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Abstract 

Teachers face challenges in differentiating social emotional learning (SEL) to meet the 

diverse needs of their students. The purpose of this basic qualitative study was to explore 

early childhood teachers’ perspectives of strategies and challenges to differentiating SEL 

curricula to meet students’ diverse needs using the theory of social constructivism. The 

research questions focused on teachers’ perspectives of strategies they use and challenges 

they face when differentiating SEL curriculum. Semistructured interviews were 

conducted with 11 participants with 3 or more years of teaching experience in 

kindergarten through third grade in the United States. Interview transcripts were 

thematically analyzed, resulting in five themes: (a) teachers use a variety of strategies to 

differentiate SEL, (b) teachers are challenged by a lack of support, (c) teachers are 

challenged by a lack of knowledge, (d) teachers are challenged by a lack of flexibility, 

and (e) students’ challenging behaviors make differentiating SEL more difficult. The 

results of this study may contribute to positive social change by providing information 

that administrators, teacher preparatory programs, and professional development 

programs can use to support early childhood teachers in differentiating SEL curricula to 

improve outcomes for students.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study  

 Students with high levels of social emotional competence are more likely to 

succeed academically, build positive relationships with others, and exhibit fewer conduct 

problems (Calhoun et al., 2020). Until about 30 years ago, social emotional learning 

(SEL) was not well understood, and SEL curricula was rarely included in schools 

(Cenovic, 2022). In 1994, the Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional 

Learning (CASEL; 2023b) was founded with the goal to work with schools to support 

children’s social and emotional needs. The founders of CASEL used evidence-based 

research to develop a framework that includes five key SEL competencies: self-

awareness, social awareness, self-management, relationship skills, and responsible 

decision making (Lawson et al., 2019). Since CASEL was founded, most schools in the 

United States have adopted SEL curricula (Schwartz et al., 2022). While some students 

demonstrate significant gains after participating in SEL curricula, other students have 

minimal or no improvement in their social and emotional competence (Morgan et al., 

2022; Nesbitt & Farran, 2021). Differentiating SEL curricula has been recommended as a 

pedagogical practice to support diverse learners and create more equitable SEL 

opportunities (Mahoney et al., 2021). Kennedy (2019) found that SEL curricula rarely 

includes differentiation strategies. Early childhood teachers have reported that they need 

additional training to differentiate SEL curricula compared to traditional academic 

curricula that often includes differentiation strategies (Haslip & Terry, 2022). SEL 

curricula is used in most schools, but early childhood teachers face challenges in 

differentiating SEL curricula to meet the needs of diverse learners. 
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 Few studies have focused on early childhood teachers’ perspectives of strategies 

and challenges when differentiating SEL curricula to meet students’ diverse needs 

(Fitzgerald, 2020; Mahoney et al., 2021). Exploring the perspectives of early childhood 

teachers on differentiating SEL curricula may provide information that can be used to 

improve SEL instruction. The results of this study may contribute to positive social 

change by providing educational leaders with information that can be used to support 

early childhood teachers in differentiating SEL to meet diverse student needs. 

 In this chapter, I summarize relevant information from the literature related to 

teachers differentiating SEL curricula to meet the diverse needs of their students. I also 

describe the conceptual framework that was used to ground the study’s purpose and the 

research questions. Additionally, information is provided about relevant key terms, 

assumptions, delimitations, limitations, and the significance of the study. 

Background 

Strong social emotional skills are associated with numerous benefits including 

better academic outcomes, fewer behavioral problems, and more positive relationships 

with others (Thayer et al., 2019; Todd et al., 2022). Teachers generally view SEL as 

foundational to students’ future learning and critical for students’ well-being (Jomaa et 

al., 2023). Most schools in the United States recognize the importance of social emotional 

skills and have adopted SEL curricula (Schwartz et al., 2022). Most curricula include five 

broad areas of SEL as defined by CASEL (2023d): self-awareness, social awareness, self-

management, relationship skills, and responsible decision making. Researchers have 

established the benefits of strong SEL, and most U.S. schools include SEL curricula. 
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 Although many schools have adopted SEL curricula, early childhood teachers 

face challenges in implementing the curricula. Early childhood teachers reported a lack of 

training in SEL curricula and a lack of instructional time for SEL (Flushman et al., 2021; 

Mischenko et al., 2022). Additionally, students have diverse responses to SEL depending 

on demographic factors, students’ academic skills, and students’ social and emotional 

competence (McCormick et al., 2021; Morgan et al., 2022). Researchers have suggested 

that differentiating instruction to meet students’ diverse needs is a sound instructional 

strategy that supports increased student engagement and improved learning outcomes 

(Ginja & Chen, 2020; Goddard et al., 2019). Recommendations have been made to 

differentiate SEL curricula, allowing teachers to support students differently based on 

their individual SEL competence and needs (Mahoney et al., 2021; Sanders et al., 2023). 

Differentiating SEL curricula may allow teachers to better meet the diverse needs of their 

students. 

 Despite a significant body of research supporting the benefits of SEL and 

additional research that supports differentiation as a sound pedagogical practice to meet 

the needs of diverse learners, the literature includes little information on early childhood 

teachers’ perspectives on differentiating SEL curricula to meet the diverse needs of their 

students. Professional developers may use the current study findings to provide training 

and curricula that assists teachers with differentiating SEL. Administrators may also use 

the study findings when creating policies to support teachers in differentiating SEL. 
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Problem Statement 

 Early childhood teachers face challenges in differentiating SEL curricula to meet 

the diverse needs of their students (Hunter et al., 2022; Kennedy, 2019). Teachers are 

challenged in delivering SEL curricula because of minimal training in SEL and a lack of 

instructional time for SEL in the school day (Flushman et al., 2021; Mischenko et al., 

2022). Teachers struggle with differentiating academic curricula; these challenges include 

a lack of training and a lack of resources (Hersi & Bal; 2021; Unal et al., 2022). 

Differentiating SEL curricula can be more challenging than differentiating academic 

curricula because SEL curricula tends to take a one-size-fits-all approach and rarely 

include suggestions for meeting the needs of diverse learners (Kennedy, 2019). Despite 

researchers suggesting that differentiation promotes stronger SEL outcomes and that 

differentiation is needed to support diverse students, teachers are challenged in 

differentiating SEL curricula (DeMink-Carthew et al., 2020; Mahoney et al., 2021).  

Exploring early childhood teachers’ perspectives of differentiating SEL curricula 

is necessary to determine the strategies used to meet diverse learners’ needs and to 

identify the challenges that early childhood teachers encounter in differentiating SEL 

curricula. Because strong social and emotional skills are associated with numerous 

academic and behavioral benefits, meeting students’ diverse SEL needs in early 

childhood increases equitable learning opportunities for all students (Mackintosh & 

Rowe, 2021). When students struggle with SEL skills, such as emotional regulation and 

navigating social situations, they are also more likely to struggle with academic 

performance (Taylor & Lein, 2023). McCall et al. (2022) found that when diverse 
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students engage with and see themselves reflected in SEL curricula, the school 

community becomes more equitable. Differentiating SEL curricula is critical in providing 

equitable educational opportunities for diverse students. 

Researchers have identified both benefits to SEL and challenges when 

implementing SEL (Flushman et al., 2021; Mischenko et al., 2022; Thayer et al., 2019; 

Todd et al., 2022). Researchers have also presented the benefits of differentiation and 

common challenges to differentiation (Ginja & Chen, 2020; Goddard et al., 2019; Hersi 

& Bal; 2021; Unal et al., 2022). However, there is a gap in the research on teachers’ 

perspectives of differentiating SEL curricula to meet the diverse needs of their students. 

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this basic qualitative study was to explore early childhood 

teachers’ perspectives of strategies and challenges to differentiating SEL curricula to 

meet students’ diverse needs. The information gained from this study may provide 

insights into effective instructional strategies that can better support students’ diverse 

SEL needs and the challenges teachers face in differentiating SEL curricula to meet 

students’ diverse needs.  

Research Questions 

The study addressed the following research questions (RQs): 

RQ1: What are early childhood teachers’ perspectives of strategies used to 

differentiate SEL curricula to meet students’ diverse needs? 

RQ2: What are early childhood teachers’ perspectives of challenges to 

differentiating SEL curricula to meet students’ diverse needs? 
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Conceptual Framework 

 The conceptual framework that grounded this study is Vygotsky’s (1978) theory 

of social constructivism. As a social constructivist, Vygotsky emphasized the importance 

of social-emotional development, noting that skills, such as self-regulation and self-

control, are connected to cognitive development. Vygotsky also noted the importance of 

children beginning to learn social-emotional skills during early childhood from adults and 

more competent peers. In addition to recognizing the importance of SEL, Vygotsky 

theorized that children’s learning is optimized when they work within their zone of 

proximal development (ZPD) and the material is accessible to them (Silalahi, 2019; 

Smolucha & Smolucha, 2021; Vygotsky & Kozulin, 2011). Vygotsky’s ZPD has been 

used to support the pedagogical practice of differentiation in which teachers adapt 

curricula to meet the needs of diverse learners (Tzouriadou, 2021). Further exploration of 

Vygotsky’s theory of social constructivism is provided in Chapter 2.  

The framework was appropriate to the current study because it was used to guide 

the study’s approach and research questions. Vygotsky (1962) posited that through 

reflection and language, individuals create meaning out of their lived experiences. I used 

open-ended interview questions within a basic qualitative design to explore teachers’ 

perspectives. Making meaning out of lived experiences allows for thoughts to move into 

consciousness, which supports learning and change (Prawat, 1999; Vygotsky, 1962). I 

designed the qualitative interview questions using the constructs of this framework to 

focus on teachers’ experiences with social-emotional development and their experiences 

with making SEL accessible for diverse learners.  
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Nature of the Study 

In this study, I used a basic qualitative design and conducted semistructured 

interviews to collect data from 11 early childhood teachers. Participants were required to 

have 3 or more years of teaching experience in kindergarten through third grade in the 

United States. I recruited qualifying teachers from the Walden University Participant 

Pool and teachers’ social media groups. The phenomenon investigated was early 

childhood teachers’ perspectives of differentiating SEL curricula. Individual interviews 

were an appropriate data collection tool because they are used for exploration of 

participants’ lived experiences, and the follow-up questions in the interviews promoted 

rich descriptions of these experiences (see Rubin & Rubin, 2012). The interview 

transcripts were thematically analyzed to identify emergent themes. 

Definitions 

 The following terms are defined for the purpose of this study: 

Curricula: Materials intended to change classroom process to facilitate the 

development of specific skills (Nesbitt & Farran, 2021). 

Differentiation: An instructional practice teachers use to adjust classroom content, 

process, and products based on students’ readiness, interests, and prior experiences 

(Kenney et al., 2023). 

Diverse learners: Students differ in terms of their interests, prior experiences, 

readiness, and learning profile (Altun & Nayman, 2022).  

Perspectives: Views and beliefs regarding knowledge, skills, and competence that 

affect decisions about teaching (Denston et al., 2022). 
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SEL: A process through which people gain the knowledge, skills, and attitudes to 

develop healthy identities, manage emotions, achieve personal and collective goals, feel 

and show empathy for others, establish and maintain supportive relationships, and make 

responsible and caring decisions (CASEL, 2023a). 

Assumptions 

 My first assumption was that all participants would respond honestly in the 

interviews. I made this assumption based on my assurances to protect their confidentiality 

and privacy. I also assumed that the responses from the participants would reflect their 

true perspectives of their experiences. Another assumption was that the interview 

questions that I created would elicit responses from participants that would capture their 

experiences with differentiating SEL in their classrooms. The questions were based on 

the supporting literature and conceptual framework. An additional assumption was that 

early childhood teachers would be willing to participate without compensation. I assumed 

this to be true because there was no monetary incentive for participating in the study. My 

final assumption was that I would have no professional or personal relationships with any 

of the participants or with their schools. I assumed this to be true because I did not choose 

any participants that I work with or know personally. 

Scopes and Delimitations 

The scope of this study encompassed teachers with at least 3 years of experience 

teaching kindergarten through third grade in the United States. This specific focus was 

chosen because there was a gap in the literature on early childhood teachers’ perspectives 

of differentiating SEL curriculum for diverse learners. Delimitations of this study 
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included the criteria for participation. I only explored the perspectives of teachers who 

had at least 3 years of experience teaching kindergarten through third grade in the United 

States. Preschool teachers were excluded from this study because preschool SEL 

standards and curricula are different from SEL curricula for kindergarten through third 

grade (see CASEL, 2023c). Teachers with fewer than 3 years of experience were 

excluded from this study because their challenges with SEL curricula may be different 

from teachers with more experience (see McCaw, 2021).  

The use of purposeful sampling and inclusion criteria supported transferability of 

findings for use by early childhood professionals in kindergarten through third grade. I 

included detailed descriptions of the data collection and data analysis processes to ensure 

potential transferability. The detailed descriptions allow readers and other researchers to 

apply aspects of the study design to other contexts while taking into consideration unique 

contextual factors.  

Limitations 

 One potential limitation is that early childhood teachers were hesitant to 

participate in the study due to the heavy workload placed on many teachers. To mitigate 

this limitation, I used the Walden University Participant Pool, early childhood social 

media groups, and snowball sampling to reach as many potential participants as possible. 

I also accommodated teachers’ schedules by offering interviews on days and times most 

convenient to them. An additional limitation was that participants had concerns about 

sharing sensitive information. I mitigated this limitation by ensuring confidentiality. 

Another limitation was my bias as a former early childhood teacher who differentiated 
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SEL curricula and my status as an instructor who teaches courses on SEL for 

undergraduate students. I used a reflective journal to raise my awareness of potential bias 

and address other limitations as I carried out the study.  

Significance 

 This study may be significant because it filled a gap in the literature on early 

childhood teachers’ perspectives of differentiating SEL curricula to meet students’ 

diverse needs. Exploring teachers’ perspectives is important when considering additional 

training and support that teachers may need to differentiate SEL curricula. Exploring 

early childhood teachers’ perspectives may contribute to positive social change by 

providing information that teachers may use to support students’ diverse SEL needs. The 

study may provide information about what materials can be included in teacher training 

programs and professional development programs to better prepare early childhood 

teachers to support students’ diverse SEL needs through differentiation. Administrators 

may use findings from this study to better understand the challenges that teachers face in 

differentiating SEL and provide support for their teachers with differentiating SEL. If 

early childhood teachers are more effectively supported in differentiating SEL curricula, 

SEL outcomes may improve for students.  

Summary 

 In Chapter 1, I identified the problem of early childhood teachers being 

challenged when differentiating SEL curricula to meet the diverse needs of their students. 

I connected the importance of social emotional competence to better academic outcomes 

and stronger relationships with others. Vygotsky’s (1978) theory of social constructivism 
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provided the conceptual framework for this study. I used the framework when choosing a 

basic qualitative study design with semi interviews to explore teachers’ perspectives. In 

the chapter, I also explained that early childhood teachers’ perspectives of differentiating 

SEL are limited in the literature and exploring these perspectives may help to support 

teachers, administrators, and students. 

 In Chapter 2, I will provide an overview of recent literature related to the research 

problem. I will describe research strategies used to become familiar with the topic and 

Vygotsky’s theory of social constructivism as the conceptual framework for the study. 

The chapter will also contain a discussion of current research, including studies 

documenting the benefits of quality SEL, the challenges of SEL, diverse responses to 

SEL, the challenges of differentiation, and the importance of including teachers’ 

perspectives in research.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

The purpose of this study was to explore early childhood teachers’ perspectives of 

strategies and challenges related to differentiating SEL curricula to meet students’ diverse 

needs. The problem is that early childhood teachers face challenges in differentiating 

SEL curricula to meet their students’ diverse needs (Hunter et al., 2022; Kennedy, 2019). 

In this chapter, I review existing literature on SEL. I begin by describing the search 

strategies used to conduct this literature review and social constructivism, the conceptual 

framework that grounded the study. The review includes a discussion of aspects of SEL, 

including its history, benefits, and identified barriers; the attributes of high-quality SEL; 

and the diverse ways that learners respond to SEL. I also provide a review of literature on 

the benefits of differentiation and barriers to differentiation. Teachers’ perspectives of 

SEL and differentiation are included. I conclude the chapter with a summary of key 

points and the gap in the research regarding early childhood teachers’ perspectives on 

strategies and challenges to differentiating SEL curricula to meet students’ diverse needs. 

Literature Search Strategy 

For this literature review, I searched scholarly, peer-reviewed journals published 

within the last 5 years to investigate early childhood educators’ perspectives on 

differentiating SEL curricula to meet students’ diverse needs. Through the Walden 

University Library, I searched the following databases: ERIC, SAGE Journals, 

ScienceDirect, Education Source, and Taylor and Francis Online. I also used the search 

engine, Google Scholar, to find books and peer-reviewed articles. The following key 

words were used in my searches: social emotional learning, social emotional 
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development, social emotional competence, SEL, elementary school, early childhood 

education, teacher perspectives, teacher perceptions, social constructivism, 

differentiation, differentiated instruction, individualized instruction, diverse learners, and 

individual differences. 

The literature review consists of qualitative and quantitative studies that address 

early childhood teachers’ perspectives on SEL. The conceptual framework used for this 

study is Vygotsky’s (1978) theory of social constructivism, and the literature review 

includes the key concepts of the history of SEL, quality SEL, benefits of SEL, challenges 

in teaching SEL, diverse learners, differentiation, and teacher perspectives. The gap in the 

literature was the limited research on early childhood teachers’ perspectives on strategies 

and challenges to differentiating SEL curricula to meet students’ diverse needs. 

Conceptual Framework 

The conceptual framework for this study is Vygotsky’s theory of social 

constructivism. As a social constructivist, Vygotsky (1978) posited that children’s 

interactions and dialogue with adults supports children’s social-emotional development. 

Vygotsky emphasized that social interactions, both at home and at school, help children 

to develop key cognitive and social-emotional skills (Niu & Niemi, 2020). Vygotsky 

(2021) recognized that development and learning take place gradually, emphasizing that 

it is important to focus on social-emotional skills during early childhood because 

cognitive development relies on social-emotional development, including the specific 

skills of attention, self-control, and self-regulation (Gredler, 2009). The terms that 

Vygotsky used to describe psychological development nearly 100 years ago overlap with 
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the competencies used to describe SEL today, including self-awareness and self-

management (DeMink-Carthew et al., 2020). Vygotsky argued that schools are an 

important place for children to develop their social emotional skills. For Vygotsky, these 

skills provide a critical foundation for cognitive development and allow children to 

successfully resolve future emotional challenges (Colliver & Veraska; 2021; Manriquez; 

2021). Vygotsky’s work provides support for the importance of SEL within schools. 

Vygotsky (1978) also suggested that responsive teaching occurs when a teacher 

allows a child to work within their ZPD, assuring that the material can be accessed 

through scaffolding. In a constructivist environment, the teacher makes learning 

accessible to all students by differentiating curricula and connecting new concepts to 

children’s prior experiences. Vygotsky and Kozulin (2011) argued that working within 

the ZPD assures an optimal gap between curricular demands and the child’s individual 

capabilities.  

Other researchers have drawn from Vygotsky’s work to emphasize that children 

learn differently based on their prior experiences; because of these differences, optimal 

learning requires differentiation and scaffolding so that each child is working within their 

ZPD. For instance, Tomlinson et al. (2003) used Vygotsky’s theory as the conceptual 

framework for their study on differentiation, finding that the most effective learning 

occurs when children are working within their ZPD, wherein the material is accessible 

and engaging. Martinez and Plevyak (2020) suggested that when teachers use 

differentiated instruction to allow students to work within their ZPD, students 

demonstrated stronger understandings of academic standards. Roiha and Polso (2021) 
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noted that Vygotsky’s ZPD allows students to engage with material that is accessible to 

them and that this accessibility is central to the process of differentiation. In one of the 

few studies directly connecting SEL, differentiation, and Vygotsky, Ribeiro Piske and 

Stoltz (2021) suggested that teachers should use Vygotsky’s work to inform themselves 

of the importance of addressing SEL in schools when working with diverse learners.   

Vygotsky’s theory of social constructivism has also been used as a framework to 

explore the social nature of development (Jamero, 2019). ZPD has been used to explore 

how teachers can ensure inclusive practices in early childhood education by adjusting 

learning opportunities to reach the needs of diverse learners (Bipath et al., 2022; 

Robinson-Hill, 2022). Social constructivist theory relates to the current study’s approach 

because it provides a conceptual framework for examining differentiation of SEL in early 

childhood education.  

Vygotsky’s theory of social constructivism was also used in this study’s 

methodology. As a social constructivist, Vygotsky (2004) recognized that learning and 

growth stem from making meaning out of lived experiences. Although the experience is 

valuable, conveying the experience to others through language and reflection allows 

individuals to create new understandings (Vygotsky, 1962). For Vygotsky, these concepts 

apply not only to children but also to adults. As teachers in this study used the concepts 

of collective dialogue in the semistructured interviews to reflect on lived experiences, this 

collaborative conversation supported learning and professional growth. I created the two 

RQs that focused on the strategies that early childhood teachers use and the challenges 

that they experience in differentiating SEL curricula for diverse learners using 
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Vygotsky’s theory of social constructivism. Social constructivism supported the focus on 

teachers’ perspectives and provided a foundation for making meaning out of teachers’ 

perspectives through dialogue and reflection. 

Literature Related to Key Concepts 

History of SEL 

SEL has a long history, with some experts in the field of early childhood 

education tracing the roots of SEL back to the Age of Enlightenment when personal 

character and emotional resilience were emphasized (Moreno et al., 2019). In the late 

19th century, Dewey recognized that active learning relies on the social and emotional 

factors within each child (Tienken, 2021). Although the history of SEL is lengthy, there 

has been an increased focus on SEL in schools in the United States since 1994, when 

CASEL was founded (DeMink-Carthew et al., 2020). SEL is defined broadly as “the 

process by which each student develops their capacity to integrate thought, emotion, and 

behavior to achieve and accomplish important social tasks” (Ferreira et al., 2020, p. 22). 

The CASEL framework divided SEL skills into five broader competencies: self-

awareness, social awareness, self-management, relationship skills, and responsible 

decision-making (Lawson et al., 2019). The U.S. Department of Education (2021) 

recommended the establishment of an integrated framework to support the social, 

emotional, and behavioral health of all youth. SEL is primarily implemented based on 

state standards, and as of 2024, 27 states have adopted K–12 SEL competencies (CASEL, 

2023c). In the 2021–2022 school year, 76% of principals and 53% of teachers nationwide 
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reported using an SEL curriculum or program in their schools (Schwartz et al., 2022). 

Over the last 30 years, SEL curricula has become prevalent in most U.S. schools. 

Benefits of SEL 

Children who possess strong social and emotional skills experience many 

benefits. High levels of social-emotional competence are associated with stronger 

academic outcomes (Stickle et al., 2019; Thayer et al., 2019). Social-emotional skills 

affect how children are viewed by their teachers. In one study, kindergarteners who had 

high levels of self-regulation were more likely to be rated highly by their teachers in 

terms of their SEL 2 years later (Cameron et al., 2022). Children who received instruction 

in SEL during early childhood had higher levels of resilience, stronger self-regulatory 

skills, and reduced emotional and behavioral challenges (Calhoun et al., 2020; Rosenberg 

et al., 2022). When students struggled with SEL skills, including emotional regulation 

and navigating social situations, they were more likely to also struggle with academic 

performance, while students with stronger SEL skills demonstrated more substantial 

academic progress (Taylor & Lein, 2023). This research demonstrates that strong social- 

emotional competence provides both behavioral and academic benefits for children. 

Strong social and emotional skills in childhood are also associated with benefits 

that last into adulthood. Children ranked higher in social and emotional skills during early 

childhood were more likely to attend college, experience higher rates of career success, 

have better mental health outcomes, and have stronger positive relationships as adults 

(Kamei & Harriott, 2021; Todd et al., 2022). Thayer et al. (2019) found that the inverse 

was also true; children with social and emotional deficits in early childhood were more 
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likely to disengage academically and engage in high-risk activities, including substance 

abuse. Developing strong social emotional competence during early childhood may have 

long-term physical, academic, and emotional benefits.  

In addition to benefits to students, implementation of SEL curricula may also 

improve the school environment. In examining factors that contribute to a positive school 

climate, Charlton et al. (2021) found that when school leaders implemented SEL 

programs, teachers and students reported feeling safer and identified less bullying school 

wide. Other researchers found that students viewed the school environment as more 

caring and the schools had lower rates of suspensions once SEL programs were 

implemented (Özgünlü et al., 2022). McCall et al. (2022) reported that the school 

community is viewed as more equitable and more inclusive when diverse students can 

engage with and see themselves reflected in SEL curricula. These findings indicate that 

SEL programs can contribute to a more positive school climate for students and teachers. 

SEL Challenges 

Several challenges to SEL consistently emerged throughout the literature. One of 

teachers’ most common concerns about SEL was how to fit SEL curricula into a full 

schedule when the academic demands for early childhood education are already so high 

(Jomaa et al., 2023; Kaspar & Massey, 2022; Mishenko et al., 2022). Hunter et al. (2022) 

found that time constraints affected the delivery of SEL curricula for the majority of U.S. 

first- and second-grade teachers in their study. The participants often reported needing to 

catch up on mandatory academic curricula, leading them to shorten or skip SEL lessons, 

which many of the teachers in the study viewed as optional. One study found that to 
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include SEL curricula into the school day, teachers had to deliver SEL curricula instead 

of physical education curricula (Mishenko et al., 2022). Kaspar and Massey (2022) noted 

that fitting one more piece of curriculum into the school day can feel overwhelming for 

teachers, and because SEL is not included on standardized tests, it may not be given the 

same priority as other subjects. Dyson et al. (2023) reported that time was the most 

common constraint cited by teachers, with some participants noting that because SEL 

growth was a slow and gradual process, other subject areas with immediate identifiable 

growth were often given priority over SEL. Parker and Hodgson (2020) focused on 

students who had experienced trauma, discovering that time was an essential factor in 

supporting students’ SEL. The researchers noted that teachers valued time that could be 

used flexibly to adjust their SEL lessons based on individual student needs, with the 

recognition that SEL growth occurs slowly. Finding time within the school day to include 

SEL curricula is a barrier to implementation. 

An additional barrier to SEL is a lack of teacher training, both in preservice 

teacher preparatory programs and in ongoing professional development (Flushman et al., 

2021; Morgan et al., 2022). In an examination of over 300 teacher preparation programs 

in the United States, Francis et al. (2019) found that only a few programs included all five 

SEL competencies, with about one fifth of the programs addressing one or two of the key 

competencies, and most of the programs not including SEL competencies at all. As of 

2020, 35 states required some type of social and emotional learning to earn a teaching 

credential or maintain licensure (Education Commission of the States, 2020). However, 

the majority of the states’ requirements focused on teaching standards or in-service 
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opportunities once in the profession; only three states required SEL in teacher preparation 

programs. Similarly, Flushman et al. (2021) discovered that when teacher training 

programs nationwide did include SEL, the programs provided only a very basic overview 

of SEL. Education officials in some states, such as West Virginia, recognized this lack of 

training in SEL and recommended changes to their teacher preparation programs to better 

prepare future teachers to support their students’ SEL (Saunders, 2021). Overall, few 

U.S. teacher training programs require SEL preparation, and the programs that do address 

SEL generally do so with a limited scope.  

Once credentialed, many teachers receive some training or professional 

development in the SEL program that their district has adopted. In a survey of over 1,200 

teachers who used SEL programs in schools, Hunter et al. (2020) found that more than 

90% of participants reported the need for more training in SEL. Similarly, in a study by 

Steed (2022), many teacher participants reported receiving only minimal training on how 

to implement SEL curricula. The participants shared that they were often given an SEL 

kit, with little training or coaching on how to use the kit. In another study, teacher 

participants reported that the SEL training and professional development in their schools 

did not adequately prepare them to implement SEL curricula in their classrooms (Morgan 

et al., 2022). The participants cited the lack of stronger training as a key barrier to 

successfully implementing SEL. As this research highlights, when schools provide 

professional development in SEL to credentialed teachers, the training is often 

insufficient to prepare teachers to deliver SEL curricula. 
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Another potential barrier to delivering SEL in schools is student and parent 

perceptions of the curricula. Jomaa et al. (2023) found that some parents were resistant to 

SEL curricula in the classroom, particularly when the curricula were initially introduced. 

The researchers wrote that SEL curricula often involved families so that students could 

learn similar strategies at home and at school. Teachers in the study reported frustration 

about the families’ lack of participation in the home-based components of the SEL 

program. Mischenko et al. (2022) described that teachers stated it was more challenging 

to teach SEL curricula when that curricula did not align with the families’ values or 

practices. Families are important for the success of SEL, and effective SEL 

implementation includes teachers, students, and families who have a shared 

understanding of the goals of SEL (Mahoney et al., 2021). Although SEL programs are 

often positively received by students, Medin and Jutengren (2020) noted that some 

students in Grades 1–9 were less open to SEL curricula, particularly when they viewed 

the program as a critique of their behavior or when they felt pressured to share private 

topics with their classmates. Although less prevalent in the literature compared to a lack 

of instructional time and adequate training, negative parent and student perceptions of 

SEL were identified as challenges in SEL instruction. 

In addition to parent and students’ negative perspectives, there is a lack of broad 

stakeholder support that can impede SEL. Kaspar and Massey (2022) noted that there has 

been recent disagreement about SEL’s role in the schools, which has affected policy and 

politics. Legislation that would have provided hundreds of millions of dollars in funding 

for SEL nationwide did not pass, with dissenting politicians suggesting that it would 
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detract from a focus on traditional academic subjects (Brennan, 2023). Elias et al. (2019) 

stressed that funding for SEL is based on individual decisions at the school, district, 

county, state, and federal levels, and this model means that some schools prioritize funds 

for SEL curricula, while others do not, leading to significant inequities in access to SEL.  

Administrators can also affect implementation of SEL curricula. Jones and Cater 

(2020) noted that although the principals in their study generally supported SEL, none of 

the principals had a clear understanding of SEL and that this lack of knowledge of SEL 

contributed to inconsistent implementation of SEL curricula across schools. Chance et al. 

(2023) stated that school counselors’ implementation of SEL curricula varied 

significantly across schools and districts, but when counselors taught SEL lessons weekly 

in third-grade classrooms for 5 weeks, the students experienced increased self-awareness, 

self-management, and social-emotional competence. Public sentiment and knowledge of 

SEL can help create policies that can lead to differential support, funding, and 

implementation of SEL in schools. 

Students may experience greater SEL challenges since the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Students that returned to face-to-face learning after online learning exhibited higher rates 

of social challenges, discipline referrals, and motivation difficulties (Gülmez & Ordu, 

2022). Simonton et al. (2024) explained that children who had experienced isolation 

during the COVID-19 pandemic struggled with social and emotional competencies, 

particularly in understanding their own emotions. Signorelli et al. (2021) suggested that 

the COVID-19 pandemic impacted the social and emotional wellbeing of children in 

unprecedented ways, necessitating the need for more flexibility in SEL delivery with 
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opportunities to embed SEL into children’s learning activities throughout the school day. 

These findings suggest that children may come to school with more extensive SEL needs 

than before the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Individual teacher attitudes and qualities were an additional challenge to 

delivering SEL curricula. Thierry et al. (2022) noted that teachers’ sense of self-efficacy 

in supporting students’ behavior was associated with their fidelity in implementing SEL 

curricula; teachers who rated themselves higher in social and emotional skills were more 

likely to closely follow SEL curricula. Liesch et al. (2022) discovered that both beginning 

and veteran early childhood teachers who placed a higher value on SEL had more quality 

interactions with students during SEL lessons; teachers who did not perceive a strong 

need for SEL or were less comfortable with SEL, were less likely to deliver effective 

curricula. Additionally, teachers with fewer years of teaching experience were less likely 

to maintain fidelity with SEL curricula (Thierry et al., 2022). Novice teachers and 

teachers who either struggled with SEL competence or placed a lower value on SEL 

skills faced challenges in delivering SEL curricula to their students. 

Quality SEL 

Not all SEL programs had the same positive outcomes and research suggested that 

quality SEL depends upon multiple factors, including coaching. Ongoing professional 

development in SEL correlated with delivering higher quality SEL (Kaspar & Massey, 

2022). Specifically, coaching for teachers emerged in the literature as a critical 

component of effective SEL programs (Stickle et al., 2019). Coaching typically included 

ongoing observation and one-on-one support with an individual who possessed 
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significant SEL experience. Stickle et al. (2019) noted that teachers who had a quality 

coaching relationship were more motivated to use SEL curricula in their classrooms and 

felt more confident in their abilities. Similarly, Blewitt et al. (2020) discovered that 

coaching helped early childhood teachers integrate SEL practices throughout the school 

day, by strengthening the teachers’ knowledge and awareness of these skills. Hunter et al. 

(2022) also found that when teachers felt supported at school through professional 

development and coaching, they implemented the SEL curricula with higher fidelity. 

Coaching may support teachers’ motivation to use SEL curricula with higher fidelity and 

may help teachers to deepen their own understandings of SEL. 

Research suggested that quality SEL depended not just on coaching, but also on 

pre-teacher training programs that included an extensive exploration of SEL. D’Emidio-

Caston et al. (2019) noted that when teacher candidates were trained in SEL, particularly 

on conflict resolution and the importance of creating caring communities, they were more 

likely to use these pedagogical approaches once they graduated and entered the 

classrooms as teachers. Similarly, Munk et al. (2022) discovered that preservice teachers 

who learned about SEL in their credential program, specifically mindfulness, valued SEL 

more highly and indicated a stronger commitment to teaching SEL skills in their future 

classrooms, compared to preservice teachers who did not receive the training. Wood 

(2020) found that without training in SEL, teachers misinterpreted SEL curricula, 

sometimes leading to inequitable and biased approaches. To avoid potential 

misinterpretation of SEL curricula, Wood suggested that preteacher training programs 

should focus on the theory behind SEL and on preparing teachers to reflect on their own 
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emotional responses to students’ behavior. Receiving focused training on SEL theory and 

SEL strategies during preteacher training programs may support quality SEL delivery 

once the candidates become classroom teachers. 

In addition to coaching and preteacher training, quality SEL depended on 

individual teacher competencies. In a study that included over 150,000 children, Loeb et 

al. (2019) found significant between-school variance in students’ SEL growth, even when 

all schools used the same SEL program and the teachers received similar levels of 

training; the researchers hypothesized that this variance could be attributed to individual 

teacher qualities. Teachers’ awareness of their own social and emotional skills correlated 

with their ability to teach SEL to students; the researchers proposed that teachers need 

training in recognizing their own emotions and developing strong relationship-building 

skills (Gregory & Fergus, 2019). Bouffard (2022) discovered that when teachers were 

given tools to manage their own emotions with the goal of modeling self-regulation 

strategies to their students, the teachers not only reported lower rates of burnout, but the 

teachers implemented SEL curricula with higher fidelity in their classrooms. Hemi and 

Kasperski (2023) noted that most SEL programs focus on student outcomes; the 

researchers suggested that teachers’ own competencies in SEL need assessment because 

robust SEL skills in teachers correlated with stronger SEL teacher practices. Supporting 

teachers’ own social and emotional development may allow teachers to implement SEL 

curricula more effectively.  

Researchers suggested that the developmental period of early childhood 

represents a unique opportunity for learning social and emotional skills, in part because 
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young children’s brains are more malleable during early childhood compared to middle 

childhood or adolescence (Houseman et al., 2023; Mackintosh & Rowe, 2021). Housman 

et al. (2023) suggested that the neural development that takes place during early 

childhood makes it an ideal period for learning the self-regulatory skills and executive 

function that are key aspects of SEL. Voith et al. (2020) examined growth for children in 

grades one through six who participated in a schoolwide SEL program; they found that 

the youngest students in first grade demonstrated more growth in SEL skills than any 

other grade level, most notably in decreased rates of aggression. Mackintosh and Rowe 

(2021) found that young children who had stronger social skills learned early math skills 

more quickly than children who struggled with social skills; the researchers suggested 

that teaching SEL during early childhood is important in supporting equitable academic 

learning opportunities for all children. Other researchers discovered that students in early 

childhood who participated in SEL programs demonstrated improved social emotional 

competence compared to their peers who did not participate in the programs. Students in 

the SEL program had an improved understanding of emotions, increased levels of 

empathy, and demonstrated more prosocial behavior (Arda Tuncdemir et al., 2022; 

Soliman et al., 2021). Tilhou (2020) noted that morning meetings or circle time were 

conducive spaces in early childhood classrooms to practice SEL skills, such as active 

listening, respect, and empathy. Sanders et al. (2020) found that participating in SEL 

programs in early childhood may have positive effects that last into adolescence, 

potentially moderating the effects of early adverse childhood experiences. Children who 

received SEL education in early childhood demonstrated higher levels of resilience and a 
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higher commitment to attending school during adolescence, compared to their peers who 

did not participate in the SEL program during early childhood (Sanders et al., 2020). In 

addition to teacher training and teacher competencies contributing to the quality of SEL, 

early childhood is an ideal developmental period for SEL. 

Diverse Learners and SEL 

Significant differences exist in how children learn; this diversity applies to how 

children learn social and emotional skills. Children who struggled with social and 

emotional competencies often had more difficulty successfully participating in SEL 

curricula in their classrooms (Calhoun et al., 2020, Mischenko et al., 2022; Morgan et al., 

2022). Teachers expressed concerns that students who lacked a strong SEL foundation 

struggled to engage with the SEL curricula; the most significant challenge students 

experienced was in reflecting on their own SEL skills and growth (Morgan et al., 2022). 

Mischenko et al. (2022) found that some SEL curricula elicited extreme negative 

behaviors from certain students, particularly when the SEL program included a 

mindfulness component; the researchers hypothesized that the introspection of the 

mindfulness program may have triggered previous trauma for the students. Calhoun et al. 

(2020) noted that despite initial gains after participating in a SEL curricula, children with 

higher rates of reactivity at the start of the program were less likely to maintain an 

improvement in SEL skills over time. Elliott et al. (2020) found that between 10% and 

20% of students had difficulty applying the CASEL skills most often included in SEL 

curricula; the researchers cautioned that SEL programs may not be appropriate for 

addressing some emotional behavioral concerns and warned that concerns such as anxiety 
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and depression must be properly identified and addressed. Although most researchers 

found that children with lower competencies in SEL had more difficulty participating in 

SEL curricula, Carroll et al. (2020) found that students with the most significant 

behavioral challenges, as identified by their teachers, demonstrated greater social and 

emotional growth than students who were rated average in behavioral challenges at the 

start of the SEL program. Low et al. (2019) also noted that children with more severe 

social-emotional needs initially demonstrated the most significant improvement; 

however, those students’ SEL gains were the most likely to disappear over summer 

break. Although most researchers noted a differential response to SEL curricula based on 

children’s competence in SEL skills, Haslip and Terry (2022) found no association 

between children’s SEL competence and their progress in SEL curriculum; instead, they 

noted that the quality of a teachers’ SEL lessons correlated strongly with student growth. 

Variance in students’ SEL competence may affect how they respond to SEL curricula; 

however, the research is not conclusive on how these differences in SEL competencies 

affect students’ experiences with SEL curricula. 

Some students may respond to SEL curricula differently depending on their 

cognitive, language, and academic skills. McCormick et al. (2021) identified a correlation 

between students’ academic skills and students’ long-term SEL growth; students with 

higher math and language skills in kindergarten demonstrated stronger SEL skills in sixth 

grade. The authors suggested that the SEL program in the schools demanded complex 

cognitive skills, making the program more accessible for students with stronger academic 

skills (McCormick et al., 2021). English language learners, including refugees, are 
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another significant group in early childhood classrooms. Cho et al. (2019) examined 

teachers’ perspectives on presenting SEL curricula to English language learner and 

refugee students; most teachers in the study had negative perceptions about teaching 

these students SEL and were particularly concerned about communicating with families. 

Similarly, Rosenberg et al. (2021) noted that SEL curricula can be difficult for refugee 

students, in large part because of language, cultural, and socioeconomic barriers. 

Students’ academic skills, language, and culture may affect their experience with SEL 

curricula. 

Students’ disability status may also affect how they respond to SEL curricula. In a 

meta-analysis of studies examining school based SEL curricula, Cipriano et al. (2023) 

discovered that many studies excluded data from students with disabilities and when the 

studies did include students with disabilities in the data, the researchers generally 

grouped all disabilities into a single category. The authors expressed concern that this 

method of reporting data did not support a meaningful understanding of how students 

with different types of disabilities experienced SEL curricula (Cipriano et al., 2023). 

Hagarty and Morgan (2020) noted that students with intellectual disabilities may respond 

positively to play-based SEL curricula but cautioned that more research is needed in this 

area. More research is needed to examine how students with disabilities may respond 

differently to SEL curricula.  

Demographic factors also may affect children’s experiences with SEL curricula. 

Mondi and Reynolds (2021) found that children living in poverty were rated significantly 

lower in SEL skills when starting kindergarten; the researchers suggested that they may 
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benefit from more intensive SEL curricula. Other researchers also found that gender was 

associated with SEL growth, with boys improving significantly more in conduct and peer 

problems, compared to girls (Low et al., 2019). In measuring over 4,000 children’s SEL, 

McKown (2019) noted that children’s ethnicity affected how they responded to SEL 

assessments; the author cautioned that SEL assessments may not reflect an accurate view 

of SEL growth across ethnic groups. Gender, ethnicity, and socioeconomic status may 

affect how children respond to SEL.  

Differentiation   

 Differentiation recognizes that students learn differently and is grounded in the 

premise that teachers must adapt instruction to meet students’ diverse needs (Jager et al., 

2022). According to Martinez and Plevyak (2020), differentiation is integrally connected 

to Vygotsky’s theory of social constructivism because it allows students to work within 

their ZPD, supporting stronger learning outcomes. In a review of literature, Eikland and 

Ohna (2022) highlighted four broad perspectives on differentiation: individualization, 

adapting curricula to specific groups, adapting curricula to diverse classrooms, and 

differentiation as a systems perspective with a focus on equity. Ginja and Chen (2020) 

described Tomlinson’s model of differentiation which suggests that teachers can reach 

diverse learners by differentiating the content, the process, the product, or the 

environment. Although there are a variety of approaches to differentiating curricula, the 

overriding goal of differentiation is to make curricula more accessible to diverse learners.  

 Differentiating curricula is associated with many benefits to students. 

Differentiating curricula correlates with increased student engagement, increased 
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academic performance, and improved relationships between teachers and students (Ginja 

& Chen, 2020; Goddard et al., 2019). Teachers also reported that differentiation supports 

more joyful and more permanent learning, compared to nondifferentiated instruction 

(Altun & Nayman, 2022). Teachers overwhelmingly valued differentiation and stated that 

it helped students to become increasingly independent learners (Hersi & Bal, 2021). 

Differentiating curricula provides benefits to both students and teachers. 

 Although the research supports the benefits of differentiation, teachers 

experienced challenges when differentiating curricula. Unal et al. (2022) noted that 

although early childhood teachers value differentiation, the teachers also reported a 

variety of difficulties when differentiating, including a lack of training, large class sizes, a 

lack of resources, and very diverse learners in their classrooms. Similarly, researchers 

stated that although teachers valued differentiation, these practices were often not 

reflected in their teaching, even when teachers believed they were differentiating 

curricula (Hersi & Bal, 2021; Kenney et al., 2023). Researchers found that published 

curricula often did not include strategies for differentiation, requiring the teachers to 

create their own lessons if they chose to differentiate curricula (van Geel et al., 2022). 

Pereira et al. (2019) noted that when teachers had to create their own differentiated 

lessons, the teachers reported the process was laborious and did not fit into their limited 

planning time. Most teachers stated that they would benefit from more differentiation 

strategies in published curricula and more ongoing support from differentiation experts 

(Johnsen et al., 2020). Despite valuing differentiation, teachers experienced challenges in 

differentiating curricula in their classrooms. 
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 Differentiating academic curricula is challenging but differentiating SEL curricula 

may be even more challenging. Although differentiation strategies were sometimes 

included in academic curricula, most SEL curricula tended to take a one-size-fit-all 

approach, with minimal or no suggestions for meeting the needs of diverse learners 

(Kennedy, 2019). Haslip and Terry (2022) found that teachers needed more training and 

practice to differentiate SEL curricula, compared to academic curricula. DeMink-

Carthew et al. (2020) suggested that differentiation could promote stronger SEL, 

particularly in terms of self-awareness. Mahoney et al. (2021) argued that SEL programs 

are effective when the curricula is personalized, and teachers recognize that different 

supports are needed for different students. Lin et al. (2023) suggested that it is difficult 

for teachers to differentiate SEL curricula because the authors of SEL curricula often 

assume that all children can learn the five main CASEL skills similarly. Hayashi et al. 

(2022) noted that SEL curricula rarely reflects families’ cultural values and suggested 

that family members should be included in differentiating SEL curriculum to better 

reflect shared practices. Although differentiation may strengthen SEL programs, teachers 

face challenges in differentiating SEL curricula to meet students’ diverse needs. 

Importance of Teachers’ Perspectives 

 Teacher perspectives on SEL affect how they implement SEL curricula (Steed et 

al., 2022). Researchers found that the majority of teachers value SEL and want to include 

SEL curricula in their classrooms; however, most teachers expressed the need for more 

training and knowledge of SEL (Daniel et al., 2022; Menzies et al., 2022). Other 

researchers suggested that teachers’ perceptions of teaching SEL are complex and that 
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implementation strategies depend on teachers’ perceptions of their students’ needs, 

additional classroom demands, and the level of school-wide support for SEL (Hunter et 

al., 2022). When teachers perceived SEL as more valuable, they were more likely to 

engage meaningfully with students during SEL curricula (Liesch et al., 2022). Teachers’ 

perspectives of SEL may affect how teachers deliver SEL curricula to their students. 

 Teachers’ perspectives of differentiation may also affect how they differentiate 

curricula. Unal et al. (2022) found that teachers are generally more comfortable 

differentiating the product of a lesson than the process; the authors noted that Vygotsky 

emphasized that the process is more critical to learning than the completed product. Other 

researchers reported that early childhood teachers have a narrow perspective on 

differentiation and generally report that placing students into small groups is their 

primary strategy for differentiating curricula (McNeill & Polly, 2023). Moosa and 

Shareefa (2019) found a significant correlation between teachers’ knowledge of 

differentiation and their ability to differentiate; the researchers also noted a significant 

relationship between teachers’ sense of self-efficacy in differentiation and how often they 

differentiated curricula. Early childhood teachers’ beliefs and knowledge about 

differentiation affects how they differentiate curricula in their classrooms. 

Although researchers have examined teachers’ perspectives on SEL and teachers’ 

perspectives on differentiation, the literature includes few studies on teachers’ 

perspectives of differentiating SEL curricula. In one study, Blewitt et al. (2021) noted 

that Australian teachers viewed embedding SEL curricula into everyday interactions with 

students as a promising strategy for meeting the diverse needs of their students. In the 
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United States, teachers’ perspectives on differentiating SEL curricula remains largely 

unresearched. Fitzgerald (2020) stated that despite increasing expectations for teachers to 

differentiate SEL curricula to reach diverse learners, the decisions that teachers make in 

differentiating SEL curricula have not been explored. Barnes and McCallops (2019) 

shared that there is minimal research examining teachers’ perspectives on SEL and no 

studies that focused on how teachers meet students’ diverse needs through SEL. Allen et 

al. (2020) noted that although teachers’ perspectives on the benefits of SEL and 

challenges to SEL have been explored, more research is needed to explore teachers’ 

perspectives of SEL with diverse student populations. Hunter et al. (2022) and Morgan et 

al. (2022) suggested that research is needed to examine the pedagogical decisions that 

teachers make with SEL curricula in their classrooms, particularly once SEL training and 

professional development has ended. Although researchers have established the value of 

SEL and differentiation, missing from the research are early childhood teachers’ 

perspectives of strategies and challenges to differentiating SEL curricula to meet 

students’ diverse needs. 

Summary and Conclusions 

 In Chapter 2, I reviewed literature related to SEL, differentiation, the conceptual 

framework that grounds the study, and teachers’ perspectives on SEL and differentiation. 

The literature provided support for a variety of academic and behavioral benefits of SEL 

for students, teachers, and schools (Calhoun et al., 2020; Charlton et al., 2021; Stickle et 

al., 2019; Thayer et al., 2019). With increased awareness of the benefits of SEL, there has 

been an expansion of SEL, and SEL curricula is now used in the majority of U.S. schools 
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(Schwartz et al., 2022). Several challenges to SEL emerged in the literature, including a 

lack of teacher training and a lack of time in the school day for SEL (Flushman et al., 

2021; Kaspar & Massey, 2022; Mishenko et al., 2022; Morgan et al., 2022). Although 

many students benefited from SEL, students had diverse responses to SEL, depending on 

their academic skills, language skills, culture, social-emotional competence, gender, 

socioeconomic status, ethnicity, and disability status (Cipriano et al., 2023; McCormick 

et al., 2021; Mondi & Reynolds, 2021; Rosenberg et al., 2021). Additionally, teachers’ 

perspectives on SEL affected how they approached SEL in their classrooms (Steed et al., 

2022). With an understanding of the benefits of SEL, SEL has expanded across the U.S.; 

however, teachers experienced challenges in presenting SEL curricula and students had 

diverse responses to the SEL curricula. 

 The findings in the literature provided support for differentiation as a high-quality 

pedagogical practice, with varied academic and social benefits to students when teachers 

differentiate curricula (Altun & Nayman, 2022; Ginja & Chen, 2020; Goddard et al., 

2019). Although the majority of teachers valued differentiation, teachers faced significant 

challenges when differentiating curricula, including a lack of training and a lack of 

differentiation strategies within the curricula (Johnsen et al., 2020; Unal et al., 2022). 

Teachers’ perspectives on differentiation affected how they used differentiation in their 

classrooms. 

 Although researchers have examined teachers’ perspectives of SEL and teachers’ 

perspectives of differentiation, the literature included little information on early 

childhood teachers’ perspectives on differentiating SEL curricula. The purpose of this 
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study was to address this gap by examining early childhood teachers’ perspectives of 

strategies and challenges to differentiating SEL curricula to meet students’ diverse needs. 

The knowledge gained from this study may help administrators, teacher-preparation 

programs, and SEL curricula designers to develop resources to provide relevant training 

to early childhood teachers to better support the diverse SEL needs of students. 

 In Chapter 3, I will provide insight into the methodology I used for this study. The 

chapter will include the research design and rationale for the study. In Chapter 3, I will 

also address participant selection, data collection, and data analysis. I will discuss my role 

as the researcher, the trustworthiness of the study, and the ethical procedures used to 

protect the participants. 
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Chapter 3: Research Method 

The purpose of this basic qualitative study was to explore early childhood 

teachers’ perspectives of strategies and challenges to differentiating SEL curricula to 

meet students’ diverse needs. In this chapter, I discuss the research methods for the study, 

including the participant selection process, instrumentation, procedures for recruitment, 

and the plan for data analysis. This chapter also includes a description of the issues of 

trustworthiness and ethical procedures. 

Research Design and Rationale 

The study addressed the following RQs: 

RQ1: What are early childhood teachers’ perspectives of strategies used to 

differentiate SEL curricula to meet students’ diverse needs? 

RQ2: What are early childhood teachers’ perspectives of challenges to 

differentiating SEL curricula to meet students’ diverse needs? 

I employed a basic qualitative design and semistructured interviews to explore 

early childhood teachers’ perspectives of strategies and challenges to differentiating SEL 

curricula to meet students’ diverse needs. A basic qualitative research design was 

appropriate for this study because it is used to explore participants’ perspectives on a 

phenomenon (see Ravitch & Carl, 2021). Researchers employing a basic qualitative 

approach also strive to make meaning out of participants’ experiences and gain practical 

knowledge from participants’ perspectives (Elo et al., 2014). The semistructured 

individual interviews that were used for data collection in this study align with a basic 

qualitative research design because interviews provide an opportunity to gain a deep 
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understanding of participants’ lived experiences (see Ravitch & Carl, 2021). The basic 

qualitative approach was an appropriate methodological choice for this study because it 

aligns with the purpose of this study. 

Role of the Researcher 

  My role as a researcher was to design the study; collect, analyze, and evaluate the 

data; and present the findings. As the interviewer in a qualitative study, I was responsible 

for preparing the interview questions, scheduling the interviews, and helping the 

participants to feel comfortable and safe throughout the interviews (see Rubin & Rubin, 

2012).  

 As the researcher, I mitigated power relationships by excluding any participants 

that I knew professionally or personally. Participants were recruited through the Walden 

University Participant Pool and through social media groups. I also employed snowball 

sampling to obtain more participants who met the inclusion criteria. As a practitioner-

researcher, I disclosed my role as an early childhood instructor in higher education. I 

strived to allay potential researcher bias by conducting this study separate from my work 

environment and avoiding the use of participant incentives (see Patton, 2015). To 

minimize potential bias, I employed reflexivity by maintaining a journal throughout the 

study. 

Methodology 

Participant Selection 

 The participants in this study were a purposeful sample of 11 early childhood 

teachers in the United States who met the criteria of teaching a minimum of 3 years in 
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kindergarten through third grade. Hennink and Kaiser (2022) suggested that nine to 17 

participants is an acceptable number to gain understanding of their experiences through 

interviews and reach data saturation. I recruited the participants from the Walden 

University Participant Pool and through posting an invitation to participate in the study in 

early childhood teachers’ social media groups. After seeing the invitation, teachers who 

were interested in participating in the study reached out to me by email. I then sent them 

the consent form to review. After reading the consent form, if they agreed to participate 

in the study, they replied to me via email with the phrase, “I consent.” Purposeful 

sampling ensured that those participating in the study could provide in-depth data on the 

research questions specific to the study (see Ravitch & Carl, 2021). Since the initial 

recruitment process resulted in too few participants, I also used snowball sampling, 

allowing participants to identify other potential participants who met the criteria for the 

study (see Patton, 2015). The final number of 11 participants was chosen because this 

was when data saturation was reached. 

Instrumentation 

 For this basic qualitative study, I asked semistructured interview questions 

(Appendix A) that were based on the research questions, literature review, and conceptual 

framework. Conducting interviews allowed me to collect authentic data that provided in-

depth information on teachers’ perspectives (see Rubin & Rubin, 2012). Semistructured, 

one-on-one interviews allowed all participants to receive the same basic questions, with 

additional follow-up probes (see Patton, 2015). I also created an interview protocol guide 

(Appendix B) to support the data collection process by informing potential participants 
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about the purpose of the study, reviewing procedures, reminding them that participation 

was voluntary, and explaining how confidentiality and privacy would be assured. All 

interviews were audio recorded and transcribed to assure the accuracy of data collection.  

Procedures for Recruitment, Participation, and Data Collection 

 Before recruiting participants, the Walden University Institutional Review Board 

(IRB) reviewed and approved this study to protect the safety of the participants. Upon 

receiving approval from the IRB, I began recruiting 11 early childhood teachers who had 

a minimum of 3 years of experience teaching kindergarten through third grade in the 

United States through the Walden University Participant Pool and early childhood 

teachers’ social media groups. I also contacted the teachers who agreed to participate and 

recruited more participants through snowball sampling. 

 Once individuals indicated an interest in participating in the study, I sent a 

consent form to the potential participant that explained the purpose of the study, outlined 

what to expect, stressed that participation was voluntary, and described how 

confidentiality would be addressed. Once I received the participant’s consent, I scheduled 

one-on-one phone or Zoom interviews. The interviews lasted between 35 and 55 minutes 

and were audio recorded for later transcription purposes. At the start of each interview, I 

reminded the participant that their responses would remain confidential, as described in 

the consent form. I also reminded them of the purpose for the study and asked if they had 

any questions or concerns before we began.  
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Data Analysis Plan 

 For this basic qualitative study, I used Saldaña’s (2021) analysis methods to 

identify patterns and themes that emerged from the data. The data from each 

semistructured interview were analyzed individually and then analyzed along with the 

data from other interviews to identify key concepts and ideas.  

 Each interview was audio recorded and then transcribed. The transcriptions were 

saved in a password-protected online account. I began the data analysis process by 

reading each transcription a minimum of three times. Key terms and phrases that stood 

out in the transcripts were coded (see Saldaña, 2021). Different color highlighters were 

used to distinguish the open codes. In the next round of coding, I focused on how the data 

connected to the research questions. The open codes were used to organize the data into 

manageable units, with each unit being given a label. These units helped me identify key 

ideas and concepts.  

 After establishing open codes, I used axial coding to identify emerging categories 

across the codes. The key terms and patterns that were identified during open coding 

were organized in a Microsoft Excel table, which helped me in identifying categories. 

Categorical organization allowed me to identify emerging themes across the data. I used 

Saldaña’s (2021) method of thematic analysis to identify and analyze the emerging 

themes that related to the research questions. I continued to collect and analyze data until 

saturation was reached and no new themes emerged. The data analysis process supported 

identification of key themes related to early childhood teachers’ perspectives on 
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differentiating SEL to meet students’ diverse needs. Discrepant cases that emerged in the 

results were included and discussed. 

Issues of Trustworthiness 

The validity of a qualitative study refers to the rigor of the data collection and 

analysis processes that are used to assure that the results accurately reflect the 

participants’ perspectives (Patton, 2015). In qualitative research, trustworthiness depends 

upon the researcher ensuring a high level of credibility, transferability, dependability, and 

confirmability in the study (Burkholder et al., 2016). Meeting the four criteria of 

trustworthiness supported the validity of the current study. 

Credibility is established through using multiple methods for data collection, 

which ensures rigor in the findings (Burkholder et al., 2016). I used audio recordings and 

took notes during the interviews to record details that did not emerge in the recordings. 

Credibility was also established in the current study by spending a significant amount of 

time reviewing the transcripts. I provided a summary of my findings to the participants to 

review and all them to ask questions if they had any (see Patton, 2015).   

Transferability determines whether the study is generalizable to other settings 

(Ravitch & Carl, 2021). In this study, I ensured transferability with detailed descriptions 

of the methodology and data collection process, allowing others to replicate these 

techniques in different settings. I also strengthened transferability by recruiting 

participants from diverse geographic areas for the study. Participants were recruited 

through the Walden University Participant Pool, early childhood teachers’ social media 

groups, and snowball sampling. By providing detailed descriptions, readers may make 
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comparisons to other contexts based on as much information as possible. This process 

allows readers, educators, researchers, and study participants to transfer findings of the 

study to other settings. 

 Dependability determines if the data would remain consistent if the study was 

replicated (Ravitch & Carl, 2021). I sought dependability by following the research 

methodology consistently with every participant (see Ravitch & Carl, 2021). 

Additionally, participants were notified that participation in the study was completely 

voluntary and that they could choose to withdraw from the study at any point. I also kept 

a reflective journal to capture my own experiences with data collection and analysis. 

Using a journal supported dependability by creating an audit trail of the data collection 

and analysis processes. 

 Confirmability describes whether the data would be interpreted similarly by other 

researchers (Ravitch & Carl, 2021). I used a journal to reflect on my research process and 

help bring awareness to any potential assumptions or bias. Systematic documentation of 

the analysis process and in-depth reflection supported rigor and confirmability by 

bringing awareness to the analysis process and addressing potential bias or assumptions 

(see Patton, 2015).  

Ethical Procedures 

 There are unique ethical issues in qualitative research in which data are collected 

through interviews that address sensitive topics, including privacy, sensitivity, and 

minimizing potential harm (Ravitch & Carl, 2021). To ensure ethical compliance, I did 

not collect any data for this study until receiving IRB approval to do so. After receiving 
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IRB permission, I took several steps to assure the ethical recruitment of participants. 

Once potential participants received my invitation in the Walden University Participant 

Pool, through early childhood teachers’ social media groups, or through snowball 

sampling, they reached out to me, and I sent them a consent form. This consent form 

outlined that participation was voluntary; explained how their privacy would be 

protected; and described any potential harm, including the discomfort of discussing 

challenges in teaching. When potential participants contacted me, I also made sure that I 

did not have any personal or professional affiliations with the other potential participants. 

 Once the data collection process began, I emphasized to participants that they had 

the right to withdraw from the study at any point. Efforts were taken to help participants 

feel comfortable during the interview, including scheduling the interview at the 

participant’s preferred time of day and verbally checking for comfort during the 

interview. To maintain privacy, identifying information of the participants was not shared 

with anyone. I used identification numbers for each participant when sharing their 

responses. Any written notes taken during the audio recordings of the interviews and any 

hard copies of printed data were stored in a locked file cabinet within my home office. 

The data from the study will be stored on a password-protected computer in my home 

office for 5 years. Five years after the completion of the study, the electronic data will be 

deleted and any paper data will be shredded. 

Summary 

In this chapter, I explained the methodology used in this study. I discussed my 

role as the researcher and my rationale for selecting a basic qualitative research design. 
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The chapter also contained descriptions of the data collection and data analysis processes 

as well as criteria for recruiting and selecting participants. Information was provided on 

strategies that were used to improve the trustworthiness of the study. I described the 

ethical procedures that were followed to protect the data and the participants. In Chapter 

4, I will share the results of the study, including discussions of data collection, data 

analysis, and evidence of trustworthiness.   
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Chapter 4: Results    

The purpose of this study was to explore early childhood teachers’ perspectives of 

strategies and challenges to differentiating SEL curricula to meet students’ diverse needs. 

The RQs that guided this study were:  

RQ1: What are early childhood teachers’ perspectives of strategies used to 

differentiate SEL curricula to meet students’ diverse needs? 

RQ2: What are early childhood teachers’ perspectives of challenges to 

differentiating SEL curricula to meet students’ diverse needs? 

In this chapter, I discuss the setting, participant demographics, and data collection 

and analysis processes. The inductive open coding, axial categorization, and thematic 

analysis processes are described in detail. Throughout the chapter, I provide specific 

examples of participant responses to support the results. I also explain the trustworthiness 

techniques implemented throughout the study. 

Settings 

For this basic qualitative study, I used semistructured interviews to explore the 

perspectives of 11 K–3 early childhood teachers. The Walden University Participant 

Pool, teacher social media groups, and snowball sampling were used to recruit 

participants. Participants were given the choice between a Zoom interview or a phone 

interview. Nine participants opted for a Zoom interview, while two participants chose a 

phone interview. I assigned each teacher a participant number to ensure confidentiality. 

In Table 1, I summarize the participants’ years of teaching experience and current grade 

levels. 
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Table 1 

Research Participants 

Research participants Years of teaching experience Current grade level 

P1 26 2 

P2 4 2 

P3 9 K 

P4 25 2 

P5 4 1 

P6 8 2 

P7 14 3 

P8 12 2 

P9 19 K 

P10 10 3 

P11 24 3 

Data Collection 

 I began data collection after receiving approval from Walden University’s IRB 

(IRB Approval No. 2-07-23-1061993). To recruit participants, I posted the study 

invitation on the Walden University Participant Pool and various teacher social media 

groups. Snowball sampling was used to find additional participants. When someone 

expressed interest in participating in the study by contacting me from their school email 

account, I emailed them a copy of the consent form to review. After reading the consent 

form, participants were asked to reply with the phrase, “I consent,” if they agreed to 

participate in the study. Participants were also asked if they preferred a Zoom or phone 

interview and to provide a few preferred times and dates. I responded with a Zoom link 

for an interview at one of their preferred days and times or with my phone number and a 

confirmed date and time for a phone interview. One day before the scheduled interview, I 

emailed them a reminder.  
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 At the beginning of each interview, I used the interview protocol (see Appendix 

B) to explain the purpose of the interview, emphasize confidentiality measures, and invite 

any questions or concerns that they may have had. Participants were reminded that they 

could ask questions, stop the interview, or withdraw from participating at any point. After 

receiving verbal consent from the participants to do so, the interviews were audio 

recorded. The length of each interview ranged from 35–55 minutes. I maintained a 

reflective journal for each interview where I documented my thoughts and managed 

potential bias.  

 Each interview began with several demographic questions to establish that the 

participant was currently teaching in K–3 and establish how many years that they had 

taught K-3. I then asked the participants the same 10 questions in the same order to 

ensure the reliability of the data. Different follow-up probes were asked to participants 

throughout the interviews that were designed to clarify participants’ responses or deepen 

their responses by eliciting examples. After each interview was complete, I thanked the 

participant for sharing their perspectives and invited them to ask any questions. I 

informed them that they would receive a two-page summary of the findings once the 

study was complete. Participants were reminded that they could reach out to me via email 

if any questions or concerns emerged.  

 I continued to recruit participants until I had interviewed 11 teachers. My 

invitation to participate remained posted in the Walden University Participant Pool, and I 

reposted invitations to participate on teacher social media groups every 2–3 weeks. After 
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interviewing the 10th and 11th participants, no new codes emerged. The data collection 

process took 10 weeks to complete. 

 For the nine interviews that took place on Zoom, I used the audio transcripts 

produced by Zoom for analysis. The two interviews that took place on the phone were 

transcribed using Kaltura. I read each transcription multiple times and compared them to 

the audio recording of the interview. Amendments were made to the transcripts to ensure 

accuracy and correct punctuation. All audio recordings and transcripts were stored on a 

password-protected drive. After 5 years, the collected data will be destroyed. I 

intentionally followed the data collection plan outlined in Chapter 3, and no unexpected 

circumstances affected the data collection process.  

Data Analysis 

 For this basic qualitative study, I explored early childhood teachers’ perspectives 

of strategies and challenges in differentiating SEL curricula to meet students’ diverse 

needs. Using semistructured interviews, I asked each of the 11 participants the same 10 

questions. After reviewing the accuracy of the transcriptions, I began the data analysis 

process, which consisted of familiarizing myself with the data, open and axial coding, 

and theme generation. Saldaña’s (2021) analysis methods were used to identify the 

patterns and themes that emerged from the data. 

Step 1: Data Familiarization 

 I assigned all participants an identification number to maintain confidentiality. 

After assuring the accuracy of the transcription, each transcript was read a minimum of 

three times before any coding began. I also reviewed the notes that I took during the 
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interview and reviewed my reflective journal. I made additional notes in the journal as I 

read and re-read the transcripts. 

Step 2: Generating Open Codes 

 The first cycle of coding began by generating open codes. I read each transcript 

line-by-line and highlighted key excerpts. I created a Microsoft Excel document and 

pasted key excerpts from each interview into Column A, noting their participant 

identification number in Column B. The open code associated with each excerpt was 

included in Column C. To distinguish between the two RQs, separate Excel sheets were 

designated for RQ1 and RQ2. As new codes emerged, more rows were added to the 

Excel sheets. I identified a total of 97 open codes during the first cycle of data analysis. 

An example of the open codes, participant identifiers, and corresponding excerpts from 

the data are presented in Table 2. 
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Table 2 

Examples of Open Codes 

Codes Participants Excerpts 

Embedded throughout  

day 

P3 

 

P7 

 

 

“It is embedded throughout our day… I'm finding now to 

have it be more organic within our day is more effective.” 

“SEL is just baked into my classroom in every nook and 

cranny, and I feel fortunate about that.” 

Self-regulation P6 

 

 

P7 

“I just let him take a break when he gets upset. Then, 

‘Okay, come back. Let's talk about it. What's frustrating 

about this?’” 

“I say, ‘Take 5’ and there's all these choices in my 

classroom. You can go to a chair and take 5 deep breaths. 

You can go to a spot on a wall and do 5 wall pushups. You 

can go to your water bottle and drink 5 sips.” 

 

Administrative support P3 

 

 

P9 

 

 

“I'm really fortunate to have an administrator who’s been 

really advocating for the idea that it's about kids come first 

and their social emotional development comes first.” 

“We need flexibility from the principal to stop academic 

curriculum when needed to attend to SEL needs.” 

 

Peer modeling P1 

 

 

P8 

“They all talk, and the children model the correct behavior 

without their knowledge, to the child who may have 

difficulty.” 

“But we have so many students that just have kind of taken 

him under their wing. And they'll even tell him, ‘Take Five,’ 

or, ‘It's okay. Calm down.’” 

 

Self-educated P10 

 

 

P11 

“I didn’t know how I was going to survive that year. And it 

was kind of in doing all that research that I sort of stumbled 

onto SEL.” 

“I've done most of the learning about SEL on my own. I 

could probably teach other teachers how to do it by now.” 

 

Lack of training 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Limited time 

P3 

 

 

 

P6 

 

 

P5 

 

P6 

“They kind of dumped it on us. We didn't get any training 

for that curriculum. So that's been like, ‘here, just look 

through it and figure it out.’ That's been a little 

challenging.” 

“We had so many professional developments over the 

years, but no social emotional training.” 

 

“It does take time out of the day and I do have to play catch 

up.” 

“If I could carve out even more time just to talk to my 

students about SEL and slow down a little bit, that would be 

so nice.” 
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Step 3: Axial Coding 

 When I finished open coding, I began axial coding by sorting and grouping 

similar codes together into categories. In the Excel worksheet, I highlighted codes with 

similar content in the same color. Several codes that were similar were consolidated and 

two additional codes were added. A total of 17 categories emerged during the axial 

coding process. Table 3 represents a sample of the categories that emerged during axial 

coding, the corresponding open codes, participant identifiers, and excerpts of participant 

responses.  
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Table 3 

Examples of Open Codes and Categories 

Category Codes Participant Excerpt 

Counselor 

support 

 

 

 

 

 

Relevant to 

prior 

experiences 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Inadequate 

training 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Rigid 

curriculum 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Time 

School counselor 

School 

philosophy 

Outside resources 

 

 

 

Teacher-student 

relationships 

Anticipate 

personal 

connection 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Need modeling 

No training 

Irrelevant training 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Developmentally 

inappropriate 

Lack of agency 

Highly scripted 

 

 

 

 

Limited time 

Competing 

demands 

Morning 

meetings 

P7 

 

P10 

 

 

 

 

P1 

 

P9 

 

 

P2 

 

 

 

 

 

P4 

 

 

 

 

P3 

 

 

 

 

P2 

 

 

 

P8 

 

 

 

P5 

 

P1 

 

 

P11 

 

“We don't really have anybody who takes the 

front line on SEL.” 

“I wish we had more counselors to help. I 

know that previously we had two, but now we 

only have one.” 

 

 

“I just take clues from how they share their 

daily experiences with me.” 

“I try to keep track of when and why things 

are happening and try to put things in place to 

be proactive instead of reactive.” 

“They think it's silly at times, the curriculum. 

But then, once they actually hear the 

message, I think that they can relate. Then, 

I’ll build in discussion questions for the 

students that they can relate to.” 

 

“The counselor would rather just do a quick 

dip and then go. I wish she would be able 

to come into the classroom and actually teach 

lessons, so, we could see a full lesson 

implemented.” 

“They kind of dumped it on us. We didn't get 

any training for that curriculum. It’s been 

like, ‘here, just look through it and figure it 

out.’ That's been a little challenging.” 

 

“They're just like, ‘Oh, this is like a baby 

stuff.’ So, it doesn't really hit where it needs 

to be for them. So, they're just not wanting to 

pay attention anymore.” 

“The curriculum was chosen by our district. 

We had no input.” 

 

 

“It does take time out of the day and I do 

have to play catch up.” 

“This program would be wonderful for the 

counselors. But as a teacher we…we've got a 

lot of other things we have to do.” 

“We have to dedicate an amount of time and a 

daily practice of SEL for these students.” 
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Step 4: Theme Identification and Review 

 After completing axial coding, I reviewed all the categories to identify patterns, 

trends, and recurring narratives across the data set. The categories were grouped based on 

similar meanings and characteristics, and each of these groupings became a potential 

theme. I returned to my RQs and examined whether the potential themes addressed them. 

After reviewed the themes again, one theme was collapsed into another and their wording 

was improved to reflect the data more accurately. Five themes emerged from the data that 

represented the participants’ perspectives. Theme 1 addresses RQ1, while Themes 2, 3, 4, 

and 5 address RQ2. The five themes were: 

• Theme 1: Teachers use a variety of strategies to differentiate SEL. 

• Theme 2: Teachers are challenged by a lack of support. 

• Theme 3: Teachers are challenged by a lack of knowledge. 

• Theme 4: Teachers are challenged by a lack of flexibility. 

• Theme 5: Students’ challenging behaviors make differentiating SEL more 

difficult. 

The themes were finalized at this point, and no additional changes were made. 

Table 4 represents the 17 categories and the five themes derived from the data analysis 

process.   
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Table 4  

Themes and Categories  

RQ1: What are early childhood teachers’ perspectives of strategies used to differentiate 

SEL curricula to meet students’ diverse needs? 

Themes Categories 

Theme 1: Teachers use a variety of strategies to differentiate 

SEL. 

Interactive 

modeling 

Relevant 

Developmentally 

appropriate 

Embed SEL 

RQ2: What are early childhood teachers’ perspectives of challenges to differentiating SEL 

curricula to meet students’ diverse needs? 

Themes  Categories 

Theme 2: Teachers are challenged by a lack of support 

 

 

 

Theme 3: Teachers are challenged by a lack of knowledge 

 

 

 

 

 

Theme 4: Teachers are challenged by a lack of flexibility 

 

 

 

Theme 5: Students’ challenging behaviors make differentiating 

SEL more difficult. 

Counselor support 

Administrative support 

Family support 

 

Inadequate training 

Inconsistent 

understandings of SEL 

Self-driven learning 

Discomfort 

 

Time 

Rigid curriculum 

Accountability 

 

Increasing SEL needs 

Specific behavioral 

challenges 
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Step 5: Report Production 

Excerpts from the data were carefully chosen to provide logical evidence in 

support of the results. I compiled and shared a two-page summary of my findings with 

each participant and provided them with time to review the results. Discrepant cases 

emerged in Theme 2, and they are discussed in the Results section. The five themes 

addressed the two research questions and were used to organize my description of the 

results. 

Results 

I explored K–3 teachers’ perspectives of strategies and challenges to 

differentiating SEL curricula to meet students’ diverse needs. In this section, I share the 

results of the data gathered from the 11 participant interviews. The interview questions 

(see Appendix A) aligned with the research questions and allowed the participants to 

describe their experiences differentiating SEL curricula to meet students’ diverse needs.  

RQ1 focused on early childhood teachers’ perspectives of strategies used to 

differentiate SEL curricula to meet students’ diverse needs. Interview questions 1, 2, 3, 4, 

and 5 addressed RQ1. One theme emerged that addressed the first research question: (a) 

teachers use a variety of strategies to differentiate SEL.  

RQ2 focused on early childhood teachers’ perspectives of challenges to 

differentiating SEL curricula to meet students’ diverse needs. Interview questions 6, 7, 8, 

9, and 10 addressed RQ2.  Four themes emerged that addressed the second research 

question. The themes were: (b) teachers are challenged by a lack of support, (c) teachers 

are challenged by a lack of knowledge, (d) teachers are challenged by a lack of 
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flexibility, and (e) students’ challenging behaviors make differentiating SEL more 

difficult.  

Theme 1: Teachers Use a Variety of Strategies to Differentiate SEL 

When asked about their perspectives on strategies used to differentiate SEL to 

meet the needs of diverse learners, teachers shared a variety of differentiation strategies. 

These strategies included: making the curricula more interactive, modeling SEL skills, 

adapting the curricula to make it more relevant to students’ life experiences, adjusting 

curricula to make it more developmentally appropriate, and embedding SEL curricula 

throughout the school day. 

Interactive Strategies 

 Many of these strategies focused on relationship-based instruction wherein the 

teachers differentiated SEL curriculum to make it more interactive. P6 shared that she 

adjusts the SEL curriculum to “make it super engaging and interactive with hand 

signals.” Some of the interactive activities that teachers inserted into the curriculum 

emphasized students listening to each other’s diverse perspectives. P2 differentiated the 

curriculum by “building in discussion questions for the students. So, it’ll be a lot of 

collaboration with ‘Turn and Talks’ with other students, so they can hear their opinions.” 

Similarly, P9 emphasized the importance of students sharing ideas with one another: “We 

also talk a lot about different strategies to use for situations that require SEL skills. I give 

the students time to talk to each other every day. Sometimes they’re more insightful than 

me in coming up with strategies.” P4 added that interaction had to be added because 

without it the curriculum “is a little dry, not as engaging.” P6, added to her curriculum by 
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creating a SEL-based question each day: “I pose a question to them, and then they turn 

and talk, and then we have five kids share out.” Several of the teachers made a concerted 

effort to make SEL interactive and playful; P6 added a dance-party each day to conclude 

her SEL lessons, while P7 had her students walk around the classroom each day to an 

upbeat song after the SEL lesson and before she begins traditional academic content. 

Participants included a variety of strategies to increase student interactions throughout 

SEL curricula. 

Modeling Strategies 

Differentiation strategies included using peer and adult role models to support 

students with greater SEL needs. Several teachers intentionally placed a student who was 

struggling with a SEL skill with students who were more competent in this skill to learn 

from peer role models. P1 shared the benefits of this strategy: “They all talk, and the 

children model the correct behavior without their knowledge, to the child who may have 

difficulty.” P4’s grade level divided up students for one hour a week into small groups, 

based on SEL needs. She found this strategy very effective in supporting students with 

more extensive SEL needs: “We put students in the group that could use the extra 

support, then we put other students in that were great role models…we did see a huge 

improvement because it was a small group and it was intense.” Sometimes peer role 

models emerged more naturally, without teacher guidance. P8 described a child who 

struggled with self-regulation in her room: “But we have so many students that just have 

kind of taken him under their wing. And they'll even tell him, ‘Take 5,’ or you know, ‘It's 

okay. Calm down.’ And that really helps.” P7 discussed that peers and adults have the 
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opportunity to model and teach empathy, a key component of SEL in her classroom: “It 

helps them to develop a culture of empathy. We want to have me and others, showing in 

the moment how to be supportive and kind versus impatient or unkind to someone who's 

having a hard time.” Participants intentionally used both peers and adults to model SEL 

skills for students. 

Relevance Strategies 

Teachers also differentiated the SEL curricula by learning about their students’ 

life experiences and adjusted the curricula to make it more relevant to their students’ 

experiences. Sometimes, teachers omitted parts of the SEL curriculum because the 

teacher felt it would not make sense to the students, based on students’ life experiences. 

P3 described this process: “But I think that there are tools in the curriculum they don't 

completely understand, because they haven't had the life experiences to be able to 

properly use those tools yet. So, it doesn't make sense to explicitly teach them.” Other 

teachers adjusted the curriculum in response to the wide variety of experiences in their 

classroom. P5 described an SEL lesson that compared emotions to being on an airplane. 

She then differentiated the lesson by telling her students: 

“Well, maybe you haven't been on an airplane, but have you seen an airplane?” I 

try to connect it like that. Because some of the experiences some kids do have and 

others don't, just trying to find a middle ground for the whole class. 

For P1, getting to know her students and learning that many students did not live with a 

biological parent led her to adjust the language of the SEL curriculum to better reflect the 

life experiences of her students. P1 did this by “altering the way I presented it. I just felt I 
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should present it in a wider say, so I didn’t use the words mother and father. I used, you 

know, family member or trusted adult.” Several teachers described the importance of 

learning about their students’ life experiences every day so they could adjust the 

curriculum appropriately. P1 described this process simply as: “I just take clues from how 

they share their daily experience with me all the time.” Participants indicated that 

learning about their students’ life experiences allowed the participants to adjust the SEL 

curricula to make it more relevant to their students. 

Developmentally Appropriate Strategies 

The participants also described differentiating the SEL curriculum based on the 

developmental needs of their students. A common strategy that teachers used was 

adjusting the pacing of the curriculum by building breaks into the day, that were based on 

students’ developmental needs. Sometimes these adjustments were made whole class as 

P7 described: “I do universal brain breaks every 30 to 45 minutes for everyone… 

Sometimes you need energy up, sometimes you need energy down.” P7 discussed that 

while not all of her students may need a break at that exact time; by building breaks into 

her routine, it benefitted the students who needed it most without stigmatizing them. 

Other times, the support was given more individually as P6 shared, “I just let him take a 

break when he gets upset. ‘Okay, come back. Let's talk about it. What's frustrating about 

this?’ It actually happened today. I just give him extra time.” Several of the teachers 

discussed the rigor of the day and that appropriate pacing was very important to meet the 

developmental needs of young children. P8 described this as “we need to try to focus on 

their social emotional needs and age, and not try to advance them too quickly.” 
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 Another way that teachers differentiated SEL to meet the developmental needs of 

their students was by focusing more on the individual skills that students needed. P3 

described getting to know her students and then focusing on the developmental needs of 

her current student population: “Each year it just depends on what the need is for each kid 

as to what I focus more on.” A number of teachers mentioned that students who are in 

their classes currently need extra support with friendship skills. While this may be a small 

part of the SEL curriculum, the teachers shared that they were spending more time on this 

skill because developmentally, it was what their students needed. P5 described this as:  

The past years that I've noticed, these kids are really struggling with their 

empathy or sharing and just making friends…. by doing some of these strategies 

more in the classroom, the students are able to make connections and find friends.  

For P6, her students were struggling when making mistakes so she differentiated her 

curriculum to model that skill: 

We're really working on, “Hey, it's okay. We know you're smart. But it's okay if 

you have to think about it for a few minutes and not know the answer. It's okay to 

make mistakes.” For my students this year, I make sure to often ask them, “What 

mistake did you make?” I try to model that it’s okay to share those mistakes 

and we celebrate that we were brave enough to share mistakes and now we can all 

learn from that. 

 P9 noticed that many of her students need to talk about their emotions more frequently 

than once a day, so she differentiated her SEL curriculum to allow for that: “I know some 

of my kids need more frequent emotional check-ins, so I make sure to allow time for that. 
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This year, I built a lot of check-ins into my schedule.” Participants differentiated SEL 

curricula based on their students’ developmental needs. 

Embedding SEL Throughout the Day 

Six of the participants described embedding SEL throughout the school day as an 

important strategy when differentiating SEL. One way that this was done was by 

integrating SEL into reading and writing curricula. For several teachers, this involved 

choosing specific stories that related to challenges their students were experiencing. P10 

shared: 

If the character in the story has lost a parent, I think “well, that's great, because we 

have a couple of kids who are struggling with that” …those choices I make for 

literature come from what kids in my room are going through. 

P9 not only chooses literature based on student SEL experiences but combines the stories 

with language arts activities to deepen the SEL learning. She shared an example: “If some 

friends are feeling left out, I’ll read a book about feeling left out, talk about the feelings 

of everyone in the story, then have the kids write about how they can make sure their 

friends feel included.” P11 described different opportunities for writing about SEL topics: 

“I also integrate SEL into my curriculum. The writing they're doing right now…we’re 

working on making a class book about how to take care of yourself.” P3 shared that she 

sees read-alouds as an opportunity to address SEL needs: “There's so much that can come 

from books that can help with those SEL tools.”  

 Five of the participants remarked that practicing SEL skills repeatedly throughout 

the school day was important for the students to internalize the skills. Four teachers 
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discussed introducing an SEL skill with a video, followed by a discussion. After the 

discussion, P8 shared: “Then they need practice. Lots of dive deeper activities so that it 

scaffolds and builds on that SEL skill for the week.” For P3, developmentally appropriate 

opportunities to practice SEL skills often arose naturally through play. P3 practiced the 

SEL skills through play: “They all have a half an hour of purposeful play at the end of the 

day…and that in and of itself is the kind of time that is perfect for exercising those SEL 

tools.” P5 noted that students with more significant SEL needs may need to practice the 

SEL skills outside of the classroom in small groups before practicing the skills more in 

the classroom. P5 stated: 

We do try and practice those things and give them opportunities to resolve 

themselves or learn and do. But I do think it was a big help putting them into that 

small group and really focusing on those SEL skills so that they could come 

back into the classroom and practice those skills that they talked about in the 

group. 

Three of the teachers, P3, P7, and P9, emphasized that they embed SEL all day, 

throughout the day. None of these three teachers viewed the morning meeting as the only 

or most important time of the day for SEL; instead, as P9 stated, “SEL is not something 

we set aside time for…it’s something we do all the time.” Similarly, P3 commented that 

while she used to set aside a time of day for SEL, she no longer does this. P3 remarked:  

“It’s such an integral part of what we do, it is embedded throughout our day. I don’t have 

a specific time necessarily blocked. I'm finding now to have it be more organic within our 

day is more effective.” P7 also embedded SEL throughout her school day:  
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I have the desire to embed SEL in everything I do...I do things all day long that 

are related to SEL. So SEL is just baked into my classroom in every nook and 

cranny, and I feel fortunate about that. 

P7 indicated that when she makes her lesson plans for the week, she begins with the SEL 

goals and then adds the academic content into it. She stated, “SEL is the base layer of my 

planning for the week. I think it’s also differentiating support, it’s good universal design 

to begin with the SEL.” The participants who embedded SEL throughout the school day 

felt strongly that embedding SEL into other curricula was an essential strategy for 

differentiating SEL. 

Theme 2: Teachers are Challenged by a Lack of Support 

When asked about their perspectives on challenges to differentiating SEL to meet 

the needs of diverse learners, the participants described a lack of support. Participants 

discussed the need for more support from school counselors, from administrators, and 

from students’ families. 

Counselor Support 

While some of the teachers felt supported at their school site, the majority of the 

teachers shared that minimal support made differentiating SEL more challenging. Most of 

the teachers that discussed a lack of support focused on the role of school counselors. For 

some teachers, they shared that they wished the counselors would take a more active role 

in the SEL curricula. P4 reflected: “She'd rather just do a quick, quick dip, and then 

leave. I wish she would be able to come into the classroom and actually teach a SEL 

lesson.” Similarly, P5 described how infrequently the school counselor comes into her 
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classroom to model a SEL lesson: “She is trying. I know. She comes in the classrooms 

and she has a lesson that she teaches, but I think it’s only every other month.” Several 

teachers shared that there is limited communication and planning between teachers and 

the school counselor. P7 described this as, “He’s the one who kind of owns the 

curriculum, so he decides what we focus on, like our value of the month is honesty or 

kindness or whatever. It doesn’t matter what the kids need.” Similarly, P5 described the 

relationship between the teachers and the counselor: “It’s really pretty separate, the 

teachers and counselor. We did get a new counselor this year. I feel like last year we 

communicated more, and she really knew our needs. But this year…well, she’s trying.” 

For some teachers, not having enough counselors or support at the schools made meeting 

their students’ diverse SEL needs more difficult. P2 described this phenomenon: 

I wish we had more counselors. I know in the past we had two, but now we only 

have one. So, it's harder for them to be able to meet all the students’ needs like 

previously. I think if we just had a few more, they might be able to aid the 

students with a little bit more flexibility, to be able to meet with them. 

Similarly, P10 shared that the school psychologist position was recently eliminated at 

their school, which put more challenge on the teachers:  

We unfortunately used to have a school psychologist that would come in that 

would really be that point person for therapy and insurance…so in lieu of that, I 

now have to try to sort of figure out who knows how to make those connections 

for the families and kids.  
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Three discrepant cases emerged related to counselor support. While most of the 

participants discussed needing more support from the school counselor, two participants 

noted that the school counselor did provide important support by pulling higher-need 

students out of the classroom and into small groups. P5 shared, “We can use our 

counselor as a resource. She'll pull them and really focus on some of those bigger needs 

that we're seeing.” Similarly, P6’s counselor targeted specific student needs with a small-

group pull-out program: “I'm actually getting him into a counseling group. The counselor 

is forming a group at school, just for whoever in the grade level needs it, to focus on 

anxiety or making friends.” P8 was the only participant who indicated that she felt 

supported by her school counselor in her classroom SEL. She shared, “Each week she'll 

send us the scope and sequence of the skills, so we know what lessons we're teaching. 

Our counselor will email every single teacher. So, I just feel like there's a lot of support 

from the counselor.” While two participants felt support from the school counselor when 

they pulled higher-need students out of the classroom for small SEL groups and one 

participant felt supported by the school counselor in implementing the SEL curriculum in 

her classroom, the majority of the participants felt challenged by a lack of counselor 

support. 

Administrative Support 

Several teachers described a lack of leadership from the principal and a lack of 

consistency in SEL across the school. For P5 and P10, getting a new principal made 

focusing on SEL more difficult. P5 described this as, “We did get a new principal. I heard 

he is big on SEL, but it’s not something that he’s put into our schedule, into our day, or 
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given us any resources for.” P10 described a difficult transition to a new principal: “We 

need administrative support and buy-in. Even if it is teachers doing their own thing. Right 

now, we’re in between principals. And so, we don't really have anybody who takes the 

front line on SEL.” P10 indicated that this lack of school-wide SEL leadership has 

contributed to inconsistencies in how SEL is addressed across the school which creates 

challenges: 

There's a disconnect between the way kids know we handle things in my room 

and what they're being told by other adults at school, out on the playground and in 

the halls. That disconnect is confusing for the kids. It sort of messes things up. 

P1 wished that her principal would support opportunities for her to go into other teachers’ 

rooms to observe an SEL lesson: “It's always helpful to watch someone else teach it. It 

gives you ideas for how to deal with things. But we don’t do observations like that. We 

are all on our own with the curriculum.” 

 There was one discrepant case regarding administrative support. P3 was the only 

participant who shared that she felt very supported by her administrator: “I'm really 

fortunate to have an administrator who has really been advocating for the idea that it's 

about kids come first and their social emotional development comes first.” P3 went on to 

discuss that this administrative support allowed teachers at her school to comfortably 

embed SEL throughout the school day, and really “focus on the social emotional elements 

in the teachable moments.” While P3 felt supported by her principal, most participants in 

the study noted that a lack of administrative support made differentiating SEL more 

challenging.  
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Family Support 

The majority of the participants in the study discussed that a lack of family 

support contributed to making it more challenging to teach and differentiate SEL. P9 

shared that, “Getting families involved in SEL has been a challenge.” P3 indicated that 

when families are not involved in the SEL program, it can make it more difficult for the 

children to grasp the SEL skills. P3 described this as, “If the language isn't being used at 

home and the tools aren't being used at home, then it makes it more challenging for it to 

be something that the kids can hold on to.” 

 Several teachers shared that differing behavioral expectations at school and home 

contribute to challenges in teaching SEL. P5 discussed that for some of her students, 

sharing during the SEL lessons is initially difficult because they are not used to sharing at 

home:  

I just think sometimes at home it can be different. I mean, not to say in a bad 

way, but they might have other siblings and they fall in the background a little 

bit. They're used to not sharing and then I ask them to share. 

P7 discussed that some of the SEL behaviors that she is trying to instill in the classroom, 

may be quite different from what is practiced at home. She described this: 

Some of my kids are very argumentative. I will say one thing, and they'll yell at 

me, or they'll say, “Are you happy now?” Like, literally scream it across the 

classroom. So, I realize, there might be a lot of yelling going on at home. 

P4 discussed that some parents have not been comfortable with the SEL program 

because they are concerned it may conflict with their family’s values. She shared her 
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experiences with one family: “It is a very cultural and sensitive curriculum, and also like 

a LGBTQ pro-curriculum. We've actually had parents that have pulled their kids from the 

school because they found out that we were going to be using the curriculum." P10 

shared that sometimes families who may not understand the SEL curriculum become 

upset about the SEL assignments that their students receive. P10 described this 

experience: 

Parents ask, “How come their homework is to write about a time that they let 

somebody down? What kind of homework is that?” And then they almost get 

offended. If you address it and say, well, you know, “we're trying to strengthen 

the kids’ peer conflict resolution skills,” or whatever it is, they almost are 

offended. 

A number of teachers indicated that more communication is needed with families 

about SEL. The majority of the teachers shared that either they or the school send a 

newsletter about the SEL curriculum home at the beginning of the year, but there is often 

minimal communication about SEL throughout the year. P4 described this 

communication process as, “We do send something home about SEL at the beginning of 

the year, but there isn't something that typically goes home every month or anything like 

that. But that would be interesting to have.” P10 emphasized that parents need to 

understand the importance of SEL and why it is being taught: “I think if we brought the 

parents in more and said, ‘This is just as important as the academic subjects that we're 

tackling, and it's all going be done in tandem because that's what's best for them.’ P7 was 

the only teacher in the study who indicated that she communicated regularly with her 
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students’ families about SEL: “I do an online newsletter with my families, and I just tell 

them the SEL things that we're working on each day.”  

Teachers also indicated that getting the families SEL resources can be 

challenging. P10 discussed this,  

The families need a lot of resources. Unfortunately, we used to have a school 

psychologist that would come in that would really be that point person and be 

like, “Okay, you know, you guys need therapy. Let's find a free resource.” We 

used to have that and we don't now, so in lieu of that, I try to sort of figure out 

how to make those connections and find those resources. 

P3 indicated that while families may need resources, they may not always be open to the 

resources that she shares with them: “The SEL program has some really great family 

resources with ideas like, at home you can do this, but the families haven’t used those 

much. There's only so much that we can push back on them.” Participants valued family 

support, but were challenged by how to build school-family partnerships around SEL. 

Theme 3: Teachers are Challenged by a Lack of Knowledge  

The third theme focused on challenges that teachers experienced related to a lack 

of knowledge. Teachers described inadequate SEL training, inconsistent understandings 

of SEL, self-driven learning, and discomfort with SEL. 

Inadequate Training 

Nine of the 11 teachers discussed that a lack of training in SEL contributed to 

challenges in differentiating SEL curricula. Most of the teachers received no training or 

minimal training in SEL curricula before they were asked to use it. P3 felt that this was 
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the case with most curricula: “And with any kind of curriculum, they kind of dump the 

curriculum on you.” P6 felt that she had plenty of training in other curricular areas, but a 

lack of training in SEL: “We had so many professional development trainings I would 

say over the years, just with overall student academic needs. But not necessarily any 

social emotional training that I can think of.” P9 emphasized the connection between 

training and SEL differentiation: “Aside from time, teachers need more training if they 

are going to differentiate SEL. Most of the teachers at my school have no training at all in 

SEL. It’s super important.” Several of the teachers described the school counselor as the 

one who chooses the SEL curriculum and provides the teachers with the curriculum; 

however, there was often no formal training that accompanied the SEL curriculum. P8 

described this process: “We really didn't have any professional development. Our school 

counselor just introduced it to us and said we are going to use this program now.” 

 For the three teachers who indicated that they did receive some training in SEL 

curricula, they shared that the training often felt irrelevant. P3 described SEL training as: 

“They give you the same training over and over and over, and we’re like, ‘we already 

know how to do that’…the people just talk at us.” Similarly, P4 felt the training that she 

received in SEL was not helpful for teachers with experience, such as herself: “The 

woman went through the program on Zoom in a very basic way. We’ve been teaching for 

so long. We didn’t need it spelled out like what she did.” P10 also felt like the training 

that she received on SEL curriculum was not meaningful and she wished for a deeper-

level training with more specific strategies: 
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The training is not nearly enough. It's just surface stuff, you know what I mean? 

So, they might have a PD on the morning meeting or building relationships. But it 

really doesn't give you like: Here are the strategies. Or an ‘if then’ mentality: If 

you've got a kid who's doing this, then you should do this. That, I think, is what 

we've all been hoping for. But that kind of training hasn’t made it to us yet. 

 Four teachers specifically focused on modeling as a type of training that would be 

helpful for them. These teachers felt that watching someone implement a SEL lesson 

would strengthen their skills in teaching and differentiating SEL. Some of the teachers 

saw the counselor as the expert on SEL and wanted to watch them implement a lesson. 

P1 described this as: “I would love to watch a trained counselor do some things that 

would be appropriate for me to address in the classroom. I would love to see them, you 

know, model it for me.” For P2, she also wished for more modeling of SEL from the 

school counselor: “Our counselors came in at the beginning of last year and did a quick 

little lesson about the SEL, what it was, but that was about it. It would be great to see 

more from them.” P4 commented that they get to see modeling of academic lessons, but 

not SEL lessons:  

It would be easier to use the program if they came in to teach it, so we could have 

seen a full lesson implemented. I mean we do that for other curriculum, for math 

and reading, but I don't think we've ever done it for SEL. 

The participants received no SEL training or inadequate SEL training. Almost every 

participant described this lack of training as contributing to challenges in differentiating 

SEL curricula. 
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Inconsistent Understandings of SEL 

Teachers in the study had very different levels of knowledge of SEL. One way 

that this was evident was in how they defined SEL. P5, P9, and P11 focused on it as a 

time for students to feel safe and loved within a community. P11 shared her thoughts on 

the benefits of this, “One of the results of this focus on SEL is that they feel safe and 

connected to their little community. If you don’t feel safe, you’re not going to learn.” P5 

also emphasized the importance of the children feeling loved in her classroom: “They're 

getting that interaction with me and with their classmates. And before they go home, just 

knowing that they're loved.” P9 also defined SEL as building a classroom where students 

feel safe and loved: 

SEL in the classroom to me, is an environment where the students feel safe, 

comfortable, loved, valued, heard. They know it’s okay to make mistakes, know 

it’s safe to take risks. They feel supported by their peers and by adults; they know 

they can speak freely without any judgment. 

P1, P6 and P8 defined SEL as curriculum that helps the classroom to run more 

smoothly with an emphasis on behavior management. P1 shared, “They are improving in 

their lack of interruption with each other, how they share, and then wait and listen to a 

story. There are fewer problems.” P6 defined SEL as a shared understanding of 

expectations: “It’s just established norms in the classroom. We have a mission statement. 

That helps everyone.” P8 also described a focus on classroom expectations as a key part 

of SEL, “In our class it’s about self-control and using the strategies. Things like not 
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interrupting and just the everyday expectations. The way our class is structured with SEL, 

we have routines and expectations in place that really help them.”  

 P2, P3, P7 and P10 defined SEL with a focus on the elements in the CASEL 

(2023b) framework. P3 highlighted the benefits of practicing specific language in SEL 

lessons: “It gives the kids the tools with language of being able to express their 

emotions.” P2 emphasized collaboration and perspective taking: “I see SEL making a 

difference with collaboration. Just for them to be able to hear the other viewpoint of their 

classmate allows them to feel like more comfortable explaining how they feel.” P7 was 

the only teacher in the study who specifically mentioned the CASEL framework and all 

five competencies: 

SEL, it’s a process where people, adults and children are constantly building their 

skills so that they can navigate life's moments and be successful human beings. 

And make good decisions and have positive relationships. I go back to the five 

core competencies: self-management, self-awareness, social awareness, 

relationship skills, and responsible decision making. 

Participants possessed varied understandings of SEL and defined SEL differently 

based on these understandings. In defining SEL, participants emphasized community, 

classroom management, or the skills in the CASEL framework. 

Self-Driven Learning 

Many of the teachers in the study attributed high or low levels of SEL knowledge 

to individual teachers’ interest in SEL and their willingness to educate themselves. P3 

described this variation in teachers’ knowledge of SEL as, “some of it is out of interest 
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and who finds SEL important. And so, I do think there's not quite as much equity in that 

because it depends on the teacher.” P7, who described herself as a “practical expert on 

SEL” based on her own self-driven learning, mentioned that no other teachers at her 

school actively differentiate SEL. She believed that a lack of training in SEL in teacher 

preparation programs contributes to inconsistent understandings of SEL. P7 shared: 

Everyone agrees on, SEL, it's so important. I still find that there's like a lot of 

variability in how people understand it. A big part of that is it's not uniformly 

addressed in Ed Prep programs. So, you've got new teachers coming in without 

the skills and knowledge. And you've got experienced teachers that have really 

varying levels of confidence and competence and even curiosity around SEL 

sometimes. Because if they don't have to teach it, they're not going to. 

For the teachers in the study that felt they had a strong understanding of SEL, they 

attributed these understandings to their own, independent research on SEL. P3 shared that 

she pushed her administrator to allow her to go to a conference on SEL, “When I went to 

the conference, I was one of the very few teachers there. It was really meant for 

administrators, but it should have been for teachers.” Several teachers educated 

themselves on SEL by reading, such as P9: “I’ve read so many books about SEL; they 

have really made me a better teacher.” Similarly, P7 discussed that once she became 

interested in SEL she wanted to learn about it as much as possible: “I just constantly read, 

go on webinars, you know, learn as much as I can…I just got really good at finding SEL 

resources. It was really self-driven.” Finally, P10 shared that behavioral challenges led 

her to conduct her own research on SEL:  
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I didn’t know how I was going to survive that year. And it was kind of in doing all 

that research that I sort of stumbled onto it…now I know so much about SEL but 

I’m the only one at my school who teaches it with fidelity. 

For P5, who did not see herself as an expert on SEL and received minimal training and 

support at her school, she shared that she finds helpful resources online, “I’ll kind of see a 

need in my classroom and then find an online resource for ideas. Just good little activities 

for learning how to share, how to be kind, just using something like that.” Other teachers 

relied solely on the SEL curriculum that their school provided them with, and some 

teachers shared that they were less certain about what differentiating SEL looked like. P1 

asked twice in the interview, “I guess you could call that differentiating SEL; is that what 

it is?” Participants that wanted to learn more about SEL did so through self-driven, 

independent research on SEL. 

Discomfort 

Five teachers expressed discomfort about teaching SEL; these five teachers had 

minimal or no training in SEL and had not learned about SEL independently. These five 

teachers discussed concerns about what their students might share during SEL, and this 

affected how they approached SEL. P1 discussed her hesitation to teach SEL in small 

groups and mentioned that she focuses on SEL only as a whole class because, “I think 

that students are less likely to share their deepest pain in a whole group. It's more on the 

superficial, lighter end of things…you're not going to get too deep in such a group.” P2 

also described limiting the possibility of students sharing personal information: “They 

will share things and I will say, ‘Okay, you can't talk about that. You can tell me in 
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private.’ Just so they learn, like a buffer, because sometimes they want to tell all of their 

parents’ business.” P5 discussed that she tries to limit what her students say in the whole 

group and described these challenges as developmental: “With the younger kids, things 

can really get off track. So, when it gets personal, we are more pulling them off to the 

side to talk privately now instead of sharing whole group.”  

Other teachers described the importance of staying more neutral during SEL 

lessons, so that nothing is discussed that conflicts with family values or may upset a 

child. P4 described her hesitation: “It’s been a challenge during SEL because you don't 

know how involved you want to get in the conversation because you don't know how 

people are feeling at home about the issue.” P1 also shared that she wanted SEL time to 

be enjoyable for her students and tries to protect them from anything difficult that might 

arise: “I'd rather not lead a student ever in an emotional direction… I just help them along 

that path, to find comfort or information or peace.” Some participants expressed 

discomfort about topics that may arise in SEL; this discomfort affected how the 

participants delivered SEL curricula.  

Theme 4: Teachers are Challenged by a Lack of Flexibility 

 Teachers were challenged by a lack of flexibility. They experienced a lack of 

flexibility in how time was allotted at their school for SEL and in the rigidity of the SEL 

curricula.  

Time 

Nearly every teacher in the study discussed that a lack of time in the school day 

makes teaching and differentiating SEL more challenging. Many participants shared that 
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if they could change one thing about how they teach SEL, it would be to have more 

flexibility in how they used time for SEL. For some teachers, they wanted more time that 

was set aside specifically for SEL in the school day. P5 shared, “It would be nice to know, 

okay, I get to do this every day and don't have to rush through it, just having those set 

minutes.” P2 discussed what happened at her previous school when there was no 

designated time for SEL: “We didn’t have dedicated time for SEL lessons. So those 

lessons kind of went on the back burner.” Several teachers shared that they often felt 

rushed trying to fit SEL into the school day. P6 shared, “if I could carve out even more 

time just to talk to my students and slow down a little bit, that would be so nice.” 

 In addition to wanting more time for SEL, many of the teachers discussed that 

rigorous academic demands make it more challenging to include and differentiate SEL 

curriculum each day. Several teachers described difficult decisions they had to make 

about how to fit SEL into the day. P5 described these competing demands for time: 

On Mondays, I also do something called ‘High Low Buffalo’ where they get 

to share about their weekends …it does take a little bit out of our day. I know we 

have to play catch up the rest of the week, which is hard. But I do think it's 

important to hear, if they want to share. 

For other teachers, having so many academic demands meant having little time to focus 

on SEL. P1 described liking the SEL curriculum, but using it minimally: “This program 

would be wonderful for the counselors. But as teachers, we've got a lot of other things we 

have to do.” While most teachers focused on SEL during the morning meeting, P6 wished 

she had time for an afternoon meeting: “I wish I actually had time at the end of the day to 
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do a second meeting, just to share ‘glows and grows’ of the day. That would be so good 

for the students.” Even though P4’s school mandated a morning meeting with SEL, she 

shared that other programs often took precedence over SEL curriculum: “Most of us do it 

first thing in the morning ...but some grade levels, like when they have push-in 

intervention, they can't do it first thing, and I’m not sure when they get to it.” Several 

teachers emphasized that SEL is covered in the morning meeting, and they don’t have the 

flexibility or the time to allow it to extend beyond that part of the schedule. While a few 

teachers embedded SEL throughout the school day, the majority of the teachers focused 

on SEL only during the morning meeting. Morning meeting time dedicated to SEL 

ranged from 5 minutes a day (P8) to 30 minutes each morning (P10). P6 shared, “We’re 

required to do our morning meeting every single day for 10 minutes, so that’s when they 

get the SEL. That’s the only time for it.” Several veteran teachers reflected on having 

more time and flexibility for SEL earlier in their career, such as P1:  

I know if I had the time to implement it, I could do a lot more. But I don't have 

that kind of flexibility anymore. We are so scheduled to the second in every other 

area…I no longer have the flexibility that I may have had in the 90s or the early 

2000s to say, ‘You know what? Instead of social studies today, we're going to talk 

about this SEL concept today.’  

Time was the most commonly cited challenge by participants; almost every teacher 

wanted more time to flexibly address SEL throughout the school day. 

Rigid Curricula 
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About one third of the teachers discussed that the highly scripted nature of their 

SEL curriculum made it more challenging to differentiate the curriculum. When P8 was 

asked about how she differentiates the SEL curriculum to meet her students’ differing 

needs, she stated, “We basically follow the curriculum. We have to.” P1 shared this 

challenge in more depth: 

They want to know, are you doing the program the way it's written? I would love 

to be able to do what they asked me to do, but in addition to that, choose things 

that I would need at the moment. That my students need. But there's no time to do 

that.  

  Several of the teachers who described a highly scripted curriculum also described 

the stringent oversight from their district in making sure the curriculum is used with 

fidelity. This involved tracking how much time the teachers spent on the SEL program 

each day and how many of the slides they covered from the curriculum. P8 described an 

increase in monitoring by the school district: 

Last year the school district was tracking how much time we were spending on it, 

and if we were using the SEL resources. So, then they would do walkthroughs, 

just to make sure we were, you know, implementing the lessons. But this year, 

they said, they're really cracking down and making sure that you are… that 

teachers are doing them and doing them with fidelity. It has to have a certain 

amount of clicks in the program each day. 
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P2 had a similar experience and said that she had to follow the SEL program very closely, 

with minimal differentiation, as she felt she was being watched by the district. She 

shared: 

Each week there's like four or five different components that we have to reach. 

And I guess they can tell if you go into that far enough point in the program or 

something with your students. Yeah, I think they monitor to see how many 

teachers are doing it. 

For P4, following the program closely with minimal differentiation was done simply 

because, “it’s a mandate. We don’t really have a choice.” P2 described that she also does 

not have a choice of what SEL skill is addressed each week. “The curriculum gives a 

topic, a social skill, and a domain. Let’s say it’s friendship, then the domain would be 

respect or something. And then you have to discuss that topic that week, no matter what.” 

P7 described her frustration with highly scripted programs that address SEL only during 

one part of the day. Notably, she was the sole teacher at her school who did not follow the 

scripted SEL curriculum during morning meetings; instead, she chose to embed SEL 

throughout her school day. P7 shared: 

 And all the curricula are the same. I'm like, “why are we teaching teachers how to 

teach SEL the same way we were 25 years ago?” Really, we know 

interdisciplinary things work, you know, very social things work. Why haven’t we 

moved past this one set time in the morning for SEL? 

While several participants flexibly integrated SEL curricula throughout the school day, 

the majority of the participants noted that the scripted nature of the SEL curricula and 
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focus on teaching the program with fidelity made it more challenging to differentiate SEL 

curricula to meet students’ diverse needs. 

Theme 5: Students’ Challenging Behaviors Make Differentiating SEL More 

Difficult 

 Participants discussed that challenging student behaviors contributed to 

difficulties in differentiating SEL. The teachers described recent increases in challenging 

behaviors and specific behavioral challenges that were difficult to address. 

Increases in Challenging Behaviors 

Nine participants indicated that challenging student behaviors have increased over 

the last few years. P10 described this increase in challenging behavior: 

Over the last couple of years these kids have no attention span, no self-regulation 

skills. There have been more meltdowns, more crying. It seems like everything's 

gone to the extreme… And I feel like, no one's saying, “okay, these kids are 

suffering a lot more than they used to be.” 

Six of the teachers specifically cited Covid as contributing to more significant 

challenging behaviors, and they suggested that more SEL is needed since COVID. P9 

shared, “Post COVID the need for SEL in the classroom has dramatically increased. A lot 

of students are coming in lacking skills that need to be taught and practiced.” P8 echoed 

this sentiment, stating, “After COVID, obviously students needed more emotional 

support.” P7 was more specific, suggesting that COVID had contributed to academic and 

social delays: “Most kids are academically and socially behind one to two years, due to 
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the pandemic.” P4 discussed that not only are more students struggling with behavior 

challenges, but the behaviors themselves are more significant: 

After COVID, we have noticed that kids are severe, they are a lot needier, they're 

coming in with a lot of behaviors that we haven't seen before and a lot more of 

them. We call them ‘OTC’ or Off the Charts. 

While most of the participants cited COVID as contributing to an increase in 

challenging behaviors, P3 and P10 shared that challenging behaviors are increasing, but 

noted that they don’t attribute these changes in behavior challenges to COVID. P10 

stated, “Everybody wants to blame COVID right? But I noticed it even before then. And I 

have got to tell you and this is takes us off into a whole other direction…I attribute a lot 

of the behavior problems to the screen time.” P3 also noticed an increase in challenging 

behaviors, but was concerned about the focus on COVID, stating: “At some point we 

have to stop blaming COVID for the things that we see in our children.” While 

participants disagreed on the cause of increases in challenging behaviors, almost every 

participant agreed that there has been an increase in challenging student behaviors. 

Specific Challenging Behaviors 

Participants focused on a number of specific behavioral challenges that were 

difficult to address within the SEL curriculum. Six different challenging behaviors were 

highlighted by multiple participants; these included: defiance, aggression, anger, 

dysregulation, difficulty in navigating social situations, and anxiety. The most commonly 

discussed behavioral challenges were aggression and dysregulation. P10 described the 

behavioral challenges as most significant at the beginning of the school year: 
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We’ve had issues with aggression, self-regulation. So, at the beginning of the year 

we had some furniture being thrown, and things of that nature that you think 

about when you think about really heated responses from kids. 

P4 shared that the she is struggling to get students with aggression the support that they 

need: 

It’s hard trying to figure out what's going on and get them the appropriate support 

that they need. Yeah, behaviors like full-on throwing fits, throwing themselves on 

the ground, destroying classrooms, pulling things off the walls, throwing 

furniture.  

Other teachers described how quickly their students could become angry or frustrated and 

cited these behaviors as very challenging to address. P7 described this as: “Some of my 

students have a very, very quick trigger to anger or dysregulation.” P8 described one 

particular student who she was struggling to support through the SEL curriculum: “He 

has a very difficult time controlling his emotions. He gets easily frustrated, and just, has 

lots of unexpected behaviors in the classroom.” Participants highlighted specific 

behavioral challenges; aggression and dysregulation were emphasized by multiple 

participants as especially challenging behaviors to address within the SEL curricula.  

Evidence of Trustworthiness 

In qualitative research, trustworthiness depends upon the researcher ensuring a 

high level of credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability in the study 

(Burkholder et al., 2016). I employed credibility, dependability, transferability, and 

confirmability strategies to meet evidence of trustworthiness. Data collection was carried 
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out using semistructured interviews and maintaining an audit trail as the study 

progressed. 

Credibility 

Credibility refers to the measure of confidence in research findings based on the 

plausibility of the data (Burkholder et al., 2016). Credibility was established by using 

multiple methods for data collection which ensures rigor in the findings. I used a 

semistructured interview format, with follow-up probes as necessary to reach data 

saturation (see Ravitch & Carl, 2021). I also built rapport with study participants to help 

participants feel comfortable sharing complete and accurate descriptions. To establish 

rapport, I remained friendly, open, engaged, and professional during all preinterview 

communication and throughout the interview. I continued to interview participants until 

data saturation was reached. I followed up all interviews with a thank you email and 

invitation to reach out to me if there was anything else they wanted to share or amend. I 

did not receive any follow-up questions or comments, so no further action was needed. 

Credibility was also established by reviewing each transcript many times to ensure that I 

was properly interpreting the participants’ statements.  

Transferability 

 Transferability determines whether the study is generalizable by readers to other 

settings (Ravitch & Carl, 2021). I strengthened transferability by recruiting participants 

from diverse geographic areas across the United States. Participants taught in seven 

different states, including the northeast, south, and west. Geographic diversity supports 

transferability to diverse settings. I provided an extensive description of the data and the 
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context. This rich description allows readers to determine the appropriateness of 

transferring my findings to other research and to other contexts. 

Dependability 

Dependability determines if the data would remain consistent if the study was 

replicated (Ravitch & Carl, 2021). To address dependability, I used an interview guide to 

assure that all participants were asked the same questions in the same order. Participants 

were notified that participation was completely voluntary and that they could choose to 

withdraw from the study at any point. Data saturation was established when no new 

codes, categories, or themes were generated from data analysis. I also used discrepant 

case analysis to enhance validity and included any discrepant data. Utilizing my 

reflective journal throughout the data collection and data analysis processes supported 

dependability by creating an audit trail.  

Confirmability 

Confirmability determines whether other researchers would similarly interpret the 

data (Ravitch & Carl, 2021). I used a journal to reflect on my research process. This 

journal also helped me to bring awareness to any potential assumptions or biases. 

Systematic documentation of the analysis process and in-depth reflection supported rigor 

and confirmability by bringing awareness to the analysis process and by addressing 

potential bias or assumptions (see Patton, 2015). Including the exact wording of 

participant responses from the transcripts supported confirmability by ensuring that my 

assumptions and bias did not affect interpretation of the data. 
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Summary 

In Chapter 4, I described the data analysis process and shared the findings of the 

study. The study was designed to explore early childhood teachers’ perspectives of 

strategies and challenges to differentiating SEL curricula to meet students’ diverse needs. 

Semistructured interviews were used to collect data from the 11 participants. Saldaña’s 

(2021) analysis methods were used to identify patterns and themes that emerged from the 

data. A total of five themes were identified: (a) teachers use a variety of strategies to 

differentiate SEL curricula, (b) teachers are challenged by a lack of support, (c) teachers 

are challenged by a lack of knowledge, (d) teachers are challenged by a lack of 

flexibility, and (e) students’ challenging behaviors make differentiating SEL more 

difficult. Theme 1 answered RQ1, while Themes 2, 3, 4, and 5 answered RQ2.  

 The first theme was teachers use a variety of strategies to differentiate SEL. 

Teachers taught and differentiated SEL by encouraging relationships and interactions 

between students that allowed the students to practice SEL skills. Some teachers used 

peer modeling of SEL skills to support students who struggled with specific SEL skills. 

Teachers also learned about their students’ life experiences, which helped the teachers to 

differentiate SEL curriculum to make it more relevant to student experiences and 

developmental needs. Some teachers indicated that embedding SEL throughout the 

school day, especially in reading and writing, helped them to differentiate SEL. 

The second theme was teachers are challenged by a lack of support. Teachers 

expressed a need for more support within the school, especially from counselors and their 

administrator. Many teachers identified a need for more support from families and 
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stronger partnerships with families. Teachers in the study felt that a lack of 

communication with families about SEL and differing SEL expectations at home and 

school contributed to making it more difficult for teachers to differentiate SEL 

effectively. 

 The third theme was a lack of knowledge makes differentiating SEL more 

challenging. Teachers consistently shared that they received no formal training in SEL or 

the training they received was inadequate. They wanted more modeling of lessons from 

counselors and more in-depth training with strategies for supporting students with 

specific challenges. Teachers had varying levels of knowledge related to SEL and some 

teachers had a lack of knowledge of SEL. Some participants defined SEL as a focus on 

love and community, others emphasized classroom management, and other teachers 

focused on developing the self-management, social awareness, and responsible decision-

making skills that are included in CASEL’s (2023d) framework. The teachers who 

identified themselves as experts in SEL had conducted their own, independent research 

on SEL. Some teachers expressed discomfort about what students may share in a SEL 

lesson and adjusted SEL lessons to try to minimize what students might share. 

 The fourth theme was a lack of flexibility makes differentiating SEL curricula 

more challenging. The majority of teachers in the study indicated that not having enough 

time in the school day to flexibly address SEL created significant challenges and made it 

difficult for them to meet their students’ diverse needs. Additionally, teachers indicated 

that highly scripted SEL curricula coupled with stringent oversight from administrators to 

use the curricula with fidelity made it more difficult to differentiate the SEL curricula. 
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 The fifth theme was that students’ challenging behaviors make differentiating 

SEL more difficult. Nearly every teacher in the study discussed a recent increase in the 

number of students with challenging behaviors and an increase in the severity of those 

behaviors. Teachers discussed various challenging behaviors that they struggle to address 

through differentiated SEL; the most commonly cited behaviors included dysregulation 

and physical aggression. Most of the teachers in the study felt ill-equipped to address the 

SEL needs of their students with the most challenging behaviors. 

In this chapter, I provided an explanation of the steps taken to ensure the 

trustworthiness of this study by addressing credibility, transferability, dependability, and 

confirmability in this study. Trustworthiness was addressed through various methods, 

including maintaining a reflective journal, achieving data saturation, using semistructured 

interview format, and utilizing interview quotes. 

 In Chapter 5, I will interpret the study’s findings. An analysis of the results for 

each theme will be provided, highlighting their alignment with the relevant peer-reviewed 

literature in Chapter 2. The chapter will also include a discussion of the study’s 

limitations and recommendations for addressing them. I will outline potential areas for 

future research, opportunities for social change, and the study's broader implications. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore early childhood teachers’ 

perspectives of strategies and challenges to differentiating SEL curricula to meet 

students’ diverse needs. The data for this study were collected through strinterviews 

using Zoom and the telephone. The 11 participants were K–3 teachers in the United 

States with between 4 and 26 years of teaching experience. Five themes emerged from 

data analysis: (a) teachers use a variety of strategies to differentiate SEL, (b) teachers are 

challenged by a lack of support, (c) teachers are challenged by a lack of knowledge, (d) 

teachers are challenged by a lack of flexibility, and (e) students’ challenging behaviors 

make differentiating SEL more difficult. 

In this chapter, I interpret the findings of the study and explore how the results 

provide an understanding of effective strategies and challenges in differentiating SEL 

curricula to meet students’ diverse needs. I compare the research findings with current 

literature and the conceptual framework of Vygotsky’s (1978) theory of social 

constructivism. The chapter also includes a description of the limitations of the study, my 

recommendations for future research, and a discussion of the implications of the study. 

Interpretation of the Findings 

After obtaining approval from the Walden University IRB, I began data 

collection. Using purposeful sampling, I recruited 11 participants for one-on-one, 

semistructured interviews. For data analysis, Saldaña’s (2021) methods were used to 

identify patterns and themes that emerged from the data. My interpretation of the findings 

was grounded in the literature review and the conceptual framework of Vygotsky’s 
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(1978) theory of social constructivism. In this section, I describe the four themes based 

on their corresponding RQs. Theme 1 addressed RQ1: What are early childhood teachers’ 

perspectives of strategies used to differentiate SEL curricula to meet students’ diverse 

needs? Themes 2, 3, 4, and 5 addressed RQ2: What are early childhood teachers’ 

perspectives of challenges to differentiating SEL curricula to meet students’ diverse 

needs? 

Theme 1: Teachers Use a Variety of Strategies to Differentiate SEL Curricula 

Vygotsky (1978) emphasized the importance of social interactions to support 

children in developing social-emotional skills. The majority of participants in this study 

differentiated SEL by building more social interactions into their curriculum. Ginja and 

Chen (2020) described Tomlinson’s model of differentiation, suggesting that teachers can 

reach diverse learners by differentiating the content, the process, the product, or the 

environment. Many participants in the current study differentiated the SEL process by 

prioritizing relationship-based instruction. P9 discussed her commitment to social 

interaction by saying, “We talk a lot about feelings and how we can support each other 

during happy or sad times. I give students time each day to talk to each other.” More than 

half of the teachers in the study discussed using peers to model the SEL skills that they 

are trying to teach. P4 described intentionally building groups around peer role models, 

stating, “We put students in that could use the extra support…we put other students in 

that were great role models…we saw huge improvement because it was a small group, 

and it was intense and purposeful.” The participants in this study often described the 



92 

 

social interactions that they built into SEL as joyful for their students. P6 described some 

of the strategies she used to build relationships in her SEL lessons by saying, 

I pose a question, they turn and talk, and then we have five kids share out. Then 

we have a minidance party every day… It just sets the tone for the day. It really 

gets us all connected and it's fun. 

Altun and Nayman (2022) found that differentiation, including interactions between 

students, supports more joyful and more permanent learning compared to 

nondifferentiated instruction. P2 described how differentiating instruction to include 

more student interactions in her SEL lessons is enjoyable:  

I add in a lot of collaboration with “Turn and Talks” with other students, so they 

can hear each other’s opinions as well. So, I think with that part added into the 

curriculum, it’s been fun, for the students and for me. 

Participants in this study also adjusted SEL curriculum to make it more relevant 

based on the developmental needs and prior experiences of their students. This type of 

differentiation connects to Vygotsky’s theory of social constructivism because it allows 

students to work within their ZPD, supporting stronger learning outcomes (see Martinez 

& Plevyak, 2020; Roiha & Polso, 2021). Additionally, by learning about students’ 

experiences, teachers can connect new concepts to students’ prior learning, scaffold, and 

make curricula more accessible (Bipath et al., 2022; Robinson-Hill, 2022; Vygotsky & 

Kozulin, 2011). P3 described limiting the SEL tools that she explicitly teaches to better 

align the curriculum with her students’ life experiences, stating: “They haven't had the 

life experiences to be able to properly use those tools yet.” Differentiating SEL based on 
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students’ developmental needs is supported by the research of Mahoney et al. (2021) who 

suggested that SEL programs are most effective when the curricula is personalized and 

teachers recognize that different supports are needed for different students. 

The participants in the current study who felt they were most skilled in teaching 

SEL embedded SEL throughout the school day. While there was little research on 

embedding SEL in the United States, Blewitt et al. (2021) found that Australian teachers 

viewed embedding SEL curricula into everyday interactions with students as a promising 

strategy for meeting the diverse needs of their students. P7 shared her commitment to 

embedding SEL throughout her school day, responding that “I have the desire to embed 

SEL in everything I do…I do things all day long that are related to SEL.” While only four 

participants in this study embedded SEL curricula throughout the school day, all four of 

these participants felt strongly that embedding SEL was essential for meeting the diverse 

needs of their students. P3 described her own development in moving away from 

teaching SEL at a set time of the day and moving towards embedding it throughout her 

school day, remarking, 

I used to try and build SEL in as a portion of the day. But now, as with a lot of 

other things, because it’s such an integral part of what we do, it is embedded 

throughout our day… to have it be more organic within our day is more effective. 

The four teachers who embedded SEL curriculum throughout the day (i.e., P3, P7, P9 and 

P11) were four of the more experienced teachers in this study, with between 9 and 24 

years of teaching experience. Thierry et al. (2022) found that teachers with fewer years of 

experience were less likely to maintain fidelity with SEL curricula. However, Liesch et 
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al. (2022) reported that there were no meaningful differences between beginning and 

veteran teachers in their commitment and comfort with SEL. In the current study, the 

teachers with the fewest years of experience tended to deliver SEL curricula only during 

the morning meeting, while teachers with more experience tended to embed SEL 

curricula throughout the school day.  

Theme 2: Teachers are Challenged by a Lack of Support 

 Participants in this study discussed that a lack of support from counselors and 

administrators contributed to challenges in differentiating SEL curricula. Jones and Cater 

(2020) discovered that although the principals in their study generally supported SEL, 

none of the principals had a clear or consistent understanding of SEL. Several 

participants in the current study discussed their principal’s lack of leadership and 

understanding related to SEL. P10 shared, “It would be easier to communicate about SEL 

with the parents, with administrative buy-in and support.” The stakeholder that most of 

teachers in the current study mentioned as needing support from were school counselors. 

Chance et al. (2023) found that when counselors came into classrooms and taught full 

SEL lessons, modeling these lessons for teachers, the students experienced increased self-

awareness, self-management, and social/emotional competence. Seven of the participants 

in this study discussed wanting more support from their school counselors. For some 

participants, they felt that having more than one counselor at their school would support 

SEL implementation. Other participants wanted the counselors to come into their 

classroom, such as P4 who stated, “I wish she would be able to come into the classroom 

and actually teach SEL lessons. That would help us a lot.” While the participants did not 
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use the word coaching, many of them wanted more guidance and modeling from school 

counselors. This type of support was defined in the literature as coaching and was 

emphasized as a critical form of support for teachers in SEL delivery (Blewitt et al., 

2020; Hunter et al., 2022; Stickle et al., 2019). Stickle et al. (2019) found that teachers 

who had a quality coaching relationship felt more confident in their abilities to use SEL 

curricula in their classroom. Similarly, Blewitt et al. (2020) stated that coaching helped 

early childhood teachers integrate SEL practices throughout the school day. In the current 

study, none of the participants experienced coaching related to SEL. 

 Participants in the current study expressed the need for stronger SEL support from 

families, and many discussed challenges in forming supportive partnerships with 

families. P10 described this need, saying, “We need to increase that sense of community 

with the families. So that they know what our SEL curriculum is, so they know that we’re 

trying to address these issues.” The literature suggested that teachers often experience 

challenges in building SEL partnership with families (Cho et al., 2019; Mischenko et al., 

2022). Researchers reported that building SEL partnerships with families could be 

difficult, with some parents resisting SEL curricula in the classroom, most often when it 

was initially introduced (Jomaa et al., 2023). These researchers also discovered that 

teachers were often frustrated by families’ lack of participation in the home-based 

components of the SEL program. While most participants in the current study focused on 

the school-based components of the SEL curriculum, P3 did discuss her frustration about 

inconsistencies between the SEL program at school and what was happening at home, 

stating, “If the language isn’t being used at home and the SEL tools aren’t being used at 
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home, then it makes it more challenging for it to be something that the kids can hold on 

to.” Mahoney et al., (2021) found that the most effective SEL included families who not 

only supported the curriculum, but the families also had a shared understanding of the 

goals of SEL; when families had that shared understanding, they were more likely to 

practice and model the SEL skills at home. To build a SEL partnership between schools 

and families, Hayashi et al. (2022) suggested that families should be included in creating 

the SEL curriculum, differentiating it to reflect family practices and culture. While 

participants in the current study expressed the need for more family-school partnerships 

related to SEL, none discussed including families in the curriculum. However, several 

participants did express a desire to build partnerships around SEL, such as P10 who said, 

“I think if we brought the parents in more and said, ‘This is just as important as the 

academic subjects that we’re tackling, and it’s all going be done in tandem because that’s 

what’s best for the kids.’” Most of the participants discussed wanting stronger SEL 

family-school partnerships but seemed unsure of how to build those partnerships. P4 

described her attempts to increase support from families related to SEL, saying, “We do 

send something home at the beginning of the year about SEL. But there isn’t something 

that goes home every month. But that would be interesting too to have, perhaps that 

would help with the families?” 

Theme 3: Teachers are Challenged by a Lack of Knowledge 

 Participants emphasized the need for more training in SEL, including preservice 

training and professional development. The literature strongly supported the importance 

of preservice teacher training and ongoing professional development in SEL (D’Emidio-
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Caston et al., 2019; Haslip & Terry, 2022; Munk et al., 2022; Wood, 2020). Hunter et al. 

(2020) reported that 90% of the teachers in their study indicated that they needed more 

training in SEL. Other researchers noted that a lack of adequate training was a key barrier 

to successfully implementing SEL (Morgan et al., 2022). Almost all the participants in 

the current study felt that they received inadequate training in SEL from their schools or 

in their preservice training. Most of the participants described a lack of training in SEL, 

such as P8, who stated: “We really didn’t have any professional development on SEL. 

Our school counselor just handed it to us.” This experience was supported by Steed 

(2022) who reported that many teacher participants indicated that they were often given 

an SEL kit, with little training or coaching on how to use the curriculum. 

 Flushman et al. (2021) found that teacher training programs rarely addressed SEL 

and when they did, it was addressed in a very basic manner. After examining SEL in 

teacher preparation programs, Saunders (2021) recommended that changes need to be 

made to these programs to better prepare teachers to support their students in SEL. P7 

echoed this sentiment, stating, “To implement SEL and really reach diverse students, 

teachers need to learn about SEL in prep, before they start teaching. They need to learn 

about what it is and why it’s important.” 

 Loeb et al. (2019) found that even when teachers received the same training in the 

same program, significant differences existed across classrooms and across schools in 

students’ SEL growth. The researchers hypothesized that the variance could be attributed 

to individual teacher qualities. Knowledge of SEL and individual teachers’ qualities 

differed for the participants in the current study significantly. These differences in 
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understandings of SEL were attributable in part to some teachers independently choosing 

to learn about SEL, while other teachers did not. P3 described these differences in 

teachers’ knowledge of SEL, stating, “It is out of interest and who finds it important. And 

so, I do think there’s a little bit of… not quite as much equity.” Liesch et al. (2022) 

discovered that early childhood teachers who placed a higher value on SEL were more 

likely to deliver effective curricula. While the effectiveness of curricula was not 

examined in the current study, the four participants who shared that they had conducted 

extensive research on SEL based on their personal interest also discussed extensive SEL 

successes in their classrooms. The other participants, who had not conducted independent 

research on SEL, discussed more challenges in implementing SEL. Researchers stated 

that knowledge of SEL also related to teachers’ understandings of their own SEL 

competencies (Hemi & Kasperski, 2023).  

 Several of the participants in the current study who engaged in self-driven 

learning about SEL for their students reflected on how they applied these SEL strategies 

to themselves in the classroom. P7 shared how she used SEL to remain calm and patient 

with her students in challenging moments: “Sometimes I have to stand there like this for 

like 1 minute. And, let me tell you, it takes all my self-awareness and self-management to 

do it. But I’m their model.” 

 For some teachers in the current study, discomfort with SEL made differentiating 

the curriculum more challenging. While teacher discomfort with SEL emerged in the 

literature minimally, Liesch et al. (2022) did find a relationship between teachers’ 

comfort with SEL and the commitment to teaching it. Researchers also found that 
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teachers’ sense of self-efficacy in supporting students’ behavior was associated with their 

fidelity in implementing SEL curricula (Thierry et al., 2022). The five participants in the 

current study who expressed discomfort with teaching SEL were all teachers who had 

limited or no training in SEL. These teachers were concerned about what students might 

share during SEL lessons, as P2 described, “I was like, ‘OK, OK, let’s not share anything 

else about it…you can tell me privately, but not in front of the whole class.’” The 

teachers who expressed discomfort with SEL sometimes seemed unsure of what 

differentiation was and why their school was using the SEL program in a particular way. 

P1 expressed this by saying, 

I guess you could call that differentiation, maybe? The school counselor comes 

into one classroom at a time on whatever SEL issue they choose. I guess that’s 

differentiation. So, I don't know why they choose that lesson but I'm assuming 

that these might be a reaction to an uptick in a certain behavior, maybe? 

This lack of clarity on differentiation aligns with research conducted by McNeill and 

Polly (2023) who reported that early childhood teachers often possess a limited 

understanding of differentiation. 

Theme 4: Teachers are Challenged by a Lack of Flexibility 

 The most common challenge cited by participants in this study was finding 

enough time to flexibly include SEL curricula. Participants indicated that if they could 

change one thing about how they teach SEL, it would be more flexibility in time to 

address SEL. This challenge was strongly supported by the literature (Dyson et al., 2023, 

Hunter et al., 2022; Kaspar & Massey, 2022). Hunter et al. (2022) found that a lack of 
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time for SEL delivery was the most commonly cited constraint by teachers. Similarly, 

Kaspar and Massey (2022) reported that teachers felt stressed trying to fit another piece 

of curriculum into an already full school day. Finding enough time in the school day for 

SEL was a challenge noted by nearly every participant in the current study. P5 shared this 

common sentiment, stating, “It would be nice to know, okay, I get to do this every day 

and I don’t have to rush through it.” 

 Participants in the study devoted time to SEL in two main ways: focusing on SEL 

during morning meetings and embedding SEL throughout the school day. Participants 

with less flexibility in their school day and with less personal knowledge of SEL tended 

to focus on SEL only during the morning meeting. Tilhou (2020) found that morning 

meetings were a common time in the school day for early childhood teachers to devote to 

SEL. In this study, the amount of time dedicated solely to SEL in the morning meetings 

differed significantly across participants, ranging from 5 minutes daily for P8 to 30 

minutes each day for P10. Parker and Hodgson (2020) discovered that time was essential 

when supporting students’ SEL, but that teachers also needed to use time flexibly based 

on individual student needs, with the recognition that students internalize SEL skills 

gradually, over time. The majority of the participants in this study discussed the 

importance of using time flexibly throughout the day, with opportunities to address SEL 

based on student needs at that moment. P9 was one of the few participants in the study 

who felt that she had the flexibility to address SEL throughout the school day: 

We need to be allowed to do class SEL lessons as situations arise, not just in the 

morning meeting. For example, if some friends are feeling left out, I’ll read a 
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book about feeling left out, talk about the feelings of everyone in the story, then 

have the kids write or draw about it. 

The majority of the participants stated that they did not have enough time or the 

flexibility in the daily schedule to address SEL outside of the morning meeting. 

 An additional challenge that teachers in the study discussed was highly scripted 

curricula; the teachers felt that the lack of flexibility in the curricula made it more 

difficult to differentiate SEL to meet their students’ diverse needs. Lin et al. (2023) found 

that the authors of most SEL curricula design the curricula with the assumption that all 

children can learn SEL in the same way. Similarly, Kennedy et al. (2019) found that SEL 

curricula takes a standardized, one-size-fits all approach to learning with few or no 

suggestions for differentiation. Pereira et al. (2019) discovered that when curricula does 

not include materials for differentiation and teachers have to create their own, this rarely 

happens because of time constraints. P1 described the challenges in differentiating a 

highly scripted curriculum that has strong oversight from her district: “We don't have the 

ability to pick and choose what we teach or how we teach it…they want to see, are you 

doing the program the way it's written?” Inflexibility, in time and in curricula, 

contributed to challenges in differentiating SEL curricula. 

Theme 5: Students’ Challenging Behaviors Make Differentiating SEL More 

Difficult 

 Almost every participant in the study discussed recent increases in challenging 

behaviors which have contributed to the need for more effective SEL in schools. Many of 

the participants in this study directly attributed the increases in challenging behavior to 
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COVID; P9 stated: “Post-COVID, the need for SEL in the classroom has dramatically 

increased.” Signorelli et al. (2021) reported that students need more extensive SEL since 

COVID. Similarly, Simonton et al. (2024) stated that for children who were isolated 

during the COVID-19 pandemic, they were more likely to struggle with social and 

emotional competencies in school. Many of the specific behavioral challenges the 

participants in this study cited focused on social and emotional competencies, such as 

difficulty in reading social cues. P7 described this, “Recess is terrible, because the kids 

can't navigate social situations very well now, after COVID.” Similarly, Gülmez and 

Ordu (2022) found that post-COVID, students’ social challenges, discipline issues, and 

motivation difficulties increased. P4 described the increase in challenging behaviors: 

“After COVID, we have noticed that kids are severe, they are a lot needier, they're 

coming in with a lot of behaviors that we haven't seen before and a lot more of them.” 

Nearly every teacher in this study discussed an increase in challenging behaviors. 

 Researchers found that students with very challenging behaviors may struggle 

with traditional SEL curricula (Elliott et al., 2020). These researchers expressed concern 

that SEL curricula may not be appropriate or helpful for students with severe emotional 

behavioral concerns. This research echoed P9’s perspective: “There are students who are 

Tier 3 with really extreme behavioral needs. The SEL strategies we use for Tier 1 or 2 in 

the classroom do not work. It’s hard to get support for those students, if at all.” Calhoun 

et al. (2020) suggested that students with severe behavioral challenges, especially higher 

rates of reactivity, may not maintain gains from traditional SEL curricula over time. 

Additionally, Morgan et al. (2022) found that teachers in their study expressed concerns 
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about students who came to school with weak SEL skills, noting that these students had 

difficulty engaging in the SEL curriculum, particularly in reflecting on their own social 

and emotional competencies.  

Limitations of the Study 

 Limitations of this study included a small sample size, researcher bias, and the 

self-disclosure nature of the qualitative interviews. The 11 participants were recruited 

through the Walden University Participant Pool, early childhood social media groups, 

and through snowball sampling. Several of the participants shared that they had 

responded to the listing because they were passionate about SEL; this interest in SEL 

may not be representative of a larger sample. I addressed the limitations of the small 

sample size by including robust descriptions of the data and assuring that data saturation 

was achieved. By recruiting participants from across the United States, the findings may 

be transferable to diverse contexts.  

 A second possible limitation was the potential for researcher bias. I was aware of 

this limitation as a researcher investigating a topic that I am passionate about. To help to 

minimize bias and assumptions, I did not include any participants who I currently work 

with or worked with previously, nor teachers that I have a personal relationship with. 

Additionally, I utilized a reflective journal throughout my study; by recording my 

perspectives in this journal, I was able to bring awareness to potential bias and ensure that 

I accurately interpreted participant perspectives. 

 A third limitation was the self-disclosure nature of the interviews; participants 

may have provided answers that they deemed more desirable, or they may have been 
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hesitant to share their honest perspectives. To address this limitation, I was welcoming 

and friendly throughout the interviews, striving to help participants to feel comfortable. I 

explained the purpose of each interview clearly and emphasized the confidential nature of 

the interview. When I asked follow-up questions, I made sure to ask them in an open-

ended, neutral manner, assuring that I was not leading participants toward a particular 

response.  

Recommendations 

 Based on participants’ perspectives on strategies and challenges to differentiating 

SEL curricula, I recommend additional research to examine the specific challenges that 

teachers are experiencing. Time was a common challenge identified by the majority of 

the teachers in this study and supported in the literature (Hunter et al., 2022). There was a 

significant divide among the participants between those that taught SEL throughout the 

school day and those that only used the morning meeting to focus on SEL curricula. 

Additional research is needed to examine effective organizational models for teaching 

SEL curricula in the school day and to examine SEL outcomes for students who receive 

SEL curricula in a morning meeting compared to those that receive SEL curricula 

flexibly throughout the school day.  

The majority of teachers in this study discussed inadequate training in SEL. More 

research is needed to evaluate effective models for training teachers in differentiating 

SEL to meet diverse student needs. The literature supported coaching as a promising 

technique for supporting teachers in effective SEL delivery (Stickle et al., 2019). More 

research is needed to examine how coaching may support teachers in differentiating SEL. 
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Additionally, research is needed to examine how counselors can provide ongoing support 

and training to teachers who deliver SEL curricula. Many teachers in this study wanted 

more support from their school counselor but were less clear on what this support would 

include. Specific counselor support strategies need to be explored in more depth.  

Teachers in this study possessed varying levels of comfort in teaching SEL and 

varying levels of knowledge about SEL. The research suggests that these attitudes and 

levels of knowledge may affect how teachers use SEL in their classrooms (Liesch et al., 

2022). More research is needed to examine how different types of training in SEL can 

support teachers’ understandings of SEL and comfort in teaching SEL. This research 

should also address how teachers’ attitudes and knowledge of SEL may affect student 

learning outcomes. 

Teachers in this study discussed the need for more supportive partnerships with 

families. Most of the teachers in this study were unsure of how to build these family 

partnerships. Further research is needed to examine effective models for building 

effective SEL school-family partnerships.  

The majority of teachers in this study felt unprepared to address students’ most 

challenging behaviors through SEL curricula. Further research is needed to examine how 

to support teachers in meeting these students’ significant SEL needs. This research 

should include an examination of specific differentiation strategies that may provide 

support for students with significant challenging behaviors and additional resources that 

could benefit students and teachers. 
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Implications 

 The results of this study have implications for early childhood teachers, students, 

teacher-preparation programs, SEL curricula developers, school administrators, school 

counselors, and families. Teachers may use the findings of the study to reflect on and 

prioritize relationship-based and developmentally appropriate practices that can be 

utilized when differentiating SEL curricula. According to Vygotsky (1978), prioritizing 

social interactions can support SEL and help students to work within their ZPD; Altun 

and Nayman (2022) discovered that these social interactions support both differentiation 

and more permanent learning. Teachers may also use the study findings to reflect on their 

own attitudes about SEL, their comfort in teaching it, and their knowledge of 

differentiating SEL to meet diverse learners’ needs. Miulescu and Tacea (2023) found 

that teachers who regularly reflect on their practices were more likely to incorporate new 

teaching strategies, create a more positive learning climate, and improve student 

outcomes. 

 This study may contribute to positive social change related to policy decisions for 

teacher training programs and ongoing professional development. The participants 

emphasized the importance of high-quality, relevant, and extensive training in SEL. 

Receiving more training in SEL may provide more consistent and equitable curricula to 

students across classrooms, schools, and districts. These policy changes in training would 

include school administrators and counselors; participants in this study indicated that 

these stakeholder groups need more training in SEL curricula and in how to effectively 

support teachers in SEL differentiation. Preliminary findings from this study suggest that 
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embedding SEL curricula into the school day may be an effective strategy for 

differentiating SEL curricula. Flexibility in the school day and training in cross-curricular 

integration would be needed for teachers to consistently embed SEL curricula throughout 

the school day. 

 Based on the findings of this study, SEL curricula may need to be expanded to 

include more effective strategies for building family-school partnerships. Redesigning 

SEL curricula to include resources for building these partnerships may support families 

and students in practicing SEL skills outside of the classroom and help to create more 

consistent SEL modeling across student environments. Teachers in this study emphasized 

that their students are experiencing increased SEL challenges; this finding suggests that 

more resources are needed within schools, families, and communities to support 

children’s SEL.  

Conclusion 

 The purpose of this basic qualitative study was to explore early childhood 

teachers’ perspectives of strategies and challenges to differentiating SEL curricula to 

meet students’ diverse needs. Related to Theme 1, participants shared their perspectives 

on specific strategies that support effective differentiation of SEL curricula. Specifically, 

teachers differentiated SEL curricula by emphasizing student relationships and 

interactions, adjusted curricula to make it more relevant and developmentally appropriate, 

and integrated SEL curricula into other subject areas throughout the school day. 

 In Themes 2, 3, 4, and 5, participants shared their perspectives on challenges to 

differentiating SEL curricula. Nearly every participant discussed the need for more 
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effective training in SEL. The participants in the study who felt competent in teaching 

and differentiating SEL chose to learn about SEL independently by reading books, 

finding resources, and attending trainings. The participants who were more 

knowledgeable about SEL also indicated a greater comfort in teaching and differentiating 

SEL. Some of the participants with less training in SEL expressed discomfort with 

teaching SEL or shared that they were uncertain about how to differentiate the curricula 

to meet students’ diverse needs. Participants valued support from families, but were 

unsure of how to build family-school partnerships around SEL. While some participants 

had sufficient time and support at their school site, the majority of the participants 

discussed needing more support from counselors and administrators, more time in the 

school day to flexibly address SEL, and more flexibility in implementing SEL curricula. 

Participants discussed concerns about increases in students’ challenging behaviors and 

how to appropriately support these students’ SEL needs.  

 The study findings provide insights into early childhood teachers’ experiences 

concerning both successes and challenges in differentiating SEL curricula. The findings 

of this study may provide early childhood teachers, professional development designers, 

SEL curricula developers, and educational leaders with information that can be used 

when making decisions about supporting early childhood teachers in differentiating SEL 

curricula to meet the needs of diverse learners.  
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Appendix A: Interview Questions  

1. What is your definition of social and emotional learning in the classroom? 

2. How would you explain the SEL learning curriculum that you use in the classroom? 

3. How do students’ social and emotional learning needs differ from one another? 

4. How do you adjust or differentiate SEL curricula to meet your students’ diverse needs? 

5. What are examples of the most effective strategies you use when differentiating social 

and emotional skills for students? 

6. What challenges have you experienced when differentiating social and emotional 

learning curricula to meet students’ diverse needs? 

7. What do you do when you are unable to differentiate social and emotional learning for 

students’ diverse needs? 

8. What specific professional development opportunities have you participated in that 

support differentiating social and emotional skills for students? 

9. What do you believe you need to improve your ability to differentiate social and 

emotional learning to meet students’ diverse needs? 

10. Is there any additional information that you would like to share? 

 

Possible Follow-Up Probes: 

1. What did you mean by…...? 

2. Tell me more about…. 

3. You mentioned…. Tell me more. 

4. Can you expand more on …...?  
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Appendix B: Interview Protocol Guide 

Date of the interview: ______________________ 

Begin Time: _________________ End time: _________________ 

Interviewee: _____________ Method of interview recording: ______________ 

 

Pre-Interview Script:  

Thank you very much for participating in my study. I want take a moment before we 

begin to let you know a little bit about the study and the interview procedures. The 

purpose of this interview is for you to share your perspective on your experiences with 

social emotional learning. This interview should last 45-60 minutes. As you read in the 

consent form, I will not identify you in my documents and no one will be able to identify 

you, so everything you say is confidential. You can choose to stop this interview at any 

time. I also need to let you know that the interview will be recorded for transcription 

purposes. 

Do I have your permission to record this interview? 

Do you have any questions before we begin? 

 

Demographic Questions 

I would like to begin by asking you a few background questions to get to know you a little 

better.  

 

1. How long have you been teaching? 

2. What grades have you taught?  

 

Interview Questions 

 

Now I would like to ask you a few questions about your experiences with social emotional 

learning or SEL curricula. 

1. What is your definition of social and emotional learning in the classroom? 

2. How would you explain the social and emotional learning curriculum that you use in 

the classroom? 

3. How do students’ social and emotional learning needs differ from one another? 

4. How do you adjust or differentiate social and emotional learning curricula to meet 

your students’ diverse needs? 

5. What are examples of the most effective strategies you use when differentiating social 

and emotional skills for students? 

6.  What challenges have you experienced when differentiating social and emotional 

learning curricula to meet students’ diverse needs? 
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7. What do you do when you are unable to differentiate social and emotional learning 

for students’ diverse needs? 

8. What specific professional development opportunities have you participated in that 

support differentiating social and emotional skills for students? 

9. What do you believe you need to improve your ability to differentiate social and 

emotional learning to meet students’ diverse needs? 

10.  Is there any additional information that you would like to share regarding 

differentiating social and emotional skills for students? 

Post-Interview Script 

Thank you so much for taking the time to participate in this interview. I am grateful that 

you shared your perspective. I will share a summary of my findings with you after I 

complete more interviews. Before ending our interview, I would like to know if you have 

any questions. Thank you again for participating. 
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