-19?

RQ3: How do Illinois, urban middle school (sixth through eighter grade) teachers

perceive their experience after implementing Social-Emotional Learning skills to meet

Illinois School Board of Education (ISBE) standards amid COVID-19?

RQ4: How do Illinois, urban middle school (sixth through eighter grade) teachers

perceive their experience after developing a teacher-student relationship virtually amid

COVID-19 pandemic?

RQ5: What do teachers perceive in their experience as the greatest impact on the teacher-

student relationship teaching Social-Emotional Learning skills virtually in an Illinois,

urban middle school (sixth through eighter grade) amid COVID-19?

RQ6: What has been the most challenging experience you have had with students when

implementing Social-Emotional Learning virtually?
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Setting

The state identified for this research in Illinois. Illinois has been selected because it is one
of the only states that mandate teachers to implement Social-Emotional Learning skills into their
daily teaching. As stated previously, Illinois is the first state to develop and implement standards
to align with teaching Social-Emotional Learning skills in the classroom (ISBE, 2004; Prewitt,
2017). Although this is a wide range of territory, it provides a pool of teachers which can be
utilized to share their experience from different urban cities. Narrowing the setting to one city
could be problematic as it would not provide individuals willing and available to participate in
the research. The sample population will consist of teachers serving a high percentage of
minority students to align with the focus of the problem statement and research study.

Nevertheless, the Illinois State Board of Education has a database that can send
information throughout the state on research participants. This wide range of opportunities will
allow teachers of all races, gender, backgrounds, etc., who teach in urban areas to participate.
Not only would the study give a different perspective from different areas of the state but using
[linois as the primary setting would allow for teachers to learn from one another and seek to
make changes if warranted.

For the participants' names and location, including, but not limited to, the school district
and school names, | have chosen to select pseudonyms to protect their privacy. Depending on
those participating, 1 will select and assign pseudonyms by colors, as needed. Participants should
include both male and female, various ethnic groups, different years of experience, and those
who either implemented Social-Emotional Learning skills in the past or currently implementing

them now virtually.
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Participants

Creswell and Poth (2018) described data collection as identifying people and places to
study and establishing a respectable relationship with the participants through rapport building,
which is an important step in providing good data. Kalu (2019) hinted at the significance of
researchers unequivocally stating the characteristics of the sampled population and not just
saying “the population to be sampled” (p. 2527). For this study, I have chosen to use purposeful
sampling, which follows the phenomenology design for qualitative research; furthermore, the
specific sampling | will use is homogenous. Using homogenous sampling, | will emphasize the
description of the lived experience (Kalu, 2019).

The decision that guided using purposeful sampling allows the researcher to intentionally
choose a group of people who can best describe the studied problem (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
This study will consist of a participation pool of middle school teachers in urban school districts
in Illinois because of the mandate to implement SEL using the standards outlined by the Illinois
Board of Education. | seek to obtain eight to ten participants for the study. Therefore,
participants will be chosen from a pool of individuals who have been identified as teaching
Social-Emotional Learning skills to middle schoolers virtually during COVID-19 in an urban
area. All participants should hold either a bachelor’s or higher in which this study is open to both
male and female responders in education. One year of teaching experience will be required for a
teacher’s participation in the study.

After gaining permission from the Illinois State Board of Education, I will invite middle
school teachers to participate in this study by emailing all teachers. This email will request those
who taught or currently teach Social-Emotional Learning skills virtually and meet the criteria

outline to reply, showing their interest in participating in the study. Given that this study is
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happening among those in an urban school district, snowball sampling could occur when
established cases because people know of others who could benefit from the study (Creswell &
Poth, 2018). A pseudonym will protect the participants' identity; however, each pseudonym will
remain gender specific. This may be an important component of the experience among teaching
Social-Emotional Learning virtually and its impact on the teacher-student relationships.
Ethical Protection

The American Counseling Association (ACA) Code of Ethics will be implemented to
ensure the six foundational principles for ethical behavior and decision-making is being adhered
to as ethical research is being studied (Creswell & Poth, 2018; American Counseling
Association, 2014). The participation of middle school teachers in an urban school district will
be based on the approval from the director of parent and student support services who oversee
the implementation of social, emotional learning and the completion and return of consent forms
distributed. The study will be conducted using the Liberty University Institutional Review Board
(IRB). A copy of the IRB approval will be included in the appendices section. Safeguards will be
established before the consent forms to participate forms by following the individual school
district and Liberty University IRB guidelines. The purpose of obtaining permission from the
IRB is to allow the review boards to examine the study design and ensure it follows their distinct
guidelines for completing the ethical research intended.

Procedures

Before proceeding with this study, the first step is to seek the Institutional Review Board
(IRB) of Liberty University's approval following a profitable proposal defense. After an IRB
approval, 1 will seek permission from the director in charge of the Social-Emotional Learning

program to conduct individual and post-group focus interviews with prospective urban middle



60

school teachers in Illinois using a purposive sampling method. This approval will seek access to
potential participates who would engage in a semi-structured interview and focus group virtually,
given that | as the researcher conduct the study on the personal time of the teacher.

Prior to seeking participates for the study, I will also seek permission to join a monthly
meeting with principals and secure time to share the purpose of the research study and provide
each participating principal with a form of request to participate in the study letter detailing
relevant information. It is the hope of this researcher to conduct the informational session with
principals from various school districts in the urban parts of Illinois a month before securing any
participates.

| seek to recruit individuals with the assistance of the school principals as well as the
Social-Emotional program director assigned to each school district. School principals will be
asked to assist by sending the participate letters to their middle school teachers. If the school
principal agrees to assist at this level, | will then ask he or she to copy me on the email that were
sent to the teachers regarding this study. If teachers who received the email is interested, | will
allow for the names to be forwarded by the principal (or designee) or those interested will have
the choice to email this researcher directly.

When the pool of participates have been secured, | will begin the vetting process as the
researcher of the study. This process of vetting will include the participates confirming their use
of teaching Social-Emotional Learning virtually to the urban, middle school students before and
during the COVID-19 pandemic. As the participates are vetted, the primary researcher will send
an introductory letter to each participate securing and finalizing the participants list for the study.
Additionally, this researcher will correspond with each participate via email to schedule a day

and time to discuss the study further. At the time of the discussion, each participate will be given
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an opportunity to read and sign the informed consent as well as schedule the interview which
will be conducted after IRB approval. As another layer of commitment, this researcher will add
the mutually agreed time into a Microsoft Outlook Calendar and send an invite to each
participate individually.

| anticipate using an encrypted online communication tool (i.e., Skype, Zoom, etc.) to
conduct a semi-structured interview with those who were chosen during the vetting stage and use
the recording option through the communication tool to transcribe the information provided later.
A focus group will be scheduled and confirmed via a Microsoft Calendar invite with the date and
time the participates agreed to. The anticipated length of time for the focus group will be a
minimum of 60 minutes. This session will be recorded for accuracy in the data collection part of
the research; permission will be sought to record each participate which will be included in the
Informed Consent and held for all who can participate at a minimum of two weeks following the
semi-structure interview.

The data collected throughout the entire study will be reviewed as many times as needed
to obtain a clear view of the gathered data. Data collection from the interviews, both individual
and the focused group, will be transcribed to determine the meaning and significance of each
lived experience as establish themes and patterns of the data. Member checking will be included
with the results and conclusions of the study being shared with all participates. The explanation
after data collection will adhere to the American Counseling Association [ACA] Code of Ethics
(2014) which states, “After data are collected, counselors provide participates with full
clarification of the nature of the study to remove any misconceptions participants might have
regarding the research” (p. 16); in doing so, this will assist the counselor in taking sufficient

measures to avoid harm.
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The Researcher’s Role

Presently, | am a Vice President of Justice and Crisis Response for an organization in an
urban area within the Saint Louis area. | am also a licensed mental health therapist. However, |
do not practice my present-day job duties as a 44-year-old African American woman who has
provided therapy to adolescent boys in Florida for ten years or more before moving to Illinois's
Midwest region. My view of the world is shaped by my Christian beliefs and the teachings of
Jesus Christ. Although | had gone astray a few times, my worldview in the faith has been
established and maintained through the impact my spiritual upbringing has had on my life. | also
have faith in the teachers and their ability to change students' lives who come from urban areas,
where barriers to academic success are common. I am a product of one teacher’s ability to see
beyond my actions and see the need for social-emotional development before implementing
Social-Emotional Learning skills became a movement of the present and future classroom
settings.

Education and Christianity are two important components instilled in me during my years
of developing in and through life’s ups and downs. At the time, education was drilled in me, so |
needed to help others, specifically adolescents, which became the foundation of what | believe
my life’s purpose was. Most of my career has been spent working with juvenile males
adjudicated by the courts and committed to serving nine to twelve months of their lives being
rehabilitated through mental health therapy. A great majority of my time in the field has been
spent working with African American youth who felt different and lack confidence because of
their ethnic background. While working with this population, it was evident that the social-
emotional skills were lacking, which frequently was observed as impeding their general

education. The life and death of my brother played a significant role in the choice of my career
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path. In his death, I realized that educators failed him, and because of their inability to see
beyond his negative behavior, he chose the path of dropping out of school. His decision can and
should be based on educators' lack of social-emotional competency during that time and the
deficiency in him having those skills developed at a crucial stage of development.

As a licensed professional counselor, I quickly found the need for advocacy on behalf of
children who could not advocate for themselves, especially when referred to an emotional-
behavioral disability classroom setting or alternative school. Growing up in a generation where it
took a village to raise a child, there were several opportunities to build skills such as decision-
making, conflict resolution, coping skills, job-coach training, etc. These opportunities were
provided through programs such as community centers, boys and girls clubs, big brother, big
sister, mentorship, D.A.R.E. (Drug Abuse Resistance Education) are a few to name. However,
with community-based afterschool programs being scarce, the ability to provide an alternative
solution to an immediate behavior problem, which were evident in my son and niece, gave others
a different perspective on what it means to develop a child’s social-emotional skill set as
opposed to taking the easy way out by distributing referrals for alternative placement.

According to Creswell and Poth (2018), my role as a human research instrument is to
become unbiased and remove all personal experiences that impede this study's success. This can
cause difficulty in the potential implementation and interpretation of data presented and collected
if bias is present. To avoid and reduce any form of bias, | would use the following technique:
Bracketing. This technique will set aside my personal experience and focus directly on the
teachers’ perspectives throughout this study. Bracketing should not be used as a one-time action
but will be used various times to ensure this researcher’s involvement with the phenomenon is

minimized.
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Data Collection

Setting out clear goals and objectives at the onset of a research study is one of the focal
points of a qualitative researcher (Cypress, 2018). When collecting data for a qualitative study,
the key question is which approach should one use, structured or unstructured (Creswell & Poth
2018, Cypress 2018, Moustakas 1994). Cypress (2018) described the difference in the two
approaches as follows, the structured approach including “ensuring comparable data across
individuals, times, setting, and researchers”; however, the unstructured approach focuses on the
“particular phenomenon being studied which may differ from others and may require individual
attention” (pp. 302-303).

Given the difference in the two approaches and the need to capture the teachers' lived
experiences, data from this study will come from semi-structured interviews. Cypress (2018)
considers this approach of interviewing to be a conversation with a distinct purpose; therefore,
during this phase, it is important to allow each interview to describe his or her experience as it is
present or it had been in the past, which in essence seek to “avoid causal explanations,
generalizations or abstract interpretations” (Guillen, 2019). I will use the teachers' information
who participated in the interviews. In addition, all participants will be invited to participate in a
post-focus group based on similar information provided during their interviews. In collecting the
data for this study, | will identify the participants and use purposeful sampling, which will
involve selecting individuals who are knowledgeable about or have experienced this
phenomenon firsthand (Palinkas et al., 2015).

Participant Interview
A semi-structured, virtual face-to-face, individual interview will be conducted with

teachers participating in this study. The semi-structured interview will consist of open-ended
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questions which will produce informative answers derived from the teachers lived experiences as
explained by Creswell (2013). The goal of this researcher is to reiterate the purpose of this study
and explain the design of the interview which is to collect data that will answer research
questions one through five from which this study is defined. The interview questions will allow
participants to share their experiences, or lack thereof, during a wide and open dialogue. In
developing the research questions, Moustakas (1994) challenges the researcher to go beyond the
status quo of questions and design questions that are significant to the phenomenal of the
participates and developed clearly as well as concise.

As a qualitative researcher, my passion, interest, and review of literature presented for
this research has helped me in constructing the open-ended interview questions for this study. It
is with anticipation that the open-ended questions are supported with the research questions
presented and grounded in the theoretical literature provided. Prior to the initial interview with
the vetted participates, | will seek to pilot these interview questions with others for the sole
purpose of refinement (Creswell, 2018). In piloting these questions, it would allow for this
researcher to assess and resolve any biasness within the structure of the questions presented.
Open-Ended Individualized Interview Questions

1. Thank you for joining me for this interview today. If you could state your name and the
grade level, you teach that would be helpful.

2. These next questions ask for you to share in detail how you perceive your experience in
implementing social-emotional learning virtually to middle school students in an urban
area here in Illinois.

3. How would you describe your experience in implementing social-emotional learning in a

regular classroom setting prior to COVID-19 pandemic? (RQ1)
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4. What has been your experience in implementing SEL virtually with students in an urban
school area? (RQ2)

5. What has been your experiencing in adhering to the mandate of implementing SEL
competencies to meet Illinois School Board of Education (ISBE) standards, virtually?
(RQ3)

6. How have you managed to develop a teacher-student relationship virtually? (RQ4)

7. What do you perceive as having the greatest impact on the teacher-student relationship
while implementing SEL skills virtually? Why or why not? (RQ5)

8. What has been the most challenging experience you have had with students when
implementing Social-Emotional Learning virtually? (RQ4, RQ5)

9. What additional information would you like to share with me concerning the
implementation of Social-Emotional Learning virtually that has not already been
discussed in previous questions? (RQ1, RQ2, RQ3, RQ4, RQ5)

Questions one and two were designed to establish rapport with the participant as the
interviewer and interviewee's dynamics can present as challenging in qualitative research, as
explained by Creswell and Poth (2018). Question three is intended to provide the researcher with
an understanding of the implementation of SEL prior to COVID-19 where it was conducted in a
regular classroom setting. According to Guillen (2019), this in-depth interview seeks to acquire
information about the participant and compile the experiences by creating foundational questions
to guide future questions.

| strategically designed questions four and five to set the tone and help the participant feel
relaxed with the interviewing process. It should provide insight into their present experience with

virtually implementing Social-Emotional Learning and its integration with the competencies as
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outlined in the Illinois School Board of Education standards. Cypress (2018) suggested
researchers should reiterate the nature and aim of the interview by asking questions that are clear
and easy to understand. In addition, Cypress (2018) explained what an interviewer should do
with the interviewee at the beginning, which is “be clear, listen, provide a calm relaxing
atmosphere, and allow the respondent for some time and the chance to ‘organize his or her
head’” (p. 305). These nuggets explained by Cypress would be utilized in helping the
interviewee relax as he or she tells their lived experience. Additionally, these questions were
designed to investigate if the state mandate of Social-Emotional Learning is being implemented,
regardless of it being virtual?

Questions six through eight were developed to explore the impact on the teacher-student
relationship when Social-Emotional Learning skills were being implemented virtually. These
questions also provide further examination into relationship development. Furthermore, these
questions sought a richer understanding of the promising and difficult results of using SEL with
urban middle school students and the overall experience of implementing SEL virtually
compared to an in-class experience. The final question, number 9, invites the participant to offer
additional information as the author of their experience. This allows the interviewer to offer an
ample opportunity for the interviewee to offer valuable information to the study at large.
Participant Post Focused Group

The post-focused group discussion questions will follow a semi-structured, open-ended
question/s formatted as conducted during the individual interview. The questions are designed to
allow participants from the individual interviews to engage with one another while describing the
phenomenon in further detail and providing additional evidence for a clearer picture of the

presenting problem.
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The following are the follow-up group discussion questions.

1. Thank you all for joining me for this post-focused group. If you would not mind, stating
your name (pseudonym given), the grade you currently teach, and years of experience
with implementing Social-Emotional Learning.

2. The next few questions will focus on your profession expertise in reference to
implementing SEL during a pandemic. What advice would you give future teachers who
may not have experienced teaching and implementing SEL skills during a pandemic?
(RQ1, RQ2)

3. Do you believe implementing SEL virtually has been beneficial to students? (RQ3)

a. Why or why not?

4. If the need to implement SEL virtually again arise, what challenges do you foresee new
teachers having with the implementation of SEL? (RQ4, RQ5)

5. What advice would you give new teachers of SEL about how to overcome these
challenges?

6. In closing, is there anything else you would like me and others to know about your virtual
experience with SEL? (RQ2 — RQ5)

Question one was developed to allow each participant to introduce themselves before
gathering additional information for data. This demographic question is also used as an
icebreaker to identify with others who engaged in the individual interviews from different
schools.

Question two was designed to hear advice given from different perspective which could

be utilized in future trainings and/or education with new teachers in the field of education.
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| developed question three to provide the participants with a space to share their thoughts
on if implementing SEL virtually was beneficial to their students while among peers in a safe
place. Also, to identify the difference in the teacher's perspective from different grade levels.
This is also a quest to motivate participants to take every opportunity to implement this
successful skill in hopes for an educational gain and healthier teacher-student relationships.

| designed questions four and five to facilitate a discussion on the barriers faced, what
was done to overcome the barriers, and advice that would help future teachers as well as research
if ever faced with a nation-wide crisis again.

| developed questions five and six to understand further how SEL is being implemented
virtually and the overall impact on students adjusting to this new learning method. The purpose
here is to discover if virtual SEL was being taught in a manner that continued to foster
adolescents' social, emotional developmental skills, build, and maintain relationships, successful
classroom management by the teachers, or for some other vital reason.

Question six was designed to provide each participant with an opportunity to reflect on
any additional information that would be relevant to this research study and enhance SEL in
schools. Overall, I am seeking to discover if there is a connection between social-emotional
learning and the way it is taught. Any specifics the participants can describe of their experience
would assist in developing an accurate picture of many colors (themes) become one painting
(solution) of how implementing SEL rather face-to-face or virtually assist with the functionality
of the learning environment and development of healthy teacher-student relationships.

Data Analysis
According to Cypress (2018), “analyzing text from multiple forms of data is challenging

to qualitative researchers, especially for novice and doctoral students” (p. 306). To simplify the
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data analysis process, Creswell and Poth (2018) identified procedures that should be utilized to
guide qualitative research. The procedures that will be utilized for this study are data
organization, memoing, and coding, which will be used as the baseline of analyzing data. The
key to this study is to establish through the participants’ experience with implementing social-
emotional learning virtually. These steps should include, but not be limited to bracketing
throughout the duration of the study, which would allow for direct focus to be on the participants
involved and not focusing on the researcher’s personal experience.
Data Organization and Memoing

During the early stages of the analyzing data process, the researcher typically organizes
their data in a file, which Cypress (2018) suggests giving a naming system to be easily identified
later. Next, it would be imperative that | secure the data to protect the information received from
the participants. Creswell (2013) proposed that one should organize their data by writing down
the responses using a pen and paper or using technology. Concerning this suggestion, 1 will use
paper and pen to take notes during the interview as it is being recorded via Zoom. | plan to
transcribe the recorded interview verbatim to develop the themes and substantial statements
captured during the individual and focus group interviews. To verify that each participant is
represented correctly, I will use member checking as suggested by Creswell and Poth (2018),
whereas the participant will review the transcripts for accuracy. These transcripts will serve as
the foundation for phenomenological data analysis and the communication tool used to record
individual and group focus interviews.

In addition to the organization of the data, | plan to use the process of memoing.
Creswell and Poth (2018) described memoing as key phrases, ideas, or concepts that stand out to

the reader. Creswell and Poth (2018) explained that using a memo helps synthesize the data into
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an advanced analytical meaning instead of a simple descriptive summary. Cypress (2018)
suggested writing these memos in the margins of the transcripts, which can be explored later to
track all “major organizing ideas and for further synthesis that would lead into higher-level
analytic meanings” (p. 306).

Reduction and Coding

At the heart of qualitative data analysis is coding (Creswell and Poth, 2018); therefore,
after organizing, reading, and memoing, “the next steps are to describe, classify, and interpret the
data” (Cypress, 2018). Cohen et al. (2000) identified the main concepts in phenomenological
research as: “the development of the understanding of meaning; the study of some human
concern; ‘lived experience’; ‘lifeworld’; and ‘reduction’ as cited in Heinonen (2015, p. 35).
There are two main aspects within the phenomenological methodology: epoche and reduction.
Heinonen (2015) explains epoche as the ability to free oneself from assumptions and reduction as
returning to the origination of individuals’ experience. This would involve me bracketing myself
from the experience so my judgments will not interfere with how SEL is being implemented;
therefore, allowing me to see the phenomenon for what it is (Moustakes, 1994; Creswell & Poth,
2018; Konecki, 2019).

Horizontalization will be used to create significant statements said by the participants;
therefore, this process will be completed using the data collected by the researcher to identify
major statements about how the participants experienced the problem. Ideally, this process will
allow for the researcher to give value to each relevant topic. Next, a cluster of meaning would be
implemented to arrange the major statements from the data collected; therefore, this process will
allow the researcher to avoid repetitive, overlapping statements. Finally, both structural and

textual description will be used to allow the researcher to do the following:
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e focus on how the teacher experienced the event.

e have a clear understanding of the “how” of the teachers’ experience.

e focus on explaining the direct words of the teacher.

e transcribe verbatim.

e advise the reader what the teachers experienced using the situation and how they

experienced it (Creswell and Poth, 2018, p. 200 as cited by Moustakas [1994]).

In creating themes and textual/structural descriptions with the use of horizontalization, |
expect the core of these collective experience to emerge from the participants.

In generating the distinct themes, Creswell and Poth (2018) expound on the theory behind
Moustakes use of horizontalization by suggesting the need to build on the data using both
research questions, going through the data, and pulling out the significant statements, quotes, and
specific content provided by the participant relevant to the phenomenon experienced. Although
the themes will be ground in the collected data provided by urban middle school teachers who
taught Social-Emotional Learning virtually, the themes' existence will be based on the analyst's
perspective. Individuals’ perspectives could shift and change; therefore, the themes can shift and
change. As the transcripts are evaluated, | will seek to discover and identify commonality among
the participants' statements, expressions, and thoughts, which would allow for the development
of a cluster of meanings as explained by Creswell and Poth (2018), which will eventually come
from the noteworthiness of themes discovered while analyzing the data presented through the
interviewing process.

Trustworthiness
In ensuring the quality of a research study, one must provide a degree of confidence in

the facts, understanding, and procedures being used (Connelly, 2016). When establishing
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trustworthiness, | plan to use the criteria outlined by Lincoln and Guba (1994), including
credibility, dependability, confirmability, and transferability (as cited by Connelly, 2016). The
American Psychological Association [APA] (2020) explains the need for researchers to show
methodological integrity by proving that the information suggested from the data analysis is
warranted in the study. Additionally, the American Counseling Association [ACA] supports the
need to safeguard the integrity of the counselor-client (participate) relationship as well as
practice in a “competent and ethical manner” (p. 3). To achieve a level of trustworthiness, it
would be necessary to identify and articulate a qualitative study accuracy from the lens of the
researcher, participant, and reader’s or reviewers as expressed by Creswell and Poth (2018);
therefore, the use of triangulation should be incorporated. The utilization of triangulation would
allow for an extra layer of trustworthiness as sources of information would come from various
sources, findings, or investigations described by the APA (2020). This would allow for
validation strategies to be incorporated, clarifying any bias or engagement in the researcher's
reflexivity. Furthermore, it is the responsibility as counselors to “minimize bias and respect
diversity in designing and implementing research” (ACA, 2018, p. 15). The participant would,
therefore, allow me to play an important role as | would provide credibility through member
checking, allowing for participant collaboration in the study.
Credibility

Credibility in this study should reflect the truth of the data, participate views, interpret,
and represent the information gathered from the study by the researcher (Cope, 2014). The
ability to access participants to show interest in a study can present challenges independently;
therefore, building trust and credibility are of the utmost importance (Creswell & Poth, 2018). In

building trust, I plan to use member checks to provide the participants with an opportunity to
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give their perspectives on the findings and interpretations (Connelly, 2016). In addition, 1 will
seek to establish credibility by using grounding, which the APA (2020) described as findings
grounded in evidence such as quotes, excerpts, or descriptors from the researcher’s data
collection. Finally, | seek to establish credibility by using continued engagement, member-
checking, and bracketing; hence requiring me to return to the information received and examine
it several times (Connelly, 2016; Creswell & Poth, 2018). This validation from the participants'
perspective will provide them with a voice in the study and allow for further credibility because
of direct quotes to convey a personal perspective on implementing Social-Emotional Learning
virtually.
Dependability and Confirmability

According to Polit and Beck (2014), “dependability refers to the stability of the data over
time and over the conditions of the study (as cited by Connelly, 2016, p.435). In addition to
providing stability of the data, confirmability will also be used to ensure the study findings are
consistent and could be repeated if needed (Connelly). To safeguard and ensure accuracy in the
dependability and confirmability of the findings, I will invite those who participated in the
individual and group focus interviews to check the transcripts transcribed by this researcher,
which would be member-checking (Cope, 2014; Lietz et al., 2006). Participants would receive
their transcript through an encrypted email along with their pseudo name. Member checking in
this study would consist of both the researcher/participant having the analysis to discuss “which
aspects of the data analysis best fit their perspectives” (Lietz et al., 2006, p. 453).

In addition to member checking, I will seek to use a consultant whom the state of Illinois
has assigned to perform an external audit. This would allow for a peer debriefing of a colleague

outside the study to assess the methodological integrity of the study; however, this individual
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would need to have experience with SEL, those in urban schools, or the methods being used in
the study (Connelly, 2016; Cope, 2014; Lietz et al., 2006). Having the peer debriefing would also
allow for recognition of how the analysis could be hindered or improved based on who we are
(Lietze et al., 2006). I, as the researcher, will also use audit process logs. Connelly (2016)
described these process logs as the researcher's notes of all activities that occurred during the
study; however, it would be additional notetaking in the interviews and focus groups, which
would allow me to maintain the audit trail of analysis | would have gathered.
Transferability

Transferability can be summarized as the researcher ‘s findings of the study can be useful
to individuals in an alternative setting because of the applicable findings to their situations
(Creswell & Poth, 2018; Connelly, 2016). To ensure the transferability of the study is adequate,
grounded, and consistent, | will provide rich, in-depth, thick descriptors of meaningful details to
the reader. The descriptors provided should allow for a collection of information to be described
that is compatible with the study design when writing about the participant, theme, and setting
being studied (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Additionally, the descriptors will highlight any pertinent
information gained from the participants in this study. Finally, to remove any personal bias | may
possess, | will continue bracketing out any “preconceived biases and judgments, setting aside
voices, sounds, and silences that so readily tell us what something is” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 60),
which would allow me to focus on the experience of the participants only.

Ethical Considerations

Preceding any research participation, I will seek permission from the Institutional Review

Board (IRB) of Liberty University. This pre-approval will ensure that this study is not

misleading and that each participant will be informed of this study's overall purpose. To maintain
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privacy and confidentiality, | will assign pseudonyms to those participating. All information
containing research material will be kept in a double-locked, safe, and secure location. A
password-protected file will be used in any digital or electronic data is needing to be safely
stored. The research will seek to share results with participants and other stakeholders as
suggested by Creswell and Poth (2018) for “advancing the ability of inquiry to lead to action on
the part of participants and training those participants to take action” (p. 259). To keep with the
concept of ethical consideration, | will inform each participant of their freedom to withdraw from
participating in the study at any time. I will allow the participants to participate in some of the
studies and opt-out to answer any questions during the interview process.
Summary

The methodology section explains the phenomenological approach used to investigate
middle school teachers' perception of implementing Social-Emotional Learning virtually during
a pandemic. This study aims to understand how, if at all, do urban middle school (sixth through
eighth grade) teachers implement Social-Emotional Learning (SEL) virtually and describe any
impact of the teachers’ virtual SEL and teacher-student relationships in a school district in
[linois. In further studying the phenomenon, I will identify and describe the participants. In
addition to this study, I will also seek to explain the procedures used to collect and analyze
studied data. The steps to establish trustworthiness were integrated into this study by ensuring
the researcher allowed for credibility, dependability, confirmability, and transferability to be
demonstrated through the lens of methodological integrity. In concluding chapter three, |
provided a synopsis of ethical concerns and how I will seek to address them once approved by

the IRB to move forward in my research endeavors.
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS
Overview

In this chapter, the findings of this study are presented, alongside an introduction to the
study's interviewees. The first section summarizes the description of the study’s participants,
with relevant demographic data to outline the interview. The following sections describe the
participants' experience implementing social-emotional learning skills during COVID-19. The
themes from the interview and excerpts from the narratives presented by the middle school
teachers are also included.

This transcendental phenomenological study aimed to understand the lived experiences of
urban middle school teachers in Illinois who implemented social-emotional learning education
amid COVID-19. Chapter Four describes the 10 participants, responses to individual and group-
focused interview questions, and a summary of the themes and sub-themes that emerged from
the data analyzed. The research questions are as follows:

1. How do lIllinois urban middle school (sixth through eighth grade) teachers perceive their
experience after implementing social-emotional learning skills in a traditional classroom
setting?

2. How do Illinois urban middle school (sixth through eighth grade) teachers perceive their
experience after teaching social-emotional learning skills in a non-traditional way, such
as virtually, amid COVID-19?

3. How do Illinois urban middle school (sixth through eighth grade) teachers perceive their
experience after implementing social-emotional learning skill sets to meet Illinois School

Board of Education (ISBE) standards amid COVID-19?
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4. How do Illinois urban middle school (sixth through eighth grade) teachers perceive their
experience after developing a teacher-student relationship virtually amid the COVID-19
pandemic?

5. What do teachers perceive in their experience as the most significant impact on the
teacher-student relationship teaching social-emotional learning skills virtually in an
Illinois urban middle school (sixth through eighth grade) amid COVID-19?

6. What has been the most challenging experience you have had with students when
implementing social-emotional learning virtually?

Participants

This section describes the participants in the study. Pseudonyms were used in place of the
participants’ actual names to protect the participants' anonymity and identity. The ten
participants for this study were certified urban middle school teachers who had been teaching in
an Illinois urban school district for a minimum of one year and who taught social-emotional
learning skills virtually amid COVID-19. Regarding the time of teaching for participants, four
teachers had taught between one year and two years; five teachers had been teaching between
three and four years; and one teacher had been teaching for six years. The gender make-up of the
participants included eight males (80%) and two females (20%). The racial makeup of the
participants included eight individuals who identified as Black Americans (80%) who were born
in the United States and two individuals who identified as being African American (20%), who
are natives of Africa.

The grade level taught by the participants consisted of four sixth-grade teachers (40%),
three seventh-grade teachers (30%), and three eighth-grade teachers (30%). At the time of the

interview, all participants had a Bachelor of Arts degree, with six having a Bachelor of Arts in
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Education (60%), two had a standard Bachelor of Arts with no concentration (20%), one had a
Bachelor of Arts in Mathematics (10%), and one had a Bachelor of Arts in Educational
Psychology (10%). Amongst the participants, the range of teaching experience within an Illinois
urban school district ranged from one and a half years to six years. The demographic data for the
participants is outlined in Table 2.

Table 2

Participant Interview Profiles

Name Gender Degree District/School Years Grade Were SEL Skills
Teaching Taught Taught Virtually?
Brandon Male Bachelor Not Collected 6 6t Yes
Leonard Male Bachelor Not Collected 3 gt Yes
Stephanie Female Bachelor Chicago School 2.3 6t Yes
District
Johnathan Male Bachelor Urbana School District 2 7th Yes
116
Brian Male Bachelor  Edison Regional Gifted 15 gth Yes
Center
Willie Male Bachelor Sunset School District 25 gt Yes
39
David Male Bachelor Kennedy Jr. High 4 7th Yes
School
James Male Bachelor Influence Academy 3 6t Yes

Charter School, Urbana
School District

Andrew Male Bachelor Wood Jr. High School 4 Tth Yes
Kayla Female Bachelor Wirth Middle School, 3 6th Yes
Cahokia School
District

After the interview, | performed transcription of the interviews, coding the items instead
of a using a transcription service to provide more accuracy and validity to the study. Once the
transcriptions were completed, each participant received an email copy of their transcriptions for
member checking, and all participants followed up on the confirmation email and scheduled a

virtual follow-up meeting to discuss the results of their individual interview for clarity and to
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identify discrepancies. There were ten completed interviews; the average length of an individual
interview was 14:01 minutes, with the transcribed interviews having an average of 9.9 pages.
Brandon

Brandon was a Black African American male who taught grade six. Brandon had one
year of experience teaching social-emotional learning skills, done virtually. Brandon expressed a
passion for helping students grow and develop. He stated, “I’m always looking for ways to
improve my teachings” for the betterment of the students.
Leonard

Leonard was a Black American male who taught grade eight. He had been teaching for
three years; however, he had only been teaching for one year when COVID-19 occurred.
Leonard was delighted to share his experience implementing SEL skills virtually with his
students. Leonard considers himself a great teacher; however, trying to uphold Illinois SEL
competency standards was complicated since this was his first year teaching it.
Stephanie

Stephanie was an African American teacher who taught sixth graders in a Chicago school
district. She had been teaching for two years and three months; however, she had only been
teaching SEL skills for three months before going to virtual learning. While Stephanie was a
newer teacher, she started her implementation of SEL skills in the classroom, then quickly
transitioned to a virtual platform amid COVID-19. Stephanie enjoyed teaching and implementing
the SEL skill sets into her learning curriculum as outlined in Illinois educational standards;

however, she expressed significant challenges in completing this task in a virtual setting.
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Johnathan

Johnathan was a 34-year-old black male teacher who taught seventh graders in Urbana
School District 116. He had been teaching for two years and implementing SEL skills for one
year. Johnathan taught social-emotional learning skills virtually during the onset of the
pandemic; however, he experienced “a whole lot of stress” because “you know, we're talking
about virtual learning, I think, way back. We used to see virtual learning for advanced people, for
people that are, you know, really advanced to try to apply to the, you know?”” Johnathan
expressed this as something new, ultimately changing people's mindset.
Brian

Brian was a 37-year-old Black male teacher who taught eight graders at Edison Regional
Gifted Center. He had been teaching for over a year when the pandemic took place. Brian
explained that SEL skills were not mandated in his school because the state did not operate it.
However, he successfully proposed the adoption of this skill set to those in authority and began
implementing the it on a trial basis—a few months prior to the start of the pandemic. Brian
suggested the implementation of those new skills virtually was not “rosy.”
Willie

Willie was a 36-year-old black American who taught eighth graders in Sunset School
District 39. He had been teaching for two and a half years, of which six months were used in
implementing SEL skills into his academic curriculum. Willie was eager to share his experience,
describing it as very difficult during the pandemic. He emphasized the importance of parental

involvement, noting that a teacher’s efforts can only go so far.
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David

David, an African American male in his early thirties, taught seventh grade at Kennedy
Jr. High School. With four years of teaching experience, David had been teaching SEL skills to
his students for several years. He readily discussed the differences between in-person and virtual
teaching skills. Although David struggled with implementing the mandated SEL skills virtually,
he remained dedicated to building relationships with his students and providing the best version
of himself as a teacher.
James

James, who had been teaching for three years, was a 35-year-old Black American who
taught sixth graders at Influence Academy Charter School in the Urbana School District. James
expressed excelling at in-person delivery of SEL skills for a year and a half; however, he virtual
instruction significantly more difficult. He suggested making things work for the students and
teachers with all the changes, “a teacher must not be harsh. It must not be somebody that is, so
you know, rigid but must be flexible to be able to carry the student and the people together.”
James demonstrated compassion and concern during his interview. He was transparent in how
impactful the continuation of implementing SEL skills was during this time, but he was also
forthcoming in how he and other teachers faced challenges.
Andrew

Andrew was a 38-year-old Black American who taught seventh graders at Wood Jr. High
School in the Northbrook School District. He had been teaching for four years, spending all but
one year teaching and implementing SEL skills in his lessons. Andrew was enthusiastic during
his interview. He expressed compassion in delivering SEL skills in person but explained his

frustration in providing the skills on a virtual platform.
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Kayla

Kayla was a Black sixth-grade teacher at Wirth Middle School in Cahokia School District
187. She had been teaching for three years, but only taught SEL skills the year prior to the
pandemic. Although Kyla had been teaching for a few years, she expressed being unprepared for
this new teaching norm through a virtual platform. Kayla, in essence, became a researcher in her
quest to find as much material as possible on SEL skills to remain in compliance with the
mandate from the state while implementing SEL skills virtually.

Results

The findings from the data collected from this transcendental phenomenological study are
presented in the following sections. Data collected were organized and established through the
research questions designed to understand urban middle school teachers’ experiences with
implementing social and emotional learning skills virtually amid a pandemic and its influence on
the teacher-student relationship. The information included within the section, Significant
Statements and Themes, is derived from a method described by Moustakas (1994) as
horizontalization, which is the findings of common themes among participants and their
experiences within the phenomenon. The information incorporated within the section provided a
collection of data that connected the research question responses from the participant interviews
and focus group directly answered in the quest by the research questions. The data presented
originated from the personal testimonies of participants to describe their lived encounters with
the phenomenon.
Interviews

The interview questions for this study were generated out of a desire to fill a gap in recent

literature pertaining to teachers’ perception of implementing SEL skills virtually amid COVID-
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19. The questions were based on the lack of information on virtually implementing SEL skills in
urban schools amid COVID-19 and its connection to current literature. Individual and focus
group interviews were performed with ten urban middle school teachers during a time that suited
each participant’s schedule using the virtual platform, Microsoft Teams. All interviewees were
recorded using this same platform. The recordings and transcripts were immediately saved to
Microsoft Teams and downloaded to my computer, which was password-protected.

Significant Statements and Themes

Upon completion of the interviews, each recording and transcript was reviewed for
accuracy and then studied with the participant for member checking. As a result of the data
collection, three themes were identified from the statements and key words, which revealed
common themes in no distinct order; five sub-themes also emerged. The three main themes are
(a) Personal Experience of Implementing SEL, (b) Professional Experience of Safeguarding
Illinois Mandate SEL Implementation Virtually, and (c) Experience in Developing a Teacher-
Student Relationship Virtually. The significant statements and themes were developed after a
thorough review of focus group and individual interviews. In repeatedly reading the transcripts, |
color-coded each statement according to its relevance to and description of the problem being
studied. Each statement pertinent to the phenomenon was extracted and detailed in a separate
Word document for further review and analysis.

The coding of each statement required me to bracket out my own involvement in the
study, but not wholly. Still, it allowed me to identify and put aside any personal experience,
focusing solely on the participant's experience within the study. This type of bracketing required
careful application of phenomenological reduction, which included but was not limited to

bracketing out inner prejudice, personal beliefs, and reactions. To expand my understanding of
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the phenomenon experienced by the participants, | was intentionally reflective regarding my role
as the researcher, aiming to minimize how the collected data shaped what | saw, heard, and
wrote, as articulated by the participants in the study.

Moustakas's (1994) practical steps were used for the analysis of this study. These steps
included (a) interviewing eight to ten participants who experienced this phenomenon, (b)
identifying and documenting significant statements, (c) grouping relevant statements into
categories of meaning, and (d) synthesizing the meaningful statements into themes. The
emerging themes from the individual interviews are as follows: (a) personal experience of
implementing SEL, (b) professional experience of safeguarding Illinois-mandated SEL
implementation virtually, and (c) experience in developing a teacher-student relationship
virtually. These themes provided a framework for understanding the personal and professional
experiences of urban middle school teachers in Illinois as they implemented SEL virtually during
the COVID-19 pandemic and their experience developing teacher-student relationships during
this period. The themes and associated sub-themes are presented in Table 3.

Table 3

Themes and Sub-themes of Virtual SEL Implementation Experience

Theme Sub-theme

Personal Experience of Implementing SEL - Classroom Implementation
Virtual Implementation
Challenges of Virtual SEL Implementation

Professional Experience of Safeguarding Illinois Mandate SEL - Learning Process
Implementation Virtually - Resources

Developing a Teacher-Student Relationship Virtually
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Table 4 verifies the repeated words and phrases learned during individual interviews and focus

groups that helped structure the themes.
Table 4

Significant Words and Phrases

Theme Cluster of Meaning

Repeated Words or Phrases

Theme I: Classroom Implementation
Personal Initial Experience of
Implementing SEL

Virtual Implementation

Easier because students were focused
Easy with little challenges

Different; could see their faces, read
their emotions and responses

Easy; | was able to observe the
students’ different emotions.

I only taught it virtually during the
pandemic.

Easy classroom implementation

Kids are easily distracted.

Students not on the same academic
level

Virtual learning is for advanced
people.

Unable to see students

Audio only with no facial expressions
First year teaching SEL

Challenges of Virtual SEL
Implementation

Attendance

Background distractions
Poor school implementation
Lack of parental support

Lack of resources

First introduced during the pandemic
Poor student time management
Switching from face-to-face to virtual
learning; decline in concentration and
attention.

Inability to cope (poorer background
population); students thinking they're
not smart enough and giving up.
Lack of implementation education for
both the student and teacher

Theme II: Learning Process
Professional Experience of

Safeguarding Illinois Mandate SEL

Implementation Virtually

Independent SEL skill sets research.
Lack of training for virtual
implementation
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Time-consuming; struggle with
balancing courses and skill
implementation

Resources Lack of initial resources
Lack of devices for students
Lack of platforms for online SEL
implementation
Virtual platform and network issues

Theme Il1: Not easy
Experience in Developing a Teacher- Flexibility
Student Relationship Virtually Rapport building

Communication

Alternatives

Encouraged parental involvement.
Managing personal skills
Activities

Trust; safe space; building on
similarities

Tools

Increase effective communication.
Parental involvement

Character building

Bonding

Personal Initial Experience of Implementing SEL
The first significant theme that emerged from data collected pertains to how participants
perceived their experiences when implementing social-emotional learning skills during the
COVID-19 pandemic. This theme of implementation was mentioned twelve different times
throughout the interviews. Participants described their individual experiences (easy, difficult,
challenging, distracting, stressful), which impacted their ability to successfully implement SEL
skills. Four participants stated the implementation was easy initially, another four said it was
difficult/challenging/stressful, and two shared that it was their first-year teaching SEL skills.
One person with prior in-person experience in implementing SEL skills and suggested it

was relatively easy initially; however, transitioning to virtual made implementation more
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complicated. David shared that his in-person experience implementing SEL skills during the
pandemic was “easy with little to no challenges; communication was quite smooth.” Brian
suggested the skills were “easier to explain and students were more focused.” Meanwhile, Willie
characterized his experience as “easier because students were in person, and you can put your
eyes on them to evaluate what state they're in.” James emphasized that his experience was easy
because he “was able to observe the student's different emotions and provided help when
needed.” While some perceived their pre-pandemic experience as easy, others, such as
Stephanie, described her experience as being stressful.

Stephanie shared, “I will say it was a bit stressful. This is because capturing the students'
attention and using the strategies has not been easy. Some students found it challenging to
understand what you're teaching them, even in the classroom setting, making virtual
implementation much more difficult.”

Andrew suggested it being “quite different.” When asked to explain, Andrew expounded
by sharing,

The quick transition from in-person to virtual was difficult because initially, I can see the

faces of these students. | can read their emotions and responses, which lets me know if

they are getting what [ am trying to convey, but suddenly I couldn’t with the swift
changes.

Johnathan and Brandon shared mixed feelings of weirdness, strangeness, discomfort, and
difference when sharing their experience in the pre-virtual implementation of SEL skills.

Although each participant met the criteria and implemented SEL skills virtually, two
teachers lacked the opportunity to implement these skills in a regular classroom initially, which

limited their depth of understanding of the difference between face-to-face and virtual SEL
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implementation. Leonard stated, "When implementing these skills in person, | only began
implementing these skills during the pandemic,” and described the virtual introduction of SEL
skills as "brutal.” Kayla was the other teacher who had begun teaching SEL skills right before
the start of the pandemic. She conveyed feeling unprepared as she stated, “Uh. During the
pandemic, of course. That was when | was first charged with implementing, umm, SEL as part of
the curriculum for virtual learning.” Kayla highlighted her unpreparedness, adding, "There were
no materials, but finally, we were given access through our district. So, what | was able to do and
implement, | think, came across successfully, although I felt I needed more training and support
in that area.” A breakdown of the participants' initial experience is provided in Table 5.

Table 5

Personal Initial Experience of Implementing SEL Skills

Theme Times Mentioned
Easy 4
Difficult 6
Challenging 6
Distracting 5
Stressful 4

Of the individual experiences, three sub-themes were identified to explore deeper the
theme of Personal Experience of Implementing SEL. These sub-themes included classroom
implementation, virtual implementation, and the challenges of virtual SEL implementation.
Detailed below, the sub-themes provide a more thorough understanding of how participants
personally experienced the phenomenon.

Classroom Implementation. All participants, except for Leonard who first experienced
it virtually, had similar experiences implementing SEL face-to-face in a regular classroom.

During the individual interviews, six participants described classroom implementation as “easy,
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easier to explain, students more focused, and communication was quite smooth.” Stephanie
found that her experience stressful due to inattentive students. Andrew was one participant who
expressed that “face-to-face implementation was easy” but different because he could “see their
facial expressions” when teaching a new SEL skill. He emphasized the importance of paying
attention to the student’s body language by stating,
In your classroom, it's different from when I do it virtually. The difference here is if I'm
teaching students in the school, I can see the faces of these students, and | can read their
emotions and their responses. | know | can detect the general response, and | see the
message I'm passing is getting to this student, and | know how they are receiving it. Still,
the difference here is when I do it virtually, sometimes the virtual meeting is just audio,
just audio recorded, and | don't get to see their facial expression. I can't be 100% certain
that the student is receiving the message very well. So, there's that difference, you know.
On the contrary, Stephanie voiced her experience implementing SEL skills face-to-face as being
“stressful, not easy, and students not being attentive.” According to Stephanie,
OK. I' will say it's a bit stressful. It's because it's not easy to capture the student’s attention
and implement the strategies for SEL because of poor concentration. So, it's the SEL, a
process by which the children can learn, understand, and manage emotions and then set
and achieve positive goals. As well as feeling and showing empathy for others to some
extent. It's just not easy. Some students find it challenging to understand what you're
teaching them. It was not easy either way (August 2022).
One participant, Kyla, had known of SEL skills and the mandate to teach them in schools within

Illinois; however, she explained,
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So, umm, with it. Uh. During the pandemic, of course. That is when | was first charged
with implementing SEL as part of Illinois's educational standards (Coughing) for our
virtual learning. And so, with it, if | had to rate myself on a scale of one to five, | would
put myself in a category three, just a neutral, be it that, for the most part, a lot of what |
had to do or teach virtually honestly had to come to the, I guess, my understanding.
Brian's experience was different:
OK, so before the pandemic, it was, let's say, a little bit better. | had to prove it was worth
learning or teaching students about. So basically, | taught students, maybe in my leisure
time. | just wanted to give them a little briefing on how it is to learn SEL skills. But
basically, after doing so. | saw that the response from the students was great, so | had to
ask the school if they could add something like this to the educational standards since the
school is a private entity and does not follow Illinois general academic standards, which
was good. I got a good response and was able to incorporate it into the virtual platform.
Virtual Implementation. Seven of the ten participants faced difficulties in navigating
the students’ academic levels in virtual settings. The difference in educational levels included
participants stating that “virtual learning is for advanced people” and “students were not on the
same level academically.” The difference in students' academic levels made it challenging for
teachers to implement and teach SEL skills. Some described their experience as “stressful,
challenging, tough work, and a tough journey. Johnathan was vocal about his virtual experience,
stating, "'l was stressed out a lot of times because the students were easily distracted, especially
those with individual education plans (IEPs).” In speaking about his virtual implementation

experience as it relates to SEL skills, Johnathan stated,
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Do you know something? This has never happened before. You know, COVID changed
the entire system. No, I think it changed people's whole mindset. Because, you know,
when talking about virtual learning, I think way back. We used to see virtual learning as
for advanced people, for people that are, you know, really advanced, to try and do it
because it is a lot of stress. For us to be able to cope initially, it was stressful because
sometimes those children would come on virtually and just be distracted. Still, you would
have to put them in line, redirect them to the call and not their surroundings, and get them
to understand why they need to focus on what’s being taught and why they are here. So,
yes, it was stressful and challenging.

David stated virtually, “I was unprepared, and so were the students. This was new for everyone,

so this advanced learning level made implementing SEL skills a struggle for a long time."

In comparing implementing SEL skills in a school versus virtually, Stephanie explained,
“Remote learning was a bit challenging. It was the most challenging of my career as many of
those students could not cope with the pandemic, which caused the implementation flow not to
go well. I noticed several students were further behind than some classmates, increasing
challenges.” Although Leonard’s first year teaching SEL skills was virtual, he echoed these same
sentiments:

The starting point of the pandemic was somewhat tricky because not every student could

control their social learning and cope with their emotions while completing their studies.

You know how stressful the pandemic period was for everyone trying to cope with their

families and trying to get vaccinated and having one issue or the other. And for me as a

person and teacher, | responded that it was tough because | couldn't cope well with the

pandemic and the new way of teaching these new skills to students.
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Other participants also made similar statements when describing virtual implementation,
discussing struggles with implementing the skills outlined, difficulty with using only audio with
no facial expressions, not knowing if students are receiving the information presented, and
network challenges. This was exemplified through David's statement:

You can tell when you're not getting the message across. When one of many students

isn’t getting it, you know when you know that you’re not communicating or connecting

with them effectively. | mean, it's a bit difficult because even if nobody's getting what
you're saying, they all can, you know, nod in agreement with it. And you know you can't
tell specifically, compared to when you are in a four-wall classroom with them.
Brian unapologetically said, “Virtual implementation of SEL skills was not at all rosy, but
extremely difficult.” He further explained,

OK, now basically, when students are in the classroom, you can get their attention,

maybe by calling on the student or telling them to stand up or just incorporating activities

to draw their attention towards you. But virtually, there were a lot of distractions, and
most of the students were not, let's say, initially when we started, paying much attention
to the lessons being taught on SEL. So, | had to sometimes divert a little from what | was
teaching to make maybe the class a little bit more fun so | could get their attention. But it
was more stressful than | expected.

Some participants highlighted the challenges of virtual implementation of SEL skills for
reasons other than those previously mentioned. Willie explained,

During the pandemic, it was so difficult. It was so complex that the people you handled

were in great need. So, they are having difficulty in being available for virtual learning.
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Umm, platform and so many issues, network issues, and they cannot attain what was

being taught. And it was demanding that you couldn’t see or talk to them as before.
James stated his level of discomfort as he watched his students face emotional trauma and not
being able to approach them in a more personal way. He shared,

Sometimes when | see students, you know, sitting down, maybe lonely, so lonely and so

gloomy, you know, and | need to approach the students. You know, give them some

counseling after finding out the issue is because of money, which causes a lot of my
students to face some emotional trauma.
Many participants stated that implementing SEL skills virtually was difficult and stressful for
them and their students for various other reasons such as academic level differences, emotional
instability, economic difficulties, and, most importantly, the inability to connect with them due to
technology.

Challenges of Virtual SEL Implementation. The primary reasons teachers experienced
difficulties implementing SEL skills virtually were students’ ability to stay focused, lack of
resources, and attendance. Several teachers were confident in teaching and implementing SEL
skills face-to-face; however, due to things outside their control, five teachers expounded on
distractions, four on lack of resources, and three teachers experienced problems with student
attendance. Johnathan stated,

The most challenging thing was they were distracted. You know it, it was always tough

for me because sometimes they were constantly distracted, and trying to incorporate the

five core SEL competencies was not attainable according to what the state of Illinois
required. This was especially true when everybody's video cameras were on, and they

saw their friends; they only wanted to play and not take things seriously. So, sometimes,
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they were easily distracted. However, this surprised them; most have not evaluated or
used this virtual learning tool before.

David suggested that “the level of concentration and keeping the attention of the students was a

great challenge in the virtual world,” so he had to devise a plan that worked for him and his

students. David stated,
So, switching to virtual was a considerable challenge. The students felt like they had
enough room to do whatever they wanted since the teacher was not right before them,
creating some fear. They felt like they had all the freedom, but I had to understand this
was new and try to understand how to manage the situation best because | knew that that
was a big challenge. The student's level of concentration and attention declined the most.
So, I just needed a solution, and that brought about my design. I planned to split the class
into smaller groups where | could handle and give more attention to each of them.
Therefore, the biggest challenge, in short, was capturing their attention and knowing they
are 100% focused on the SEL skills you are trying to incorporate into the class.

While students’ ability to focus was a significant challenge, four teachers also found not having

adequate resources to teach the mandated SEL skills challenging as well. Brandon stated,
For my part, | would say economically it was a challenge for students to communicate
using laptops, internet, etc. because of poverty. Some schools had the resources
immediately available to the students. Still, some didn’t, which impeded the student’s
ability to access the class; therefore, implementing SEL skills is impossible for all
students within our district.

Willie also reflected on limited resources being a significant challenge:
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| had students who did not know how to operate a laptop and navigate different
applications for the learning process. And you must ask yourself, “Why is this?”
However, they perform more effectively when you meet them face-to-face in the
classroom. So, my most significant challenge was the students’ and parents' lack of
competency with working on a laptop in the early stages of virtual learning.
Three teachers faced the challenge of students’ attendance while teaching SEL skills virtually.
Kyla explained, “Attendance and students being vulnerable enough to participate is challenging,
especially at this stage of development.” She further stated,
I'll be honest: the most significant issue was attendance. Seeing that there wasn't a grade
for social-emotional learning, and even the vulnerability of students had been sometimes
the more substantial issue. | would think, after attendance, that they should push
themselves outside their comfort zones. When you’re virtual, it always feels like the
spotlight is on you and when you speak. And so many students tend to shy away from
their voices. Trying to find other mechanisms outside of, you know, just unmuting or
having their camera on was imperative if you wanted to make them comfortable enough
to participate.
Eighth-grade teachers Leonard and Brian, who both began teaching and implementing SEL skills
for the first time during the pandemic, faced unique challenges. Leonard's struggled with the
“virtual experience altogether and not knowing how the students were feeling.” Brian, on the
other hand, struggled with “students being sarcastic and not taking the lessons seriously.” He
further explained, “Teaching and implementing these skills took a long time because I was trying
to teach them something new and valuable but also motivate them simultaneously, which was

not an easy task using a virtual platform.” The participants' feelings and experiences reflected the
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importance of understanding the impact of SEL skills implementation in a classroom versus in a
virtual setting on both the teacher and the student.
Professional Experience in Implementing SEL In Illinois
Participants reported things related to lack of “preparation, such as being time-
consuming, having a lot of self-training, having heavy tasks to complete, and having little to no
flexibility” in the SEL skills curriculum.
Kayla highlighted, “It was a learning process, most definitely. Umm, because by the time the
pandemic started, | had only been teaching middle school for a year, and so with it, that was a
learning process for me to go through.”
Andrew stated,
Incorporating SEL skills into a lesson is a fixed process given by the state of Illinois,
especially when completing the tack face-to-face; however, this process was not easily
adaptable using a virtual platform. While the coursework was arranged, the ability to
control the class and implement these skills was less evident. You can review lesson
plans and agree on how to incorporate the skills. Still, when the time comes, you must be
flexible enough to adjust, even if that means not including SEL skills in the coursework,
which was not a wise choice at times.
The mandate to implement SEL skills regardless of the platform primarily rested on the
participant's comfort level, training, and resources provided, as noted by six of the ten teachers.
Leonard considered himself a great teacher; however, trying to uphold Illinois SEL competency
standards was sometimes tricky.
Kayla felt that she was “doing a lot of independent SEL skill sets research” to navigate

how to meet her students' needs best. Johnathan used the word “balance” to describe his struggle
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in following the mandate of Illinois to include SEL skills in everyday teaching. His overall
challenge with following the mandate was balancing the actual coursework of the students and
skill implementation. He noted, “As a teacher, I was confused about which was precedent since
both were time-consuming.”
Learning Process. All 10 participants voiced their concern about the absence of
adequate preparation for obeying Illinois' state mandate of virtual SEL implementation.
From David,
Yeah, it's Monday, and it’s time to teach virtually for the first time. I am anxious because
I’ve never taught almost, but I soon realized you still must teach these skills as part of the
state requirements, so you do it. You know, it's part of what you must do to keep your
job, right? So. I wasn't down with it and confident, but I knew | had a task before me and
needed to find a way to do it. So, the comfort wasn't there because | received the virtual
training and preparation myself quickly (David, interview, August 2022).
Willie expressed feeling unprepared to implement SEL skills among students from various types
of academic and behavioral backgrounds within the same virtual classroom:
Students’ success in learning the SEL skills being implemented face-to-face or virtually
is based on the individual student. As you know, in the school system, we have the
talented, gifted, emotional, and those with learning disabilities. So, the classification of
individuals matters when it comes to following the mandate. When teaching a group of
students, you expect them to be different. However, mixing those with learning
disabilities with those without is a lot to handle when teaching SEL skills using a new
implementation method. Some of these kids are so emotionally distracted and distant that

it takes the focus from the other students trying to learn.
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Brandon, a sixth-grade teacher, explained that although he had been teaching and implementing

SEL skills for the last five years, which was easy, continuing to abide by the Illinois state

mandate of implementing SEL skills virtually had been exceptionally hard:
Because of the students’ different social and economic levels, I have found abiding by
this mandate challenging. Many students did not have adequate internet, devices, or
academic understanding to comprehend what was being taught. In learning these skills,
one can get online quickly while another cannot, which ultimately creates a barrier to
introducing any new skills on the part of the teacher. Some days, | would have a whole
class; other days, |1 would have half of a class, but most days, | would have fewer than ten
students to attend out of twenty-five on my roster. Although the pandemic happened fast,
more preparation and training should have been given to teachers in this implementation
area, especially since it is vital to the development of students during their middle school
lives.

Even though interviewees taught and implemented SEL skills virtually during the pandemic, one

teacher—Leonard—found this task very difficult as he reflected on his professional experience:
Yeah, it was hard, you know, introducing and implementing SEL skills while under the
pandemic. You know how stressful the pandemic period was for everyone trying to cope,
be away from their families, get vaccinated, and have one issue or another, as a person
and as a teacher. | found it very difficult, especially with it being my first year teaching
the skills. I couldn’t cope during that period, so abiding by the Illinois state mandate was
not as successful as it could have been.
Resources. All ten participants, in some form or another, acknowledged that teaching

and implementing SEL skills to middle students was imperative during the COVID-19
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pandemic; however, the lack of resources to carry out the task was challenging. An example of
the importance of continuing to teach and implement SEL skills can be seen in Leonard’s
explanation of what it provides middle schoolers during their time of development amid the
world’s norm shifting at a rapid pace:

The importance of teaching and implementing these skills should be for teachers and

students alike to have self-awareness. This means we should be able to model for the

students how to recognize their strengths and needs as they develop a growth mindset.

Teaching and implementing this competency allow the students to begin seeing things

from their peers’ perspectives, showing empathy, and appreciating diverse backgrounds.

Teachers can intentionally support children's social and emotional health by using

children's books, planning activities, coaching on the spot, and pressuring administrators

to strive for adequate resources to reach all levels if higher standards are to be attained

(Leonard, member checking, November 2022).

Kayla initially had no materials for teaching SEL, but her district eventually provided some
resources. She said, “What I could do and implement, I think, came across successfully, although
I felt I needed more training and support in that area if that makes sense.”

Five participants believed the lack of resources hindered their ability to comply with the
mandate professionally, leading to a disparity in the quality of education among students.
Leonard, Johnathan, Brandon, and Willie reported a lack of resources such as the internet and
laptops. Leonard remarked, “Accessibility to educational material and coping effectively with
emotions affected middle schoolers negatively during the pandemic.” Brandon added, “The

economic status of resources for his students was limited and not readily affordable to most
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households, which directly affected his students' ability to access skills as part of their

development.”

Stephanie explained,
When teaching and implementing SEL skills remotely, it has not been easy for some
students to follow along. Many students lacked devices, causing them to be left behind,
which ultimately meant they weren’t getting taught the skills needed not only as part of
the state mandate but also for their personal development. Devices were necessary to help
the students navigate this new learning norm, especially those who needed additional
assistance and support. Being able to send SEL activities to my students allowed them to
express themselves independently without fear of being the center of attention. They had
breakout rooms where they could challenge themselves and others using the SEL skills
taught without needing my direct presence and engagement in the session; however,
many students were not allotted this opportunity due to limited internet and laptop access.

The value of safeguarding the Illinois mandate impacts how teachers experience implementing

SEL skills virtually. In preserving this mandate, Kayla shares what she perceived as the missing

link and an opportunity for growth:
I would say one of the missing links for me as a teacher is that | could have used
something that was a visual training opportunity to give me ideas. I think a lot of what |
experienced was learning to fly, taking what was created as an in-classroom learning
opportunity, and trying to translate it virtually. Educators often ride behind the eight ball
when we should be in front of it, especially when it involves kids. A secondary education

reference manual could assist in future resources for educators and those we teach within



urban communities. Table 6 outlines the themes associated with the challenges in
implementing SEL skills virtually as mandated by the state of Illinois.
Table 6

Challenges in Implementing Illinois-Mandated SEL Skills Common Themes

Participants Lack of  Lack of Lack of Lack of Parental Emotionally Teachers
Virtual ~ Preparation Student Resources Involvement Challenging Emotional
Training Devices for Students  Discomfort
Brandon X X X X X
Leonard X X X X X
Stephanie X X X
Johnathan X X X
Brian X X
Willie X X X
David X X
James X X X
Andrew X X X
Kayla X X X X X

Developing a Teacher-Student Relationship Virtually

The development of virtual teacher-student relationships, as described by eight of the

participants, hinged significantly on heavy communication. This was deemed crucial for
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establishing rapport with middle school students. Participants identified communication-related

themes as integral to the relationship-building process, such as trust building, rapport building,

and role modeling. As Willie stated during his member checking interview,

Everyone has different challenges, so it will take time to develop the teacher-student
relationship. One reason it takes time is because of the lack of attendance and the fact that
it is virtual. Students will come but not be there mentally because they have challenges in
their families or wherever. When in the classroom, students were in school regularly,
which allowed you to ask questions about their previous night, their families, etc.;

however, virtually, it's limited time, but you must put in the same energy that you did
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face-to-face if you want the best relational outcome. The bottom line is that relationships
take time to be established, especially with this age group, and communication is the key
ingredient.

Andrew explained that one needs to open dialogue with their students and exhibit personal,

relational skills. Andrew described this sentiment:
Uh, I communicate with my students to make them feel comfortable. In doing this, | try
again and again to make the virtual environment very suitable for them. | hope that
maybe next time, it'll be easier to join the classroom experience with ease. | have learned
that middle schoolers, especially minorities, don’t know you care unless you show it.
Therefore, asking about their welfare, families, hobbies, responsible decision-making,
and stuff like that brings you closer to understanding where they are and helping guide
them if allowed. The most significant impact I perceived during my virtual teacher-
student relationship experience was learning how to communicate effectively with my
students without being face-to-face. That gives me an edge to keep going and not turn
back; | see growth in my students when they share appropriately.

Another participant echoed that communication is a vital component in developing the teacher-

student relationship; however, he expressed it as a big challenge compared to being face-to-face

with his students.

David explained,
Uh, kids can be a handful sometimes. So, you know, going virtually abruptly and then
trying to develop strong communication with them when you are not physically with
them; it's a big challenge, but I think I learned how to find my way to make it work. |

usually try to minimize the sections and how many students are in each. I do this because
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the larger the number, the more challenging it becomes. So, | usually have numerous
sections with shorter times, like 30-40 minutes, so | can give more attention to those who
need it. I could have five students in any section and maybe ten in another. Breaking the
students into sections based on their individual needs gave me the privilege of handling
the class appropriately and getting to know my students in a smaller setting (breakout
rooms).

When recalling their experience developing a virtual teacher-student relationship, several

participants spoke of parental involvement as a critical factor.

Johnathan emphasized,
Some of my students were not comfortable being alone using a virtual platform; it’s
something they had never done before. To ease the anxiety of my students and make
attempts to build a relationship, | allow “parents to participate in sections with their
middle schooler until the student felt comfortable.”

Kayla described the development of her teacher-student relationships in the virtual environment,

highlighting the use virtual group circles: “We were able to do different building activities to be

more receptive to the process of social-emotional learning.”

Kayla elaborated,
Building that trust opportunity allowed my students to know they were in a safe space,
that we were all here, and just highlighting the similarities of issues that we may have
been exposed to or experienced and just being able to build that platform or foundation
for us to work. We often see young people as just kids, but they have the exact emotional
needs of adults. They need to feel like they can trust. They need to feel like what they say

is going to be valid. They need to feel like their experiences matter. And with that,
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ensuring that we were building those foundations of safety; they understood the
importance of our conversations and that whoever was brought in as a guest speaker
would speak on those issues in a way that felt supportive, not demeaning, and that there
was mutual respect.

Brian also explained how he developed and maintained his teacher-student relationships:
OK, first, I made learning new SEL skills a fun way. | spent 90% of the time teaching,
but the other 10% was spent incorporating fun SEL activities into the lessons. We could
talk a little during this time and catch up on what's happening with them. Creating a fun
learning environment allowed my students to feel a sense of freedom where they could be
vulnerable and share with me as their teacher and peers. In making the learning
environment more fun, students felt empowered to use self-control and channel their
energy to think before responding regardless of the problem.

While some participants relied on communication, relationship skill sets, activities, and parental

involvement to establish and maintain teacher-student relationships virtually, Leonard leaned

into his students' voices:
The responsibility, uh, decisions about the temperature of the teacher-student relationship
was set by my students. I ask questions and get feedback from them, allowing me to
understand them more personally. Giving my students a voice by encouraging them to
provide feedback has significantly impacted the development of a relationship using a
virtual platform. Additionally, Leonard suggested that the teacher-student relationship is
substantial; however, it is critical to middle schoolers' stage of development that
knowledge be imparted and that they observe how SEL skills are modeled in adults.

Table 7 outlines the themes associated with teacher-student virtual relationship building.
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Table 7

Teacher-Student Virtual Relationship Building Common Themes

Participants Trust  Time Increase in Parental Incorporating Age- Role-Modeling
Communication Involvement Appropriate Activities  SEL Skillsets
Brandon X X X X
Leonard
Stephanie X X
Johnathan X X
Brian X
Willie X X X X
David X
James X
Andrew X X
Kayla X

Note: Common themes generated through participants interviews
Focus Group Responses

Four focus group research guestions were formulated to guide this study. The themes and
sub-themes developed during the data analysis of the individual interviews provided the
foundation for the responses to the focus group research questions. The responses to the focus
group research questions communicated the fundamental nature of the participant's advice to
future middle school teachers on implementing SEL skills using a virtual platform through the
textural and structural interpretation of the phenomenon. Focus groups were conducted as
another method, allowing the researcher to collect different information based on participants’
attitudes, experiences, and beliefs. This session was utilized to obtain participants’ opinions, not
to reach a consensus, but to acquire the expression of differences, which is informative.
Focus Group Question One

Focus Group Question One asked, “What advice would you give future teachers who
may not have experienced teaching and implementing SEL skills during a pandemic?” This

question allowed the participants to advise from different perspectives, which could be utilized in
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future training and education with new teachers. All participants discussed what advice they
would give future teachers transitioning from teaching SEL in person to teaching SEL on a
virtual platform during a pandemic. Participants offered advice based on their experience with
teaching SEL virtually through a historical lens of changes throughout the COVID-19 pandemic.
The participants effectively connected their advice to their first-of-its-kind teaching of SEL skills
virtual experiences and that of their colleagues. Participants Kayla, Johnathan, Stephanie, and
Andrew highlighted the importance of having emotional intelligence coupled with practical
communication skills as crucial components that teachers would benefit from if a pandemic
would lead them to teach SEL skills virtually in the future.

Participants Leonard, Brian, and Willie emphasized the need for adaptability when facing
the new norm of teaching and implementing SEL skills for teachers who may have to do so
virtually. They attributed this advice to learning, accepting, and practicing patience for both the
teacher and the student as it assisted in taking virtual implementation strategies instead of
fighting against the unknown.

Participants David and James credited their advice to connecting, collaborating, and
creating space for forming teacher-student relationships. They pointed out getting to know their
students as impacting their understanding and implementing two of five SEL core competencies:
social awareness and relationship skills. All participants identified their advice in their virtual
implementation of SEL skills as impacting their modeling of self-awareness, self-management,
and responsible decision-making.

None of the participants voiced an arrival to mastering teaching and implementing SEL
skills using a virtual platform; many viewed it as a stressful but rewarding journey that could be

dominated both now and, in the future, as Brandon spoke during the focus group. Brandon
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suggested this level of mastery could take place if the following advice is understood and

utilized,
It is essential to be clear about social and emotional learning, which the new teachers can
do. They must create a safe and supportive environment. You need students to feel
comfortable with you, the teacher, and their classmates so they can share their thoughts
and feelings when the time arises in or out of the classroom setting. This can be done by
establishing ground rules and maintaining a respectful and open-minded attitude between
the teacher and the learner, and if done correctly, it will be great.

Though participants' perceived experience with teaching and implementing SEL skills virtually

during the COVID-19 pandemic is not equated with having been mastered compared to face-to-

face classroom implementation, the advice of those teaching experiences in helping to place

respect and importance for the virtual implementation of SEL skills was apparent. Table 8 details

the advice given per participant that future teachers could use when implementing SEL skills

virtually.

Table 8

Advice for Future Teachers Implementing SEL Skills Virtually

Participants Advice for Future Teachers Implementing SEL Skills Virtually
Kayla Incorporate self-management, goal-setting, and emotional intelligence.
Johnathan Manage stress, practice emotional intelligence, and insert practical communication skills.
Stephanie Train and retrain your mind; create a relationship, emotional intelligence, and self-
awareness.
Brandon Create a safe, supportive environment for students to feel comfortable sharing. Establish

ground rules that encourage open-mindedness and respect between the teacher and
learner.
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Leonard Get adapted to the new norm and learn as much as you can on online teaching in your
spare time
Brian Learn, accept, and practice patience for both you and the students.
Willie Be patient and adapt instead of fighting against virtual implementation.
David Connect, collaborate, and create a space for relationships to be formed.
James Please get to know your students and use encouragement to build them up.
Andrew Self-awareness: build relationships, incorporate activities

Note: The synopsis of advice for teachers by participants.
Focus Group Question Two
Focus Group Question Two explored, “Do you believe implementing SEL virtually has
benefited students? Why or why not?”” The purpose of this focus group question was to give
participants a space to share their thoughts with their peers in a safe place, identify the difference
in the participant's perspective according to grade level, and challenge participants to take these
perspectives and implement the successful skills for a future educational gain and healthier
teacher-student relationships. This question pulls out whether the teachers believe implementing
SEL has been virtually beneficial to students or not. Eight out of 10 participants thought there
were benefits in teaching and implementing SEL skills using a virtual platform.
Willie shared, “I think it's beneficial because it could be used to prepare students for virtual
learning. So that in case this happens again, the students will be prepared.”
Johnathan stated,
OK. I think it's essential for the students to learn virtually because it gives them a new
sense of purpose. You know, it's a new sense of view that enlightens them on how to use
gadgets and how to, you know, combine academic work with technology. And it will

give them a kind of self-confidence because sometimes when you're taking virtual, you
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know, classes. There's this nervousness you must feel because sometimes it sounds or it.
Sometimes it feels weird to people around, like seeing other people on, you know, on
your platform. You you're not seeing them in person, so | think it's a benefit for students
to learn virtually so that it will help them, you know, white advancing to the next stage of
their career, they won't feel any strange or any surprise when the attending virtual
meetings or when they are taking virtual lectures. So, it will give them a sense of purpose
and confidence to cope in today's technological world.

Stephanie continued,
It's nice because it leaves us students with a sense of focus. It improves their focus and
helps them think critically. They have a vast way of solving problems independently,
giving them a sense of a situation where they can communicate fluently without needing
much help. It also provides a suitable coping mechanism. Within the students themselves,
they know the things that help to do. They do it independently and at ease, even if it
could be complex or challenging at some point. But they'll be able to sort out a solution
to a particular problem.

During the focus group session, others explained the advantages of virtual SEL skill

implementation; however, Brian, David, and Brandon disagreed.

Brian suggested,
OK, I know virtual sessions are sometimes good, but sometimes they can distract
students. What happened recently is that most students are attached to the Internet (i.e.,
Snapchat, Twitter, Facebook, TikTok). They are maybe watching videos online. So, |

can't see if they are dedicating their time to learning new skills. Online teaching and
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learning were big distractions; in-person teaching and implementing SEL skills is far
better than a virtual platform with middle schoolers.

While most of the participants disclosed some benefits, David agreed with Brian.

David added,
Yeah, just a little to what Brian just said. In a physical setting, you can see the students
and assist, therefore allowing for more control in the classroom learning experience. |
think the concentration level is reduced drastically when you teach students virtually,
especially middle schoolers, so | guess Brian was right there. To strengthen this
disadvantage, | find that the student can be on the virtual call, but meanwhile, their
attention is on something else, or they're engaging in something else. You know, they are
sitting right in front of the camera, looking like they’re paying attention when they’re not
focusing on the lesson or skills being taught.

Brandon continued,
| also had this incident where one could not meet the demands of these virtual meetings.
That is economic instability between homes. It also had an emotional impact on not only
the student but the parents as well. There was also a lot of disturbance behind the child.
And so, it became difficult, and not everyone could go to a separate place to learn or even
be flexible about coping with this new way of learning. And so, it's not to everybody's
advantage to have working technology or a quiet place to learn, which ultimately
becomes frustrating and challenging for the student already experiencing developmental
changes.
The data analysis revealed that while there are some benefits to implementing SEL skills

virtually, there are also some concerns about whether the student is receiving the information
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delivered. Participants shared how virtual learning could give middle schoolers a new sense of
purpose, increased focus, critical thinking, problem-solving, and coping mechanisms. Others
suggested a combination of academics and technology, early access to virtual learning,
collaboration, teamwork, and conflict solving as other benefits to the continuation of
implementing SEL skills, even if it’s on a virtual platform. On the contrary, some participants
felt that teaching SEL skills virtually would impede the student's ability to concentrate and learn
the skills effectively.
Focus Group Question Three

Focus Group Question Three asked, “If the need to implement SEL virtually again arises,
what challenges do you foresee new teachers having with implementing SEL?” I designed Focus
Group Question Three to facilitate a discussion on the barriers faced and what was done to
overcome said barriers. The three significant challenges that participants emphasized were time
management, technical issues, and relationship building when teachers and students abruptly
transitioned from in-class sessions to virtual classrooms. Participants used words such as
“frustration,” “stress,” “hardship,” and “difficulty” to explain how they experienced trying to
meet the mandate of incorporating SEL core competencies into their everyday educational
teaching using a virtual platform with little to no training. During the discussion within the focus
group on foreseeable challenges new teachers could have when implementing SEL skills
virtually.
Andrew explained,

OK, so I will say I think some of the issues we needed to address. There could have been

a better way to transition teachers and students to teaching/implementing SEL skills

virtually because time was not on our side when trying to fit these core competencies into
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our abbreviated schedules. To cover what we had to share with the students, you know,
when some of the students join late, you have a lot to cover. | realized there was
insufficient time, but rushing through the skill sets to say it was done was unacceptable or
unfair to the students when teaching new SEL skills. So, the time and the adjustments to
the schedule were significant challenges you can expect if teaching in Illinois schools.

The challenge of technical issues and financial hardship went hand in hand for most students.

Stephanie explained,
A challenge that every teacher should expect to face is having students in their class who
may not be as technically inclined as others, which could be generational as opposed to
intellectually competent. This challenge conflicts with the ‘No Child Left Behind’ Act
because many students struggle significantly and lack support at home to catch up
academically or socially. Additionally, most of the students lack finances, which caused a
delay in obtaining appropriate internet to join online classes.

Brandon echoed this same challenge, stating,
I’ve had several incidents where students could not meet the demands of virtual classes
due to economic instability between homes. It has an emotional disturbance that leaves
the student behind, which becomes difficult because not everyone can be flexible in
coping with this new way of learning. And so, not everybody has the same situation, but
it is difficult for those affected, including many of my students.

Brian highlighted that technology and its number of distractions could be potential challenges for

teachers who implement these skills virtually in the future.

Brian noted,
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Okay, umm, one of the problems | see the new teachers experiencing is that | don't want
to be sarcastic, but at least 60% of the new teachers will become frustrated. Teaching
virtually is technically frustrating, and if you don't have patience and high tolerance, you
will not be able to prepare because sometimes students are annoying and tend to get
distracted by technology. Then you may think a student is paying attention to you, but
you do not know the student is splitting the screen into two parts, watching a different
video on the other side, or maybe reading a different thing entirely. These days, I've
noticed that let's say, most students live 80% of their lives online, which can be an issue.

So basically, their coming to class virtually or trying to learn on this new platform will

become an issue. And if, as a teacher, you're not able to control your emotions, it will

become very frustrating.
Andrew shared,

Okay, I think one of the issues we need to address is time management. There must be a
better way to split academia time and the implementation of the mandated SEL skills in a virtual
setting. There is a lot of material to cover what we must teach the students when some are
joining late. So, the time and the adjustment in scheduling were a huge problem I can see
carrying into future challenges. We had a couple of technical issues; at the time, we did not have
time to address them, and they were also on the side of the students.

Stephanie conveyed,

Several challenges have already been mentioned; however, one challenge | foresee being
an ongoing concern is students who think they are not smart enough and have the misconception
that some individuals are just born to be intelligent. I encountered a few students who felt they

weren’t smart enough to catch up with everyone else because of the struggle with technology and
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having a generational gap, especially for those being raised by their grandparents, which occurs a
lot in the school district where | teach.
Willie explained,

If another pandemic requires a virtual interface, the teacher-student relationship will
continue to be challenging because the teacher has not learned about the student, and the students
have not gotten to know the teacher. So, I think teachers should constantly be introduced at the
onset because this would establish rapport building and trust, which creates an avenue for a
better educational experience.

Focus Group Question Four

Focus Group Question Four asks, “What advice would you give new teachers of SEL
about overcoming these challenges?” As a follow-up to focus group question three, focus group
question four aimed to draw outgrowth opportunities that would help future teachers and
researchers if they ever face a nationwide pandemic again. Several themes emerged from this
discussion: training, time management, and building healthy and strong relationships with the
students. Participants Kayla and James expressed the importance of having patience and making
the virtual learning experience fun. Kayla stated, “Be focused, make fun of yourself, and be
patient with your kiddos.” James suggested, “The person should be tolerant, you know, of the
student’s behaviors because not everyone has what it takes to show grace when it’s not earned.”

Participants Stephanie and Leonard highlighted the need for training. Stephanie posed the
following questions one should ask themselves before taking the challenge of teaching, “Have
you been able to get the necessary training? Are you ready to deliver? And before you step into
being a teacher, are you ready to put up with the orders, approaches, techniques, and strategies

required regardless of the platform you are teaching on?” In highlighting training, Leonard
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suggested, “Teachers need to try and understand students' emotions. This can be done by
learning to overcome the necessary challenges regarding time management and the barriers many
face at home.”
Additionally, David suggested focusing on relationship building, while Brandon
suggested focusing on economic disparities as a barrier to student success. David said that,
When you jump on a virtual meeting with many students like that, you want first to get
their attention, like capture their attention so, if it must be all, you know, one-on-one
asking them about their stuff, engaging them. You know, joking around with them for
like, you know, let's say 5 minutes of probably the one hour you set out, you know, give
them love, get them to loosen up a bit so you can get their attention, then ensure that
whatever you want to deliver, it is done in a short time. Don’t take the lesson for too
long, you know. Make sure that it's captivating and conversational, like between you and
the student. Engage them. Let them also feel proud of the whole learning section.
Brandon disclosed,
Being open to thinking outside the classroom regarding economic disparities among
students is essential. And so, it's been difficult for me to find resources amid the
pandemic, but I've tried to reach out at least and started within my local area. And so, for
the low-income masses, | think there will need to be flexibility in being able to reach the
local areas and to be able to at least set up for your students one thing or two, especially
for those who are poor.
Summary
Chapter Four discussed the findings of middle school teachers’ lived experience with

implementing SEL skills virtually amid COVID-19. This chapter began by reiterating the
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purpose of this transcendental phenomenological study and including a profile for each
participant. Each participant’s profile described their professional and personal background and
highlighted their passion for teaching virtually during COVID-109.

The researcher used open-ended questions to prompt the responses of the participants.
The data analysis revealed three evolving themes and five sub-themes, which were examined and
amalgamated into the research and focus group question responses. The three themes and five
sub-themes include the following:

1. Personal Experience of Implementing SEL
a. Classroom Implementation
b. Virtual Implementation
c. Challenges of Virtual SEL Implementation
2. Professional Experience in Safeguarding Illinois Mandate SEL Implementation
Virtually
a. Learning Process
b. Resources
3. Developing a Teacher-Student Relationship Virtually
This chapter also explained how the individual research questions were answered.
Research question one asked, “How do Illinois urban middle school (sixth through eighth grade)
teachers perceive their experience after implementing Social-Emotional Learning skills in a
traditional classroom setting?” This question was answered by the first theme, which addressed
the individual expertise in implementing SEL skills pre-pandemic. Research question two asked
how Illinois urban middle school (sixth through eighth grade) teachers perceive their experience
after teaching social-emotional learning skills in a non-traditional way, such as virtually, amid

COVID-19. This question was answered by the three sub-themes of classroom implementation,

virtual implementation, and challenges of implementing SEL skills using a virtual platform.
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As part of research question one, information was drawn that shed light on how Illinois
urban middle school (sixth through eighth grade) teachers perceive their experience after
implementing social-emotional Learning skill sets to meet Illinois School Board of Education
(ISBE) standards amid COVID-19. For example, the second theme spoke to the teachers'
professional experience in safeguarding Illinois' mandate in implementing SEL skills. This
question was answered by the two sub-themes of the learning process and resources.

Additionally, research questions four through six provided information about how Illinois
urban middle school (sixth through eighth grade) teachers perceive their experience after
developing a teacher-student relationship virtually amid the COVID-19 pandemic, their
perception of the most significant impact on the teacher-student relationship, and the most
challenging experience they had with the students when implementing SEL skills virtually.
These questions were answered by the third and final theme, which delved into developing a
virtual teacher-student relationship.

Again, focus groups have advantages that add to the value of individual interviews. This
chapter provided additional insight into how the focus group research questions were answered,
allowing participants to share their unique perceptions. According to Heppner et al. (2016), the
interactions between participants can provide for richer discussion “as various members of the
group provide more details, degrees on points, and reconcile differences of opinions” (p. 375).
Focus group question one asked, “What advice you would give future teachers who may not
have experience teaching and implementing SEL skills during a pandemic.” This question was
answered by teachers sharing advice such as using emotional intelligence, building relationships
with the students, learning, accepting, practicing patience, and establishing effective

communication. Focus group question two asked participants their view on implementing SEL
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skills virtually and its benefits to the students. This question was answered by 80% of the
teachers, who agreed overall with its benefits, suggesting it gives a new sense of purpose, early
access to virtual learning, provides opportunities for teamwork and conflict resolution, and 20%
disagreed because of the influx of distractions and students' different learning styles.

Focus group question three asked participants, “If needed to implement SEL virtually
again arises, what challenges do you foresee new teachers having with implementing SEL?” This
question was answered by teachers sharing future difficulties such as management of virtual
behaviors (mentioned three times), technology (mentioned five times), and economic hardship
(mentioned three times). As a follow-up to focus group question three, focus group four asked
participants what advice would be helpful to give new SEL teachers about overcoming these
challenges. In answering this question, teachers suggested creating one-to-one opportunities for
virtual learning, making learning SEL skills virtually fun, building strong and healthy
relationships with the students, being patient and developing a high sense of tolerance, and
getting as much training in areas you don’t know or understand well when

teaching/implementing SEL skills on a virtual platform.
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSION
Overview

This transcendental phenomenological study aimed to explain how urban middle school
teachers perceived their experience teaching social-emotional learning skills in Illinois after
implementing them virtually during a pandemic. Chapter Five seeks to summarize the study's
findings and deliberates those findings with relevant theory and appropriate research as described
in Chapter Two. Implications of the research and the study’s delimitations and limitations are
examined. Finally, a chapter summary will reflect a recommendation for the upcoming research.

Summary of Findings

This study examined participants’ perception on implementing social-emotional learning
skills virtually during a pandemic in urban areas within Illinois. As discussed in Chapter Four,
three themes were generated from the data analysis using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic
analysis. These themes suggested that the participants shared common virtual experiences of
teaching social-emotional learning skills in Illinois during a pandemic. (See Table 3). The six
research questions that guided this study were (a) How do Illinois urban middle school (sixth
through eighth grade) teachers perceive their experience after implementing social-emotional
learning skills in a traditional classroom setting; (b) How do Illinois urban middle school (sixth
through eighth grade) teachers perceive their experience after teaching social-emotional learning
skills in a non-traditional way, such as virtually, amid COVID-19; (¢) How do Illinois urban
middle school (sixth through eighth grade) teachers perceive their experience after implementing
social-emotional learning skill sets to meet Illinois School Board of Education (ISBE) standards
amid COVID-19; (d) How do Illinois urban middle school (sixth through eighth grade) teachers

perceive their experience after developing a teacher-student relationship virtually amid the
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COVID-19 pandemic; (e) What do teachers perceive in their experience as the most significant
impact on the teacher-student relationship teaching social-emotional learning skills virtually in
an Illinois urban middle school (sixth through eighth grade) amid COVID-19; and (f) What has
been the most challenging experience you have had with students when implementing social-
emotional learning virtually?

The themes from the analysis helped reveal the following: (a) personal experience of
implementing SEL, (b) professional experience of safeguarding Illinois mandate SEL
implementation virtually, and (¢) experience in developing a teacher-student relationship
virtually. Each theme represented a captivating argument of the participants' lived experience
with the problem. This defined experience became a vital factor in understanding the core of
such a phenomenon.

The first theme from this data collection was the participants' personal experience of
implementing SEL. Three sub-themes related to this surface of data collection included (a)
classroom implementation, (b) virtual implementation, and (c) challenges of virtual SEL
implementation. Overall, participants reported classroom implementation of SEL skills to be
easier with fewer challenges than implementing such skills virtually. Participants suggested
virtual implementation was challenging because kids were easily distracted, students were not on
the same academic level, and several found virtual learning to be more for advanced individuals
than students in middle school. Some participants recognized attendance, home distractions, and
lack of parental support or resources as challenges of virtual SEL implementation, all of which
impeded its success. Participants expressed frustration in implementing such skills on an
unfamiliar learning platform due to a lack of implementation education for both the student and

teacher. Virtual implementation of SEL skills was first introduced during the pandemic, in which
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participants expressed students’ inability to cope and a noticeable decline in concentration and
attention to detail.

Professional experience in virtually safeguarding Illinois mandate SEL implementation
was the next theme to emerge from the data analysis. This theme has two sub-themes, which
include (a) the learning process and (b) resources. This theme referenced how participants
perceived their ability to teach virtually and implement SEL as mandated. There was mutual
agreement amongst the participants that there was no training for the virtual implementation of
SEL, ultimately leading to a struggle with balancing courses and skill implementation.
Subsequently, all the participants conducted independent SEL curriculum research due to a lack
of initial resources, devices for students, platforms for online learning, and network issues;
therefore, with no formal training, participants described this experience as challenging,
frustrating, stressful, and confusing. Of the areas mentioned above, lack of training and resources
were the two most discussed among participants. Participants explained that because of these
challenges and those of their students, the implementation of SEL was often placed on the back
burner to get through academic requirements. While all participants agreed that SEL was
beneficial and essential, the urgency among some participants to include SEL virtually as a
mandate of Illinois did not exist.

Developing a teacher-student relationship virtually spoke to the perceived impact SEL
implementation had in the classroom amid a pandemic. Several participants explained that
creating a teacher-student relationship was not easy. Still, rapport building was essential to
implementing SEL and holistically identifying the student's needs. However, most participants
believed that creating a safe space of trust and encouraging parental involvement was vital to

developing relationships. Participants stated that explicit effective communication was
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imperative in bonding and character-building to enhance the Illinois Social Emotional Standards:
self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, and decision-making skills. The learning
standard of using communication and social skills to interact effectively with others was
emphasized under the context of skills needed to establish and maintain positive relationships.
Although relationship building between teacher and students was slow to develop, it was
verbalized that one-on-ones were a crucial alternative to the virtual experience. With Illinois
establishing specific standards for how SEL goals should be executed, teaching virtually in itself
is inconsistent in bringing about the desired change in the increase of academic success or
decrease in problematic behaviors as it pertains to the grit of the teacher-student relationship;
therefore, being a substance of growth.
Research Questions

Data analyses were solidified through the views of the participants’ responses to the
research questions. The first research question asked how [llinois urban middle school (sixth
through eighth grade) teachers perceived their experience after implementing Social-Emotional
Learning skills in a traditional classroom setting. Participants shared their unique stories and
experiences, leading to the incorporation of the subtheme of classroom implementation.
Participants displayed strong emotions regarding their existing perception of implementing SEL
face-to-face and virtually and its challenges to this implementation during the COVID-19
pandemic. Every participant acknowledged during their interviews that the five core
competencies of SEL were somehow implemented; however, according to the participants, not
all students benefited from learning the skills due to various challenges along the virtual journey.

Participants believed that before the COVID-19 pandemic, SEL implementation was easy
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because students were focused. They could observe their body language during discussions to
determine if the student received the information being taught well.

While some participants elaborated on the implementation, others geared their responses
toward their performance of teaching SEL skills to the students. Participants stated that their
overall classroom, face-to-face experience of implementing SEL skills was easy, ultimately
making their virtual implementation experience more complex than they thought it would be.
There was a desire to mimic those same implementation strategies virtually; however, challenges
rose due to students being on different academic levels and teachers being unable to observe their
student's body language, making it difficult and stressful. This was especially true for those who
only engaged in implementing SEL skill sets during the COVID-19 pandemic. Participants
(80%) perceived their in-classroom experience of implementing SEL skills as easy and
manageable.

The second research question pondered how do Illinois urban middle school (sixth
through eighth grade) teachers perceive their experience after teaching social-emotional
learning skills in a non-traditional way, such as virtually, amid COVID-19? Data revealed that
many teachers who experienced significant difficulty implementing SEL skills effectively faced
student attention challenges. Participants stated that one possible reason is that the students were
not taking the classes seriously, which was evidenced by students showing a lack of focus. One
participant shared that their students struggled significantly with coping with the pandemic
overall, impeding their ability to focus. While teachers observed body language as positive
during traditional face-to-face teaching, other teachers expressed being uncomfortable teaching
these skills virtually and being unable to see the students. Participants reached a consensus

throughout the interviews that not being able to see their students' faces hindered them from
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knowing if the students received the information provided. Participants acknowledged their
experiences implementing SEL skills on a virtual platform as complex and not helpful to middle
schools. Table 9 describes the themes related to research questions one and two.

Table 9

Themes Related to Research Question Three

Theme I: Personal Initial Classroom Implementation  Virtual Implementation
Experience of
Implementing SEL Skills

40% stated that 70% suggested challenges in
implementation was easy working with different
face-to-face. academic levels.

40% suggested that students ~ 60% stated that virtual
were more focused. implementation was complex.

30% stressed the importance ~ 20% said it was year one of
of observing students' body teaching SEL during the
language. pandemic

20% did not have classroom
experience teaching SEL.
Note: Percentage summary of participants statements according to generated themes from

questions one and two.

The third research question asked how [llinois urban middle school (sixth through eighth
grade) teachers perceive their experience after implementing social-emotional learning skill sets
to meet Illinois School Board of Education (ISBE) standards amid COVID-19. From the
interviews, one could conclude that fewer teachers across Illinois implemented SEL skills in
their total capacity as mandated by the state as part of its core competencies. After participants
gave voice to their personal experience with implementing SEL skills virtually, they moved into

their experience with implementing SEL skills and its core competencies as a mandate through
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the state of Illinois. This appeared to be a genuine transition from personal experience to
professional expertise.

Participants drew upon their unique understanding of the need to incorporate SEL skills
virtually into their lessons amid the COVID-19 pandemic. However, participants accentuated
that there was not much preparation or training on the virtual implementation of SEL skills
before the COVID-19 pandemic to assist them with transitioning from face-to-face to a virtual
platform. None of the participants in this study were skilled in implementing SEL skills virtually.
Therefore, having a mixed class of students with varying academic and behavioral difficulties
made it challenging and created more difficulty in upholding the Illinois mandate.

The mere perception of implementing SEL skills in a face-to-face classroom setting
should not be equally compared to its virtual implementation amid a pandemic. Three
participants expressed that this mandate was challenging to abide by and stressful; however, the
[llinois Board of Education required the implementation and provided little to no knowledge of
how to complete the task using a virtual platform.

Table 10

Themes Related to Research Question Three

Theme II: Professional Learning Process Preparation/Resources

Experience if Safeguarding

Illinois Mandate SEL

Implementation Virtually
50% mentioned having to 100% described the mandate as
teach themselves virtual difficult to fulfill because of a lack
implementation. of preparation in transitioning from

face-to-face to virtual
50% lack students having implementation of SEL skills.
devices.
40% lack resources.
40% stressed the importance
of parental involvement.
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40% discussed emotional
challenges for students.

40% described the
experience as being
emotionally discomforting
for teachers.

30% describe virtual
training for implementing
SEL skills as lacking.

Note: Percentage summary of participants statements according to generated themes from
question three.

Virtual learning is no longer only for higher education, but it is an integral part of the educational
process on all levels; therefore, participants believe that if we are going to include social-
emotional learning, we need to address those roadblocks and those obstacles that could
potentially keep our kids from being able to engage and connect fully.

In response to teachers and students not having adequate resources to fulfill their
professional responsibility of implementing SEL skills and the students receiving the necessary
skills, the burden of resources fell on the teachers. This is where most participants’ perception of
their experience with virtual implementation of SEL skills was gleaned. It was suggested that if
remote implementation of SEL skills is mandated, then there is a need for proper funding and
resources to be successful. When investigating participants' perception of abiding by Illinois’
state mandate of including the five core competencies of SEL skills while teaching virtually, it
showed a consensus among participants on their inability to implement the mandated SEL skills
successfully during the pandemic.

The fourth research question asked how Illinois urban middle school (sixth through

eighth grade) teachers perceive their experience after virtually developing a teacher-student
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relationship amid the COVID-19 pandemic. Participants viewed the teacher-student relationship
as imperative to positively implementing new skills, such as social-emotional learning, into the
classroom setting. To establish this connection with the students, all but four participants
explained the value of rapport building, which requires trust and time. Half of the participants
stated that along with trust and time, effective communication between teacher and student is
essential when developing this type of relationship on a virtual platform. Some suggested
creating one-on-one or small group sessions with students who struggle to interact appropriately
with others, including the teacher. Also, participants attributed parental involvement as
fundamental to developing, keeping, and maintaining healthy teacher-student relations. One
participant illustrated the importance of parental involvement by incorporating after-class fun
group activities amid the pandemic. Participants unanimously, in some capacity or another,
agreed that virtual relationship building between a teacher and student takes consistency and
commitment, but it can be done well and impactfully.

The fifth research question examined participants’ perception on the effectiveness of the
teacher-student relationship while teaching social-emotional learning skills virtually in an
1llinois urban middle school (sixth through eighth grade) amid COVID-19. The ultimate topic
from the data was creating a virtual teacher-student relationship, particularly during middle
school. Developing and managing relationships remotely is a skill not acquired by all. In
allowing parents to be present during their child’s class, one participant witnessed the increase in
self-confidence with the students, which he voiced had the most significant impact on his
relationship with the students.

Several participants identified teacher-student relationship building as an active work in

progress. Activities such as virtual group circles and trust-building exercises increased student
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engagement with the teachers. This led to students being more open to learning the skills of SEL
and modeling what they have learned through positive teacher-student relationships.

Fundamentally, implementing SEL skills virtually was deemed to have a promising
influence on the teacher-student relationship. This influence is evident by the data collected in
which participants shared standard terms such as bonding, trust, effective communication, and
character building when describing how the teacher-student relationship was developed,
managed, and impacted using a virtual platform to implement SEL skills amidst the COVID-19
pandemic.

The final research question is what has been the most challenging experience you have
had with students when implementing social-emotional learning virtually? The consensus among
all participants was that there are advantages and disadvantages to teaching, implementing, and
learning SEL skills practically. Face-to-face is far better when teaching new skills to students in a
vital development stage; therefore, virtual teaching and implementation of SEL skills for middle
schoolers should be utilized in extreme crises.

Table 11

Themes Related to Research Questions Four through Six

Theme III: Virtual Teacher- Significant Impact on Challenges of
Experience in Student Relationship Teacher-Student Virtual SEL
Developing a Development Relationship while Implementation
Teacher-Student Teaching SEL SKkills
Relationship Virtually
Virtually
60% suggested 50% defined trust and 50% indicated
rapport building bonding as impactful while  distractions as a
(trust/time) was teaching SEL skills significant
essential and relied virtually. challenge.
more on the teacher
than the student. 30% suggested an increase

in effective communication
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50% said through activities as 30% identified
communication was impactful. poor attendance as
critical. a challenge.

20% noted modeling good
40% mentioned that ~ character and seeing it 20% stated a lack
parental involvement  reciprocated as impactful. of parental
is vital to building support.
virtual relationships 20% said seeing parents
with students. engage in their student's

education was impactful.

Note: Percentage summary of participants’ statements according to generated themes from

questions four through six.

Distractions in the home while implementing SEL skills virtually were considered a
significant challenge. Participants cited distractions such as playing video games, scrolling the
internet, being absent during lesson time, and constant noise in the background. The next biggest
challenge was poor attendance, attributed to the lack of parental support in ensuring their middle
schooler attended class daily. Ultimately, participants articulated various challenges in
implementing SEL skills virtually; some include but are not limited to vulnerability, no
accountability, time restraints, poor organization, lack of internet, laptops for students, and poor
coping skills with the new learning norm.

Discussion

To value the significant perspective of this research's findings, it is imperative to
comprehend the results through a theoretical and empirical literature lens previously discussed in
Chapter Two. This study’s findings will help build upon the body of literature related to social-
emotional learning and teachers' relationships with students that may be helpful in future crises.
This study validates Maslow’s hierarchy of needs because of participants' experiences

implementing social-emotional learning skills amid a pandemic. As such, participants
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experienced challenging emotions and questioned whether their delivery of the social-emotional
skills was meaningful and helpful to their students.

At the close of the study, it was discovered that the participants were optimistic about
implementing social-emotional learning skills virtually if preparation and resources were readily
available. All participants used a virtual platform to implement SEL skills during eLearning
when schools closed due to the weather. The results from the data analysis both verified and
broadened the theoretical and factual literature discussed related to the experience of teachers
implementing social-emotional learning skills virtually and its influence on the teacher-student
relationship in an urban setting.

Theoretical Literature

Mastery or lack of implementation of social-emotional learning skill sets as mandated by
the state of Illinois as viewed through the microscope of the participants and their expertise
inadvertently connects with human motivation theory. This theory also explains participants'
efficacy in virtually establishing a solid teacher-student relationship amid the COVID-19
pandemic. The theory that guided this study was Maslow’s human motivation theory, which had
the necessary theoretical foundation, according to Taormina and Gao (2013). According to
Maslow (1943), every human has a degree of needs that must be fulfilled in some capacity to
reach the highest level of self-actualization.

In comparing Maslow’s hierarchy of needs to the core competencies of social-emotional
learning skills, it became clear that the lack of fulfillment teachers had in implementing SEL
skills virtually impeded their ability to master filling an achievement gap in education, which has
been the most talked-about issue in U.S. education, especially in the minority communities

(Ladson-Billings, 2006). This study focused on the participants following the state of Illinois
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mandate of implementing SEL skill sets using a virtual platform amid the COVID-19 pandemic.
During individual and group interviews, the participants frequently spoke about the importance
of SEL skills and the ongoing frustrations of upholding the mandate using a virtual platform,
especially in school districts where the mass majority were minorities.

In understanding the overarching achievement gap in education, Ansorger (2021)
suggested it was through the lens of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs that there was an impact on
“culturally and linguistically diverse (CLD) and low-socioeconomic (SES) students in core
subjects up to the COVID-19 pandemic” (p. 2). While SEL highlights the need for students to
become aware of how they engage academically, the impact this would have within a community
of minorities when a life-changing pandemic has interfered with how students learn is not
understood. According to the U.S. Bureau of Census (2011) and the U.S. Department of Health
Services (2001), as cited by Farahmand et al. (2011),

Youths of color are especially likely to be poor. Poverty rates for African American youth

are almost two and a half times those for European American youth, and poverty rates for

Latino youth are nearly two times those for European American youth, with

approximately 34.4% of African American and 30.3% of Latino youth living in poverty.

Youth of color are also more likely to live in segregated urban communities where there

are few resources and high rates of unemployment, homelessness, and crime.
Nevertheless, the U.S. Bureau of Census (2023) reported poverty rates in 2022 were at historic
lows for Black children under 18, at 22.3%, and higher for Latino youth, at 28.4%, which is
slightly lower in Black children but higher in Latino youth. Middle school is a vital time in the
developmental period for adolescents, which provides both challenges and opportunities for

growth; however, stressors that range from major events to chronic interpersonal stressors to
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daily hassles are associated with poverty, which those in urban communities are exposed to
including violence (Green et al., 2021; Farahmand et al., 2011).

Green et al. (2021) also noted the importance of social and emotional competencies for
the “development and maintenance of health relationships, the ability to cope with difficulties,
and the maintenance of overall health and well-being” (2021, pg. 1058). Participants highlighted
the need for students to meet their emotional and mental health needs amid COVID-19; however,
it should be noted that their esteem was also impacted, as all but two participants suggested the
difficulty in students' ability to navigate a virtual platform. Students appeared preoccupied with
losing loved ones and their inability to understand the new way of learning. This caused students
to give in, preventing ample opportunities to reach their full potential, as Goldstein (1940)
described as self-actualization.

Chapter Two suggested that students must feel a sense of safety both emotionally and
physically before they can have their cognitive needs met. As previously stated, the basic needs
known to man are physical, emotional, and social, derived from Maslow’s hierarchy of needs
pyramid. Maslow (1943) suggested that individuals have a level of needs that must be satisfied;
therefore, it is recommended that if these needs are unmet, the individual cannot recognize or
fulfill the highest tier of their needs, self-actualization. Ultimately, the lower-level needs, such as
food, water, and safety, would need to be filled before the higher needs can be attended to.
Participants understood that an unmet need, such as technology or feelings of incompetency,
particularly in the urban community, brought about a risk in properly teaching SEL skills due to a
lack of resources (Czerniewicz et al., 2020). The understanding of this came from the personal
experience of students with unmet needs or observing absentees of students from their virtual

teaching experience in working with students in the urban community.
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Additionally, participants spoke frequently about the inconsistency of available resources
to the students, which made teaching and implementing SEL skills impossible. In understanding
the unmet need for technology, participants experienced increased emotions such as frustration,
helplessness, stress, confusion, and anxiety (Boeree, 2006). Participants considered themselves a
natural support for the students; therefore, they were impacted when students’ basic needs, such
as food, water, technology, etc., were unmet. With physiological needs being the lower needs on
Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, students would require this tier of needs to be met before having a
chance of social-emotional and academic success in the classroom.

In connecting SEL skills with Maslow’s theory of motivation, students long for belonging
and having their esteem boosted; however, this appeared to be unavailable because of the lack of
focus on learning new skills associated with Social Emotional Learning. As cited by Ansorger
(2021), the COVID-19 pandemic caused stress and underlying trauma for students, parents,
counselors, and educators, heightening the need for social and emotional learning to be
incorporated. With the new learning norm, participants needed to consider how implementing
SEL skills virtually would be different and how the virtual platform would affect the overall
relationship-building with their students—understanding the idea of Maslow before Bloom was
essential in understanding the impact COVID-19 would have on middle schoolers. Mutch (2021)
hinted that students would lose all sense of purpose and self-identity because of the loss of
school, community activities, and support systems, which can ultimately impact their mental
health and behavior (Capurso et al., 2020; Thabrew, 2020). While some participants understood
the importance of community and the pandemic's overarching effects, others found that parental
support and involvement were vital in ensuring students showed up and engaged in all aspects of

the learning experience, which allows them to move from safety/security to a sense of
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belonging/esteem according to McLeon (2020). Through participants’ experience with
implementing SEL skills virtually and maintaining a teacher-student relationship, it is evident
that human motivation theory, at least in part, could lend credibility to how SEL can encounter
and endure the level of needs if met.

Empirical Literature

Implementing social-emotional learning skills in a classroom setting is not new to
research; however, implementing social-emotional learning using a virtual platform is new.
Before COVID-19, SEL skills were taught and incorporated in regular classroom settings,
emphasizing students' and teachers' ability to recognize and manage their emotions, develop
cohesive relationships, handle challenges effectively, and make responsible decision-making
(Gordon et al., 2011). This study addresses the lack or non-existence of literature in response to
participants' experience with the Illinois mandate of implementing SEL and its effects on the
teacher-student relationship during COVID-19 using a virtual platform. The findings from this
study seek to add to the present literature on the importance of SEL implementation and the
teacher-student relationship.

Perception of SEL and Illinois Mandate. At the time of this study, no literature
connects the efficiency of implementing SEL skills virtually and the Illinois standardized
mandate of SEL implementation. Nevertheless, there continues to be growing literature that
speaks to the connection between Illinois schools implementing a zero-tolerance policy and its
long-lasting damaging effects on the student, the teacher-student relationship, emotional stability,
and academic success of the student (Puckett et al., 2019; Moreno & Scaletta, 2018; Skiba,
2014), leading to the quest of identifying the missing piece, which was Social Emotional

Learning (Zinsser & Dusenbury, 2015). Even though participants could not quantify their
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perception of how SEL impacted their students' behavior and academic achievement, all believed
it was hard to abide by Illinois's mandate of implementing SEL skills into their virtual classroom
setting. The reasons participants gave for this hardship were time consumption, lack of training,
lack of student devices, students being on different academic levels, no flexibility, emotional
challenges for the students, etc.

In understanding the importance of students’ ability to focus and its impact on the
teachers' ability to implement SEL skills, one must be aware of the events and situations that
students encounter that impact their overall social and emotional well-being (Graham et al.,
2011). In a study, Graham et al. (2011) suggested that teachers identified students’ family and
home life as the predominant concern impacting a student's ability to focus. Participants
supported this study by recognizing that from their professional occurrences, many students
focused more while in the classroom compared to virtual classrooms. Participants noted
supplying students and their families with food as parents lost their jobs during the pandemic.

Additionally, participants expressed students having difficulty focusing on tasks due to
divorce, unstable home life, poverty, back-to-back death of family members, and an increase in
interpersonal relationship violence. Humphries et al. (2018) idea that parents should also
integrate SEL development in the home and not allow it to be the teacher's sole responsibility is
shown in the lack of skills related to self-awareness and self-management while trying to teach
and implement SEL virtually to the students. Participants explained that in trying to uphold the
Illinois state mandate in implementing SEL skills using a virtual platform, they saw it
increasingly challenging for the students academically, socially, and emotionally. Seventy
percent of the participants overtly explained that these challenges made it difficult to prepare the

students for success, as observed before implementing these skills virtually amid the pandemic.
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Three out of 10 participants believed that if students could focus, the virtual experience would
give them a new sense of purpose and increase critical thinking, problem-solving, and coping
mechanisms. Two out of 10 participants believed that if students' home lives were not in
shambles, this experience would allow for early access to virtual learning, collaboration, and
teamwork, which would have strengthened the core competencies of social-emotional learning,
therefore increasing the chances of the student reaching the highest tier on Maslow’s hierarchy of
needs: self-actualization.

Previous research has shown the effectiveness of SEL learning in children in terms of
“academic, mental health, and long-term life outcomes” (Schnittka, 2021, p. 1); however, there
remains little to no research on the effectiveness of middle schoolers and its impact in urban
areas. Schnittka (2021) hinted at SEL programs inadequately meeting the needs of students in
low-income urban districts, as Farahmand et al. (2011) suggested programs such as school-based
social-emotional learning being ineffective in poverty-stricken urban school districts; therefore,
questioning the effectiveness of successfully addressing the needs of the students appropriately.
Participants highlighted a decrease in students successfully engaging in learning SEL skills due
to economic hardship, which ultimately led to an inability to have the technology, amongst other
resources, for the virtual learning experience.

Teacher-Student Relationships and SEL. A substantial component of students'
development and comprehension of social-emotional learning concepts is uniquely tied to the
degree of comfort and understanding of the teachers with SEL (Gerics, 2019; Jones et al., 2013;
Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). Participants' understanding of the impact teaching and
implementing SEL skills virtually had on the teacher-student relationship came from their in-

person, or lack thereof, experience of implementing SEL skills versus virtual implementation.
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Whether participants experienced implementing SEL skills in person or not, their lived virtual
experience weighed how they measured their success or lack thereof relating to their students.
Participants who experienced extreme emotional and social turmoil could have compassion for
their students' emotional and social inability to perform on a deeper level, therefore emphasizing
more outstanding merit on the teacher-student relationship, reserving social-emotional learning
skills.

Gerics (2019) cited some challenges teachers faced with implementing SEL skills in
person: time constraints, lack of basic SEL knowledge, and lack of resources. The research was
validated through participants, although no literature has been readily available to determine the
challenges faced by implementing SEL skills virtually. Participants expressed that successful
virtual implementation of SEL skills was inhibited by time constraints, lack of training, no
flexibility, lack of resources, and no prior experience with SEL prior to switching to a virtual
platform of teaching, which hindered the relationship between the teacher and the student being
successful.

Implications

The findings of this study have theoretical, empirical, and practical implications that justify
further consideration for several groups of people. This study could be beneficial to teachers,
school counselors, researchers, parents, and other mental health professionals. As it pertains to
theory, participants believed with proper training, implementing SEL skill sets in person or
virtually to students would be beneficial in helping middle school students reach the Maslow’s
self-actualization level on the hierarchy of needs pyramid. Empirically, there had been little
literature based on implementing SEL skills virtually amid a pandemic. Furthermore, there is

limited research regarding how teachers in general implement SEL skills in middle schools and
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its effectiveness in urban schools. Practically, participants shed light on the lack of research
surrounding the implementation of SEL skills as mandated by the Department of Education in
Illinois and the challenges faced amid a pandemic.
Theoretical Implication

This study has theoretical implications that should be considered for researchers
exploring implementing social emotional skills using a virtual platform amid a time of crisis. The
Maslow hierarchy of needs theory was appropriate for this study because it examined the
hierarchy of needs of students who had received teaching on SEL skills using a virtual platform
amid a state of emergency pandemic. Focusing on these needs is consistent with Noltermeyer et
al. (2020) argument for children’s needs of satisfaction of the lower three needs (psychological,
safety, and love) before they can develop growth (esteem, self-actualization) on the higher level.
Maslow’s hierarchy of needs can be described as the basic needs of humanity being met for
growth (Maslow 1943).

The findings of this study revealed that not only did the students struggle with
understanding their own emotions as they attempted to navigate the new way of teaching and
learning during COVID-19, but the participants did as well. For instance, participants used words

99 ¢¢

such as “stressed,” “challenging,” “complex,” and “big shift” when explaining their experience
with implementing SEL skills virtually during COVID-19. Due to this deficiency, participants
could not successfully follow Illinois' mandate in implementing SEL skills using a virtual
platform. It was also shown how the effects of lack of training caused participants to shy away
from using a virtual platform when implementing SEL skillsets. Due to a lack of research on this

subject matter, most participants articulated challenges in knowing that the virtual

implementation of the SEL skills was working to assist the students in moving through the
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hierarchy of needs pyramid. Some participants contributed to a lack of training, communication,
and experience, and their emotional turmoil from COVID-19, which allegedly prohibited them
from making and seeing progress in a virtual setting compared to the classroom.

Considering self-actualization as the highest need being met on Maslow’s hierarchy of
needs pyramid, one can examine the participants’ focus on taking action to address the lower
needs, which included the students’ esteem. Participants indicated that students' different
academic levels impeded them from being their authentic selves because of a lack of
understanding. Not only was the students’ esteem impacted by lack of understanding, but several
participants hinted that the lack of necessities also diminished the esteem of some of the students.
The overall purpose of teaching and implementing SEL skills may promote classroom structure,
academic improvement, increase attendance, and decrease negative behaviors; therefore, using
Maslow’s hierarchy of needs theory as a foundation can provide teachers with an understanding
of the importance of SEL skill being taught, virtually or face-to-face, with middle schoolers.
Empirical Implication

There are also empirical implications for this research. For those studying virtual
implementation of SEL skills, this study examined the lived experiences of teachers who
executed this at the onset and duration of COVID-19. Present-day literature focused on face-to-
face implementation of SEL skills in elementary and high school, but lacked teachers’
perspective, specifically urban middle school teachers. It was discovered that Illinois, middle
school teachers who experienced teaching and implementing SEL skills for the first time,
virtually to middle-school students exhibited difficulty and significant challenges with fulfilling

this mandate as outlined throughout the Illinois Board of Education procedures.
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Based on middle school teachers’ expectations, they alluded to a need for more training in
implementing these skills successfully using a virtual platform. Due to urgency and lack of
training on virtual implementation, they felt unprepared, stressed, overwhelmed, fearful, and
unsuccessful, which influenced their perspective of implementing SEL skill sets virtually, given
it had never been done prior to the pandemic. They also felt a sense of guilt in trying to navigate
which is more important, academics or following the mandate of implementing SEL skills,
causing some to have anxiety and questioning the efficacy of their teaching strategies. Upon
building rapport with the students and obtaining information about their overarching needs, it
became increasingly challenging knowing what would happen next in their stages of
development and not some control over future outcomes.

Although teaching and implementing social-emotional learning skills was mandated,
regardless of the platform used, many found the interventions of SEL skill sets to be helpful, but
in a classroom, as opposed to using a virtual platform. The participants vocalized SEL skills
being vital to the development of students in middle school and being able to teach it virtually
would increase the student’s ability to learn additional skills needed for the future, for instance
online learning used in high school. The findings from this study promote understanding and
awareness of how teachers' implementing SEL skills and developing relationships with students
virtually during COVID-19 can be negatively affected. Even though teachers encountered many
challenges, there were little to no studies on their experiences on using a virtual platform to
implement SEL skill sets to middle school students during a time of crisis and its influence on
the teacher-student relationship. This study adds to the gap in the literature on SEL learning

concerning urban middle school teachers.
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Practical Implication

From a practical standpoint, although participants had not implemented SEL skills
virtually before COVID-19, participants authenticated previous studies' challenges with
implementation that included time restraints (Todd et al., 2022; Lee, 2023; Huynh, 2021), lack of
training, no prior experience with SEL, and limited resources. Illinois middle school teachers
spoke on the importance of SEL skills, especially in urban school districts, and its success with
the teacher-student relationship; however, they struggled to implement it virtually during the
COVID-19 pandemic.

As previously divulged, virtual implementation challenges lie with time restraints as
opposed to academics against SEL, lack of training and knowledge of SEL, and available
resources being immediately available for learning SEL skills (Todd et al., 2022; Lee, 2023;
Huynh, 2021). Participants described that many of the challenges with virtual SEL
implementation were contingent upon the training and experience with SEL. Participants
disclosed that given that the state of Illinois mandates SEL skills be included in academics if
proper training on implementing it using a virtual platform was given at the bare minimum, an
implementation may have been less complicated. According to the participants who had
implemented SEL skills in person before using a virtual platform, school administrators who
valued SEL skills and found it helpful to the classroom experience provided adequate training,
resources, coaching, and accountability to those teaching and implementing SEL skills regularly
within the classroom setting.

Additionally, in response to participants’ experience with a lack of training in SEL
implementation, whether in person or virtually, “institutions of higher learning need to start

establishing courses in which teacher candidates are exposed to the fundamentals of SEL”
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(Gerics, 2019, p. 140) as well as how to implement SEL skills using a virtual platform.
Participants emphasized that the more they researched and self-taught themselves ways to
implement SEL skills using a virtual platform, the less frustrating and difficult it was to
implement the skills and build and maintain relationships with the students. Nonetheless, if
academic teaching programs fail to incorporate SEL into their curriculum, the responsibility of
experience, training, and resources will either fall on the individual, district, or state in which it is
mandated.
Delimitations and Limitations

This transcendental phenomenological study aimed to explain how urban middle school
teachers perceive their experience teaching social-emotional learning skills in Illinois after
implementing them during a pandemic. This section presents the delimitations and limitations of
the study.
Delimitations

The delimitations of this study included the participants' work experience in urban
[llinois school districts with social-emotional learning and its implementation during COVID-19
using a virtual platform. This study was purposefully made to fit human participants over 18 to
prevent delays in executing the study. Each participant must have taught SEL skills to middle
schoolers virtually during the pandemic. Each participant had to hold either a bachelor’s degree
or higher in education studies, and each participant had to have one year of teaching experience.
The participants were sixth- through eighth-grade teachers. No delimitations were placed based
on gender, race, ethnicity, religion, or age. While the participants had to teach virtually in Illinois

amid COVID-19, there were no restrictions on the type of schools they represented if they were
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in an urban area. The chosen delimitations were done to ensure the participants experienced the
phenomenon.
Limitations

Illinois schools with similar demographics are expected to present some limitations in
diversity. One such restriction was that [ was a human instrument for research; given the practice
established by Moustakas (1994), there were still prejudices I brought into the study connected to
the experience. Bracketing was initiated during this study due to my stance on adequately
implementing SEL skills in urban school districts.

Another limitation included transferability and diversity. All participants were African
American, with no other ethnic group involved. All but one participant worked in the same
region. The results of this study cannot be transferred to other urban middle school teachers apart
from urban Illinois school districts with certainty, as it would be impossible to know their
independent experiences with the phenomenon besides those in urban areas. Being from a
metropolitan area alone with limited resources, there is a possibility that the participants would
not be afforded the same opportunities as teachers from other demographically diverse regions.

Gender was another limitation, as only two females participated in this study. More on a
woman’s perspective on implementing SEL skills and the teacher-student relationship amid
COVID-19 were not investigated but should be considered for future research. One final
limitation was the sample size. While the sample size allowed for in-depth individual and group
interviews, significant feedback and details about teachers' lived experiences could be hindered,
given that not all had experience with SEL implementation prior to COVID-19. Because of
COVID-19 and the time of year of this study, a pilot could not be performed, which constituted

an initial limitation of the study. Further research must justify the findings of this study.
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Recommendations for Future Research

The existing study focused on the experience of 10 middle school teachers in an urban
area who implemented social-emotional skills virtually in Illinois and the mandate to adhere to
the educational standards administered by the Illinois State Board of Education. Suggestions for
future research are proposed from the findings, practical implications, delimitations, and
limitations associated with this research. While this study contributed valuable information to the
existing body of literature on SEL, future research on the virtual implementation of SEL skills
should be explored.

While this study addressed a research gap, it is restricted in its transferability to a more
expansive population of urban middle school teachers outside of the Chicago, Illinois region. To
strengthen the multiplicity of this study, quantitative research and a case study should be
considered and carried out. Research involving participants from different geographical regions
would provide a unique perspective encompassing issues since this study was restricted to urban
middle school teachers in Illinois. Studies with participants from other states may contain
differentiating cultural, socio-economic, and sociological perspectives than those in Illinois since
limited states have the mandate of SEL built into their educational standards. Future research
should include diversity, inclusion, equity, and belonging, as this study included African
American participants who taught in Illinois.

As aresult, some of the uniqueness of an individual's experiences based on their
geographical and cultural lens may be absent. Future research could also focus on the student’s
caregiver and assess their experience with the virtual implementation of SEL skills alongside
their adolescent child. Finally, while we evaluated the phenomenon of urban middle school

teachers, a future study should address how school counselors connect SEL with students who
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were provided an Individualized Education Plan (IEP), which addresses a student's behavioral
and behavioral needs. Vital considerations should be given to the topics offered for future
research on how virtual implementation of SEL skills impacts the functioning of other types of
personnel within the school.

Summary
This transcendental phenomenological study aimed to explain how urban middle school teachers
perceived their experiences teaching social-emotional learning skills in Illinois after
implementing them virtually during a pandemic. Throughout participant interviews, questions
were asked and answered about the impact, if any, on the teacher-student relationship.
Participants’ lived experiences provided clarity and an overview of the problem created to allow
others to glean insight into the problem studied. Concerning the implications identified from the
research, if taken seriously, a systematic change could minimize the challenges faced if virtual
implementation of SEL skills is provided amid a pandemic or other reasons.

First, suppose teachers are mandated in Illinois to teach and implement SEL skills in their
educational curriculum. In that case, the question remains: why were teachers not provided
adequate training and student resources in every school district, including the less fortunate?
Awareness of the mandate and the importance of implementing SEL skills were present to all
participants, and the hindrance was threatening to both the teachers and students. Nevertheless,
awareness and understanding of implementing SEL skills virtually is the difference between
implementing and not implementing this evidence-based teaching model.

Secondly, the results of this data collection have shed light on the challenges urban
middle school teachers face with teaching and implementing SEL skills virtually. Although the

teachers who taught and implemented SEL skills in person valued and found these skills valid, it
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was demonstrated that the lack of proper training, resources, and prior experience depended on
the success of this new learning norm. Teachers can desire to follow Illinois standards of
teaching and implementing SEL skills but not fully execute the requirements due to the ideal of
academic subjects being more critical than SEL skills alone. This study further unveiled the quest
for instructional time, and many teachers, regardless of location, would choose academics over
SEL—acting upon the premise of an inability to do both using a virtual platform because of time
restraints. Intentional efforts should be made to provide teachers with opportunities for growth
using solid and specific ways to integrate SEL and academics successfully, regardless of the
teaching platform.

Additionally, endeavors should be initiated at a higher education level to incorporate SEL
strategies and tools into teachers' coursework in preparation for successful completion. The lack
of foundational knowledge of SEL content and teaching it virtually could lead teachers
(especially new ones) to feelings of frustration, stress, confusion, and a lack of comfortability,
forcing one to dismiss the implementation of SEL for the lack of basic knowledge and
understanding. Given Illinoi's development and adoption of SEL standards into its academic
curriculum, it becomes imperative that educators are both prepared and SEL-competent in all
areas.

The research study highlights the need for additional teacher training when teaching and
implementing SEL skills, regardless of the teaching platform. Knowing the importance of SEL
skills and their positive effects on middle schoolers, educators must aim to include—and not
neglect—the critical components of social-emotional learning: self-awareness, self-management,
social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision-making, thereby allowing success

for the student through content mastery. Participants frequently stated that with the proper
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training, resources, and support, implementing SEL skills and the teacher-student relationship

would be successful if they needed to use a virtual teaching platform for a long time.
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APPENDIX A
Open-Ended Individualized Interview Questions
. Thank you for joining me for this interview today. If you could state your name and the
grade level you teach, that would be helpful.
. These next questions ask for you to share in detail how you perceive your experience in
implementing social-emotional learning virtually to middle school students in an urban
area here in Illinois.
How would you describe your experience in implementing social-emotional learning in a
regular classroom setting prior to the COVID-19 pandemic? (RQ1)
. What has been your experience in implementing SEL virtually with students in an urban
school area? (RQ2)
. What has been your experiencing in adhering to the mandate of implementing SEL
competencies to meet Illinois School Board of Education (ISBE) standards virtually?
(RQ3)
How have you managed to develop a teacher-student relationship virtually? (RQ4)
. What do you perceive as having the greatest impact on the teacher-student relationship
while implementing SEL skills virtually? Why? (RQ5)
. What has been the most challenging experience you have had with students when
implementing Social-Emotional Learning virtually? (RQ4, RQ5)
. What additional information would you like to share with me concerning the
implementation of Social-Emotional Learning virtually that has not already been

discussed in previous questions? (RQ1, RQ2, RQ3, RQ4, RQ5)
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APPENDIX B
Focus Group Interview Questions

The following are the focus group discussion questions.

1. Thank you all for joining me for this post-interview focus group. If you would not mind,
please state your name (pseudonym given), the grade you currently teach, and your
number of years’ experience with implementing Social-Emotional Learning.

2. The next few questions will focus on your professional expertise in reference to
implementing SEL during a pandemic.

3. What advice would you give future teachers who may not have experienced teaching and
implementing SEL skills during a pandemic? (RQ1, RQ2)

4. Do you believe implementing SEL virtually has been beneficial to students? (RQ3)

a. Why or why not?

5. If the need to implement SEL virtually again arises, what challenges do you foresee new
teachers having with the implementation of SEL? (RQ4, RQ5)

6. What advice would you give new teachers of SEL about how to overcome these
challenges?

7. In closing, is there anything else you would like me and others to know about your virtual

experience with SEL? (RQ2 — RQ5)
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APPENDIX C
Consent Form

Title of the Project: A Phenomenological Study of Implementing Social-Emotional Learning
Skills Virtually and Its Influence on the Teacher-Student Relationship

Principal Investigator: Felicia Spratt, MS, LMHC, Liberty University

Invitation to be Part of a Research Study

You are invited to participate in a research study. To participate, you must meet the following
criteria:
1. Teach a population of students between 6" — 8" grade
2. Have a minimum of one years of teaching experience
3. Hold a bachelor’s or higher in education.
4. Currently implement or have implemented social-emotional learning (SEL) virtually with
middle-schoolers during COVID-19 in 2020-2021

Taking part in this research project is voluntary. Please take time to read this entire form and ask
questions before deciding whether to participate.

\ What is the study about, and why is it being done?

The purpose of this phenomenological study is to explain how urban middle school teachers
perceive their experience teaching social-emotional learning (SEL) skills in Illinois after
implementing social-emotional skills virtually during a pandemic.

\ What will happen if you take part in this study?

If you agree to be in this study, I will ask you to do the following things:

1. Teachers will participate in an initial individual virtual Zoom interview using a semi-
structured format. The interviewing process will be audio recorded and will take 60-90
minutes to complete.

2. A focus group interview will be had with all participants. This segment should occur
once for approximately 60-90 minutes.

3. A follow-up transcript review will be had with all participants, which should last 30
minutes. This will ensure the accuracy of transcribed quotes and statements aligned with
themes generated from individual and focus group interviews. This conversation will be
conducted using the online platform of Zoom.

\ How could you or others benefit from this study?

Participants should not expect to receive a direct benefit from taking part in this study.
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The society in which we live can benefit from this study as it will assist the community in
knowing and understanding the importance of SEL. This would serve as an entrance way to
developing more wrap-around services to include more programs centered around SEL,
especially during a pandemic.

\ What risks might you experience from being in this study? \
The risks involved in this study are minimal, which means they are equal to the risks you would
encounter in everyday life.

\ How will personal information be protected? \
The records of this study will be kept private. Published reports will not include any information
that will make it possible to identify a subject. Research records will be stored securely, and only
the researcher will have access to the records. Data collected from you may be shared for use in
future research studies or with other researchers. If data collected from you is shared, any
information that could identify you, if applicable, will be removed before the data is shared.

e Participant responses will be kept confidential using pseudonyms.

e Individual and focus group interviews will be conducted using an encrypted online
communication platform such as Zoom. The researcher will conduct these online
interviews in her home to ensure privacy where conversations will not be heard by others.

e Data will be stored on a password-locked computer. After three years, all electronic
records will be deleted.

e Interviews and the focus group will be recorded and transcribed. Recordings will be
stored on a password-locked computer for three years and then erased. Only the
researcher will have access to these recordings.

e Confidentiality cannot be guaranteed in the focus group settings. While discouraged,
other members of the focus group may share what was discussed with persons outside of
the group.

\ How will you be compensated for being part of the study? \
Participants will be compensated for participating in this study. Once participants have
completed the final procedure (transcript review), the participant should expect to receive a $150
VISA gift card.

| Is study participation voluntary? |
Participation in this study is voluntary. Your decision to participate will not affect your current or
future relations with Liberty University or your respective middle school. If you decide to
participate, you are free not to answer any question or withdraw at any time without affecting
those relationships.

What should you do if you decide to withdraw from the study?

If you choose to withdraw from the study, please contact the researcher at the email
address/phone number included in the next paragraph. Should you choose to withdraw, the
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overall focus group data will not be destroyed, but your contributions to the focus group will not
be included in the study if you choose to withdraw.

\ Whom do you contact if you have questions or concerns about the study?
The researcher conducting this study is Felicia Spratt. You may ask any questions you have now.
If you have questions later, you are encouraged to contact her at | N
I Y ov may also contact the researcher’s faculty sponsor, Dr. Courtney Evans-

Thompson, at

\ Whom do you contact if you have questions about your rights as a research participant?
If you have any questions or concerns regarding this study and would like to talk to someone
other than the researcher, you are encouraged to contact the Institutional Review Board, 1971
University Blvd., Green Hall Ste. 2845, Lynchburg, VA 24515 or email at irb@liberty.edu.

Disclaimer: The Institutional Review Board (IRB) is tasked with ensuring that human subjects research
will be conducted in an ethical manner as defined and required by federal regulations. The topics covered
and viewpoints expressed or alluded to by student and faculty researchers are those of the researchers
and do not necessarily reflect the official policies or positions of Liberty University.

| Your Consent
By signing this document, you agree to be in this study. Make sure you understand what the
study is about before you sign. You will be given a copy of this document for your records. The
researcher will keep a copy of the study records. If you have any questions about the study after
you sign this document, you can contact the study team using the information provided above.

| have read and understood the above information. I have asked questions and have received
answers. | consent to participate in the study.

The researcher has my permission to audio-record me as part of my participation in this study.

Signature of Participant Date

Signature of Researcher/Investigator Date
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APPENDIX D
Participate Invitation Letter
Hello Teachers,

As a graduate student in the Community Care and Counseling department at Liberty University.
| am conducting research as part of the requirements for a doctoral degree. The purpose of my
research is to explain how urban middle school teachers perceive their experience while teaching
social-emotional learning skills in Illinois after implementing social-emotional skills virtually
during a pandemic. If you meet the participant criteria described below and are interested, |
would like to invite you to join my study.

You were selected to participate in the current research study because you are a middle school
teacher in an Illinois, urban school district with a minimum of one year of teaching experience
who has taught grades 6" through 8" virtually during the COVID-19 pandemic and holds a
bachelor’s or higher in education. If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to
take part in one semi-structured interview, a focus group, and a short follow-up interview. The
interviews and focus group should last 60-90 minutes each. The questions will focus on your
perceptions and experience implementing social-emotional learning skills virtually and any
impact it may have had on the student-teacher relationship in an urban middle school.
Participants will be asked to review the transcripts for the interview and focus group recordings
during the follow-up transcript review to check for trustworthiness/accuracy. Names and other
identifying information will be requested as part of this study, but the information will remain
confidential.

To participate in this study, please contact me via email to schedule a date and time for your
interview. A consent document is attached to this email via email. The consent document
contains additional information about my research. If you choose to participate, you will need to
sign the consent document and return it to me prior to your interview via email (as an
attachment).

Participants will be compensated for participating in this study. Once participants have
completed the final procedure (transcript review); the participant should expect to receive a $150
VISA gift card.

You can also contact me at any time with questions regarding this research at:
I hank you for your time. | look forward to working with you.

Sincerely,

Felicia S. Spratt, MS, LPC


mailto:fspratt@liberty.edu
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APPENDIX E

Recruitment Flyer

Research Participants Needed

A Phenomenological Study of Implementing Social-Emotional Learning Skills
Virtually and Its Influence on the Teacher-Student Relationship

e Are you a middle school teacher in an Illinois urban school district?
e Have you been teaching for a minimum of one year?
e Do you have a bachelor’s degree (or higher) in education?
e Did you teach social-emotional learning skills virtually during COVID-19:
e Do you want to share your perception on its implementation and the impact on the
teacher-student relationship, if any at all?
If you answered yes to all these questions, you may be eligible to participate in a research study.

The purpose of this research study is to explain how urban middle school teachers perceive their
experience while teaching social-emotional learning skills in Illinois after implementing social-
emotional skills virtually during a pandemic. Participants will be asked to participate in a semi-
structured interview, post-interview focus group, and a follow-up interview, which will be
conducted virtually at the teacher’s convenience. The interviews and focus groups should each
take 60-90 minutes, and the transcript review should not exceed 30 minutes. Illinois school
districts in urban areas could benefit from this study by providing an avenue to what some have
described as the missing piece (SEL) to academic success and benefit external partners who
provide wrap-around services. These wrap-around services, specifically in a time of a pandemic,
would include skills needed for developing healthy social-emotional children/adolescents in the
homes, schools, community, and workplace. Once participants have completed the final
procedure (transcript review); the participant should expect to receive a $150 VISA gift card via
email.

The study will be conducted virtually via Zoom due to COVID-19 restrictions. If you would like
to participate, please contact the researcher at the phone number or email address provided
below. Felicia Spratt a doctoral candidate in the EAD Community Care and Counseling
department at Liberty University, is conducting this study.

Please contact Felicia Spratt at || GG o o' information and to

receive consent documentation.

Liberty University IRB — 1971 University Blvd., Green Hall 2845, Lynchburg, VA 24515
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APPENDIX F

IRB Approvals

LIBERTY UNIVERSITY.

[NSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD
April 7, 2022

Felida Spratt
Courtney Evans-Thompson

Re: Modification - IRB-FY21-22-205 A Phenomenclogical Study of iImplementing Social-Emotional Leaming Skills
Virtually and Its Influence on the Teacher-Student Relationship

Dear Felicia Spratt, Courtney Evans-Thompson,

The Liberty University Institutional Review Board (IRB) has rendered the dedision below for IRB-FY21-22-205 A
Phenomenological Study of Implementing Social-Emotional Learning Skills Virtually and Its Influence on the
Teacher-Student Relationship.

Decision: Exempt - Limited IRB

Your request to "indude maore school districts within the state of Ilinois" and change your participant criteria o a
minimum of one year has been approved. Thank you for submitting your revised study documents for our review
and documentation. Your revised, stamped consent form and final versions of your study documents can be found
under the Atachments tab within the Submission Details seclion of your study in Cayuse [RB. Your stamped
consent form should be copied and used to gain the consent of your research participants. If you plan to provide
your consent information electronically, the contents of the attached consent document should be made available
without alteration.

Thank you for complying with the IRB's requirements for making changes to your approved study. Please do not
hesitate to contact us with any questions.

We wish you well as you continue with your research.
Sincerely,
G. Michele Baker, MA, CIP

Administrative Chair of Institufional Research
Research Bthics Office



LIBERTY UNIVERSITY.

INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD
November 11, 2021

Felicia Spratt
Courtney Evans-Thompson

Re: IRB Exemption - IRB-FY21-22-205 A Phenomenclogical Study of Implementing Social-Emotional Leaming
Skills Virtually and Its Influence on the Teacher-Student Relafionship

Dear Felida Spratt, Courtney Evans-Thompson,

The Liberty University Institutional Review Board (IRB) has reviewed your application in accordance with the Office
for Human Research Protections (OHRF) and Food and Drug Administration (FDA) regulations and finds your study
to be exempt from further IRE review. This means you may begin your research with the data safeguarding methods
mentioned in your approved application, and no further IRB oversight is required.

Your study falls under the following exemption category, which identifies specific situafions in which human
participants research is exempt from the policy set forth in 45 CFR 46:104(d):

Category 2 (iii). Research that only includes interactions involving educational tests (cognitive, diagnostic, aptitude,
achievement), survey procedures, interview procedures, or observation of public behavior (induding visual or
auditory recording) if at least one of the following criteria is met:

The information obtained is recorded by the investigator in such a manner that the identity of the human subjects
can readily be ascertained, directly or through identifiers linked to the subjects, and an IRB conducts a limited IRB
review to make the determination required by §46.111(a)(7).

Your stamped consent form(s) and final versions of your study documents can be fourd under the Attachments tab
within the Submission Details saction of your study on Cayuse IRB. Your stamped consent formi(s) should be copied
and used to gain the consent of your research participants. if you plan fo provide your consent information
elecironically, the contents of the attached consent document(s) should be made available without alteration.

Please note that this exemption only applies to your current research application, and any medifications fo your
protocol must be reported to the Liberty University IREB for verificaion of confinued exempfion status. You may
report these changes by complefing a modification submission through your Cayuse IRB account.

If you have any questions about this exemplion or need assistance in determining whether possible modifications to
your protocol would change your exemption status, please email us at ib@liberty edu.

Sincerely,

G. Michele Baker, MA, CIP

Administrative Char of Institutional Research
Research Bthics Office
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