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Abstract

As educators, we anticipated the social-emotional learning (SEL) of the children from the
neighboring community would be greatly impacted due to the lack of social interaction
necessary for human development during COVID. As literacy experts, we thought we
could support these children through read-alouds focused on SEL. Our goal was to
provide children the opportunity to participate in read-alouds of multicultural texts that
incorporated SEL content and measured changes in their SEL development and vo-
cabulary. We utilized the Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning
(CASEL) framework, which categorizes SEL into five competencies or domains, and
Culturally Sustaining Pedagogy to guide our research. We used a convergent parallel
mixedmethod design in this pilot study in which 20 children from a community after-
school center and three adult volunteers participated. We found no statistical significance
between administrations in children’s SEL as measured by the SEL web-based assessment,
yet there was a statistically significant difference in SEL vocabulary scores between
administrations. Supporting vocabulary scores, we identified four major themes: in-
structional practices, development of social-emotional learning, volunteers’ personal
highlights, and challenges. This study has the potential to impact curriculum used in school
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and afterschool programs and could possibly make a positive impact on both social-
emotional growth and vocabulary.

Keywords
Community literacy, story book interactions, vocabulary, social emotional learning, read
alouds

During COVID-19, communities faced challenges of health, death, disruptions
to schooling, as well as loss of jobs and financial security. These challenges
disproportionally impacted racially and ethnically diverse, low-income com-
munities due to long-standing health system and socioeconomic inequities
(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2020). As educators, we antic-
ipated the social-emotional learning (SEL) of the children from the neighboring
community would be greatly impacted due to the lack of social interaction
necessary for human development. As literacy experts, we thought we could
support these children through read-alouds focused on SEL.

This current pilot program focused on part of a larger collaborative effort to
build a robust literacy program at a Children’s After-School Recreation Center
(CARC, pseudonym) that serves children and families in our local, low-income
community. Our goal was to provide children the opportunity to participate in
read-alouds of multicultural texts that incorporated SEL content and measured
changes in their SEL development and vocabulary. Our program afforded spaces
for diverse children to actively interact with adult volunteers and their peers
where they engaged in authentic dialogue around multicultural social-
emotional texts (Dyce and Owusu-Ansah, 2016).

Social-emotional learning

We utilized the Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning
(CASEL) framework, which categorizes SEL into five competencies or domains
(CASEL, 2022): self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, relationship skills, and
responsible decision making. The framework’s purpose is “to establish equitable
learning environments that advance students’ learning and development”
(CASEL, 2022: para. 1). Children need the skills and knowledge to recognize
and manage their emotions, make decisions, and build positive relationships;
these skills and knowledge are imperative for SEL, which is also a significant
aspect of human development. In addition, SEL provides a foundation for living
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in a diverse society as a global citizen and empowers children as they navigate
their own diverse identities (CASEL, 2022; Garces-Bacsal, 2022).

Through building this foundation, SEL has the potential to disrupt some of
the social inequities within schools and communities, and to impact academic
learning (CASEL, 2022). Research indicates SEL instruction impacts academic
learning, including reading achievement, and behavior in school (Ashdown
and Bernard, 2012; Durlak et al.,, 2011; Garces-Bacsal, 2022; Mayer et al.,
2008); mental health, negative behavior, and academic learning often inter-
twine and affect each other. SEL interventions can positively influence children
at-risk for behavior and academic difficulties (Jones et al., 2010). It is essential
for teachers, schools, communities, and afterschool centers to promote social-
emotional learning for children, so they can succeed in school and life.
Therefore, we utilized this CASEL framework as a tool to identify multicultural
children’s literature with SEL themes for read-alouds with primary grade
children at CARC.

Culturally sustaining pedagogy and multicultural texts

National and state level data depicts a poverty-gap in reading achievement
(National Center for Educational Statistics, 2020). For school-aged children,
data from multiple studies demonstrate that low income, minority students fall
behind their high-income, White peers, especially while they are not in school
(Alexander et al., 2016; Allington and McGill- Franzen, 2013; Cooper et al.,
1996). Children living in poverty have less access to books and other print
materials in their home, in their community centers and libraries than children
not living in poverty (Allington et al., 1995; Neuman and Moland, 2019). To
provide more equitable opportunities for children living in poverty, it is
necessary to utilize culturally sustaining pedagogy (CSP).

We understand the importance of valuing, honoring, and respecting
children’s identity and chose a multicultural and CSP approach to SEL (Gunn
et al., 2022b). CSP “seeks to perpetuate and foster—to sustain—linguistic,
literate, and cultural pluralism as part of the democratic project of schooling”
(Paris, 2012: 95). Through this approach, our program offered experiences
for diverse students to engage with literacy curriculum, their peers, and adult
volunteers in an environment where they engaged in authentic dialogue
around multicultural, social-emotional themed texts (Dyce and Owusu-
Ansah, 2016). When selecting children’s literature, it is necessary to select
books that are age-appropriate and culturally relevant to their lives and in-
terests; this literature has the potential to increase literacy engagement and
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achievement (Bennett et al,, 2021; White et al.,, 2014). We focused on
multicultural books because they offer “windows and mirrors” for children to
see themselves and others while also providing opportunities to learn about
others’ similarities and differences (Bennett et al., 2017, 2021, 2022; Bishop,
1990; Gunn et al., 2020, 2022a, 2022b). CSP and “multicultural literature
provides the necessary space for children to extend connections beyond text and
link to social issues” (Bennett et al., 2021: 4). Children identify reflections of
themselves and others through physical, cultural or emotional aspects, which
further develop their SEL and empathy as global citizens (Bennett et al., 2021;
Gunn et al.,, 2022a, 2022b). Through the characters, children can learn to
“apply specific knowledge, attitudes and skills that are connected to SEL”
(Garces-Bacsal, 2022: 69).

Read-alouds and vocabulary

In our pilot study, we intentionally chose the multicultural, SEL texts and the
targeted vocabulary to support children’s SEL development. Researchers suggest
an integrated approach to SEL in which a caring environment is created with
explicit instruction while accounting for children’s cultural and diverse
backgrounds (Garces-Bacsal, 2022). Read-alouds can facilitate social-emotional
learning, yet more research is needed to better understand how children’s
literature can foster SEL (Britt et al., 2016). Reading offers children oppor-
tunities to expand their understanding, further develop their cognition, and to
explore different worlds, which in turn provides wisdom to succeed and
navigate society (Kozak and Recchia, 2019).

Literacy events are situated actions where people coordinate talk and text to
create shared meaning within social contexts (Venegas, 2019). Reading aloud is
a well-researched, shared-reading technique where an adult reader and children
jointly interpret pictures and words in a story, and engage in guided discussion
of story elements (Doyle and Bramwell, 2006). Posed questions and discussion
encourage children to understand perspectives of characters from different
points of view, while interacting with one another in a cooperative learning
context. Interactive discussions help create shared understandings of characters’
problems, thoughts, and actions, while clarifying children’s misunderstandings
(Bennett et al., 2016; Palincsar and Brown, 1984). In addition, these dis-
cussions can help children learn to problem-solve in their lives as they develop
interpersonal skills (Britt et al., 2016).

A cornerstone of emergent literacy, read-alouds can promote story com-
prehension and vocabulary development, as well as enhance self-efficacy and
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social emotional learning (Doyle and Bramwell, 2006). Children’s vocabulary
differs across socioeconomic status, and children from lower socioeconomic
areas are more likely to have a more limited vocabulary (Daunic, et al., 2021;
Hadley and Dickinson, 2020). SEL content and vocabulary integration within
read-alouds aligns with young children’s developmental needs and provides
powerful learning contexts for enhancing social problem-solving, language
development, and comprehension (Doyle and Bramwell, 2006; Santiago-
Poventud et al.,, 2015). Children need vocabulary to effectively communi-
cate and express emotions to demonstrate social competence necessary for life.
Therefore, it is important for teachers to choose specific, targeted vocabulary to
support SEL (Britt et al., 2016). By learning SEL vocabulary, children can better
understand how to regulate their behavior and articulate their feelings (Daunic,
et al., 2021). It is important for adults to model and strategically select vo-
cabulary for young children and incorporate it into discussion. Through read-
alouds, vocabulary is contextualized within situations where children can learn
to understand and express their emotions, while also learning how to empathize
(Gallingane and Han, 2015). By repeated readings of books, scaffolding, in-
teractive discussion of the text and many real-world examples or situations,
children are exposed to the vocabulary numerous times and in various ways.
Therefore, we intentionally targeted vocabulary related to SEL themes from the
multicultural children’s literature we selected for our pilot read-aloud program
at an afterschool center.

Context

Three years ago, we formed a partnership to build a robust literacy program at
CARC, a non-profit childcare center, which serves children and families from
low-SES backgrounds in our local community. This literacy initiative has in-
cluded building a robust library of books for the children to use, a summer
reading project to decrease “summer slide” (Bennett et al., 2021; Gunn et al.,
2022a), and this study focusing on read-alouds and SEL. CARC is situated in an
urban area of Southwest Florida, and the children who attend CARC range from
5 to 16 years old (Kindergarten through gt grade). Seventy-four percent are
African American, 24% are White, and 2% are Hispanic or mixed race. Fifty-
nine percent live in homes with extremely low household income (up to 30%
median family income), 25% live in homes with very low household income
(up to 50% median family income), 14% live in homes with low household
income (up to 80% median family income), and just 2% live in homes with
income nearing the median family income level.
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Study purpose

Our purpose was to determine if participation in read-alouds that integrated SEL
content could increase students’ acquisition of targeted SEL vocabulary and
development. The following research questions guided our inquiry:

1. What is the relationship between participation in SEL-focused read-aloud lessons
in an afterschool program and students” acquisition of targeted SEL vocabulary?

2. What is the relationship between participation in SEL-focused read-aloud lessons
in an afterschool program and social-emotional growth in students?

3. What were the successes and challenges in implementing a program of SEL-
focused read-aloud lessons with K-3™ grade students in an afterschool program?

Methods
Study design

To gain an in-depth understanding of the relationship between read-alouds and
student outcomes as it relates to vocabulary and SEL growth, we used a
convergent parallel mixed-method design in this pilot study (Creswell and
Plano-Clark, 2017). This research process is symbolized as quantitative +
qualitative (QUAN+QUAL; Creswell, 2002). A convergent parallel design is
when researchers conduct the quantitative and qualitative elements of the
research process concurrently, weight these elements equally, analyze the data
from both components independently and then interpret the results together
(Creswell and Plano-Clark, 2017). Within this design, researchers triangulate
the methods by comparing the quantitative statistical results and the qualitative
findings for the purpose of corroboration and validation. The research process
for this study is illustrated in Figure 1.

Participants

We enlisted volunteers to travel to CARC and facilitate the read-alouds to the
children. Two volunteers who were preservice teachers at a university where the
first two authors work and former students of these authors, and they had
limited teaching and literacy instruction experience. In addition, the third
volunteer extensively volunteered at the CARC center and offered to participate
in this project, and she had teaching experience with literacy expertise. The
volunteers were women: one identified as Asian American and two identified as
Caucasian.
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Twenty CARC children from the kindergarten to third grade participated in
the read-alouds: six identified as Caucasian and 14 as African American (see
Table 1). As researchers, we also served as participant observers.

Study measures and data collection

In this mixed methods research, data sources for the entire study include: pre/
post vocabulary assessments, pre/post SEL assessment, lesson artifacts, lesson
observation notes, researchers’ reflective journals, and interviews with the
volunteers. In the following paragraphs, we describe the measures used,
procedures and how we analyzed the data.

Social-emotional learning assessment. To measure students’ SEL, we bought a license
to two SEL web-based assessments. We chose this assessment because the
process was expeditious to implement, and it fit our children and afterschool
setting. The SELWEB EE and SELWEB LE (xSEL Labs, 2021) are commercially

Quantitative Data
Collection and
Analysis

Qualitative Data
Collection and
Analysis

Figure I. The research process in this study using the convergent mixed-parallel design. Source:
Creswell, JW and Plano Clark, VL (201 |) Designing and Conducting Mixed Methods Research.
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Table I. Participants.

Grade Black Caucasian

Male Female Male Female
Kindergarten 0 0 | 0
Ist 4 0 | 0
2nd 0 8 3 |
3rd | | 0 0
Total 5 9 5 |
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available measures of SEL administered to students via the internet. For these
assessments, the students are presented with an animation of an emotion or
situation, and the children respond to what they consider to be the correlating
response. There is an audio component for the students who need support
reading. These assessments have demonstrated evidence of validity and reli-
ability for these age groups and allowed PAL children the opportunity to
experience a different assessment format (McKown, 2018; McKown et al.,
2015). The SELWEB EE version was developed for use with children in K-2 and
assesses children’s understanding of others’ emotions and perspectives, social
problem-solving skills, and self-control and is the one we used in this study
(McKown et al., 2015; xSEL Labs, 2021). We will refer to this assessment as
SELWEB. The SELWEB LE was developed for use with children in grades 3-6 and
was not used in this study.

Social-emotional  learning vocabulary assessment. We designed and piloted a
curriculum-based, SEL vocabulary assessment to evaluate children’s progress in
learning targeted SEL vocabulary that were the focus of our read-aloud lessons.
First, we reviewed the eight multicultural SEL books selected for the project to
identity specific SEL vocabulary and themes based on the Social-Awareness and Self-
Management CASEL framework domains (see Appendix A for description of book
selection methods; also see Gunn et al., 2022b). We chose a total of 12 SEL
vocabulary words to target within read-aloud lessons for the 8-weeks in-
structional period. Our development of the SEL vocabulary assessment focusing
on these target words (see Appendix B for Assessment of Target SEL Vocabulary) was
informed by the extensive conceptual review of prior vocabulary assessment
research conducted by Hadley and Dickinson (2020). Assessment questions for
each vocabulary word were two-pronged, evaluating children’s ability to
provide brief definitions for the 12 target SEL words (e.g., What does the word
sad mean?) and use the word in context (e.g., Can you tell me about a time when
you or someone you know was sad?). After each question, the evaluator asked a
secondary probe for elaboration (e.g., Can you tell me more?). The evaluator
provided a model for definitions and contextual use during pre- and post-
assessment interviews. Based on the vocabulary assessment paradigms reviewed
by Hadley and Dickinson (2020), we used a continuous scoring paradigm,
scoring 12 target SEL words on a 3-point continuum from unknown to full/
complete word knowledge, with a maximum possible score of 24. SEL vo-
cabulary assessments were administered in a standardized manner before the 8-
weeks read aloud initiative began and then after the program was completed.
The vocabulary assessments were administered by the third author, who has had
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extensive experience in assessing young children’s vocabulary and language
skills as a certified speech-language specialist. Pre- and post-test vocabulary
ratings were discussed and confirmed by a second observer/rater who was
familiar with the children and our SEL read-aloud program development. Minor
differences in scoring were resolved by referring to audio recordings of vo-
cabulary assessment interviews so that a consensus was reached for scoring of
each item.

Observation form. We created an observation protocol to use during the read-
alouds lessons based on the work of Wright (2011) and Goodman and Owocki
(2002). Observers specifically looked for how the target vocabulary words were
used by the volunteers and children within the read-aloud lessons. First and
second authors made a rotational schedule to observe each week (see Appendix
C Observation Protocol)

Reflective journals. After conducting interviews and following classroom obser-
vations, we recorded our observations and thoughts in researcher reflective
journals (Patton, 2002). This data allowed us to reflect on our observations and
overall experiences at that moment and time, as well as to triangulate our data.
In addition to classroom observations, researchers took reflective notes after
weekly meetings, planning sessions, and other points in time during the entire

study.

Semi-structured interviews. Researchers created a semi-structured interview pro-
tocol to identify what the volunteers thought about working with the children,
engaging in the read-alouds, the curriculum and other feedback on the pro-
gram. The first and second authors interviewed all volunteers at the completion
of this project.

Procedures

This project involved several procedures before implementation at CARC. Prior
to implementation, we secured funds from a local foundation to develop a
program that would promote growth mindset and SEL with primary-grade
children. We selected the books, developed lesson plans, enlisted volunteers,
and conducted training. Then, we collected pre-assessment data (SEL and
vocabulary), implemented the read-aloud program, observed the read-aloud
lessons, engaged in reflective journaling, collected post-assessment data
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(SEL and vocabulary) and conducted semi-structured interviews with the three
volunteers who led the read-aloud lessons.

Sscial-emotional learning-themed book selection procedure. After review of the literature
on social-emotional learning through literacy (e.g., Daunic et al., 2013; Daunic
etal., 2021; Doyle and Bramwell, 2006; Garces-Bacsal, 2022; Jones etal., 2010;
Santiago-Poventud et al., 2015), the researchers discussed and established
selection criteria to create a collection of books for K-3 students, with the
purpose of enhancing SEL through literacy. We researched and identified the
initial pool of 75 book titles and entered criteria data for each book into a
designed data collection spreadsheet. Next, we organized potential book titles
according to the primary SEL domains highlighted within the books. Across the
five SEL domains, we analyzed and compared criteria data across book titles to
prioritize 25-30 book choices. We separately and jointly reviewed 30 SEL books
and discussed criteria data to agree upon final 27 books across the five SEL
domains (see Gunn et al., 2022b). We then identified eight books within the
Self-Awareness and Self-Management domains as the focus for 8 weeks of SEL-themed
read-aloud lessons (see Children’s Literature Cited after references for final eight SEL
book choices Cornwall, 2017; Cornwall, 2020; Spires, 2020).

Lesson plan development and training. We hired a literacy doctoral student who was a
former primary-grade teacher to develop lesson plans centered on the specific
SEL vocabulary and concepts highlighted in each text (exemplar lesson linked here after
blind review). We then recruited volunteers and implemented professional de-
velopment training for all stakeholders to discuss the program, explore the
CASEL framework, and review the selected SEL literature and lesson plans.
Importantly, we hired a psychologist to present to our group about children’s
SEL development and make recommendations for guiding SEL conversations.
The program volunteers and researchers were experienced educators familiar
with child development, but we wanted to provide more training to facilitate
the volunteers working with children on SEL related topics and on navigating
difficult conversations that might arise.

Data analysis

Since we used a convergent parallel mixed-methods design, we collected and
analyzed the quantitative and qualitative data concurrently. We hypothesized a
statistically significant increase in students’ social-emotional learning. To an-
alyze the differences in pre-post assessments on both vocabulary and SEL



Bennett et al. I

measures, we conducted a dependent means t test. This analysis included only
data for participants who completed both the pre-post measures. Thus, only 16
students were included in the SEL measure and 20 for the vocabulary measure.

We compiled all qualitative data by week into a binder for each researcher:
observation notes, research reflective notes, transcribed interviews, and written
lesson plans and artifacts. Individually, researchers read all qualitative data and
determined initial codes. Together, as a way of triangulation, the researchers
then met, discussed, correlated, and negotiated these initial codes by grouping
them together. As a research team, we wanted to represent the findings ac-
curately and limit research bias data. In addition, we used the audio recordings
of the lessons to further triangulate and answer questions that arose from
discussion of data.

Quantitative results
Social-emotional learning

Two SEL measures, described above, were used to see if there was a statistically
significant difference between scores from prior to the read-alouds and after.
We found no statistical significance between administrations in children’s SEL as
measured by the SEL web-based assessment. The SEL assessment includes four
different performance levels: above average at or around average, below av-
erage, and well below average (xSEL Labs, 2021). Even though there were no
statistically significant differences and most students in the sample scored at or
around average for both administrations, at least two students moved from well
below average to average on different constructs. There was a statistically
significant difference in SEL vocabulary scores between administrations
t (19) =—3.496, p=.002. Table 2 includes the descriptive statistics for both the
SELWEB and the SEL vocabulary assessments while Table 3 includes the in-
ferential statistics. Of the 20 students, 19 took the SEL web-based assessment
prior to the read alouds and 17 took the assessment after; however, 16 students
completed both assessments, and this is why the sample size differs in the tables
below.

Given the small sample size, violations to the assumptions of normality are
not as robust as when the sample size is large. Thus, it is important to ensure that
the data are normal, and if they indicate non-normality, non-parametric tests
may be more appropriate to use than a dependent means t test. Normality of the
difference scores indicates that the difference scores did not suggest non-
normality (see Table 3). Finally effect sizes were calculated using the pooled
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Table 2. Descriptive statistics for SEL quantitative measures.

Component Mean N SD
Vocabulary pre 11.905 21 5.6538
Vocabulary post 14.90 20 5.0226
SEL overall pre 94.79 19 14.374
SEL overall post 92.24 17 12.309
Emotion recognition pre 94.79 19 12.616
Emotion recognition post 92.34 17 13.055
Social perspective taking pre 97.84 19 15.108
Social perspective taking post 103.47 17 9.677
Social problem-solving pre 93.26 19 14.662
Social problem-solving post 97.35 17 11.720
Self-control pre 95.95 19 16.437
Self-control post 93.47 17 14.556

Table 3. Inferential statistics for quantitative SEL measures.

Obtained t p-value Skewness Kurtosis Effect size
Vocab 3.496 .002 269 —-286 0.506
SEL overall —-744 468 -.261 -.349 —0.146
Emotion recognition —1.846 .085 133 —-1.187 —0.476
Social perspective taking 1.173 .259 693 —-.584 0.258
Social problem solving 450 .659 -239 734 0.090
Self-control -992 337 .150 -520 -0.236

Note: The researcher developed SEL vocabulary assessment consisted of |2 items. Cronbach’s alpha was
calculated on the pre-test score items and post-test score items to provide a measure of reliability or consistency
of the scores. Cronbach’s alpha for the pre-test was .897 and .844 for the post test, suggesting adequate
consistency across the scores.

standard deviation as the denominator/standardizer. There were two small to
medium effects detected (using Cohen’s guidelines) in a positive direction
suggesting practical significance in the difference in pre and post outcomes for
the SEL vocabulary assessment, and the social perspective taking subscale on the
SEL web-based assessment. A medium and small negative effect were also
detected for two SEL web-based subscales, suggesting practical significance
detected for the decrease in scores post intervention. All these results, both
favorable and unfavorable, should be interpreted carefully, given the extremely
small sample size.
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Qualitative findings

After rigorous analysis, we identified four major themes: instructional practices,
development of social-emotional learning, volunteers’ personal highlights, and
challenges. Based on these findings, we concluded that the planned lessons,
curriculum, and volunteers’ individual practices supported children’s vocab-
ulary and social-emotional learning.

Instructional practices

Volunteers within the planned lessons and curriculum developed individual
practices, which included creation of an inclusive learning environment and
culturally sustaining teaching practices. Volunteers valued, honored and re-
spected children’s identity in the spaces they created within a CSP approach as
well as SEL (Gunn et al., 2022b; Paris, 2012).

Creation of an inclusive learning environment. Volunteers established an inclusive
learning environment through various ways, which demonstrated CSP. For
example, children engaged in authentic dialogue with adults and peers around
multicultural literature and SEL (Dyce and Owusu-Ansah, 2016). They de-
veloped the physical space to support learning for all with anchor charts, visuals,
and word webs, which displayed targeted vocabulary. In the researchers’
observations and reflective journals, they noticed how the volunteers con-
tinually built relationships with the children by prioritizing time for personal
talk, discussing the SEL books, placing photos of the children on the wall, and
exhibiting their work. As an example, in Figure 2 (Child’s Selfie), a girl creates
artwork using an image of a cell phone “selfie” and describes why she likes
herself, mirroring language from the book, I Like Myself (Beaumont, 2004). Each
volunteer/teacher displayed children’s selfies on the walls of their classrooms. In
an interview, one volunteer shared how the children’s photos provided a sense of
belonging for the children; she stated, “this is your [children’s] space too.”

In this CSP learning environment, one volunteer presented children with an
activity to develop deeper knowledge around targeted vocabulary words to
enhance the weekly lesson plan. She constructed puzzle pieces with synonyms
of the targeted vocabulary and other related words. She told the children they
would “all build the puzzle together” because she wanted “to help facilitate
more understanding.” She continued to state, “they’re very tactile.” This
volunteer built a CSP environment as a community with the children as they
worked collaboratively.
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Figure 2. Child’s selfie.

Another volunteer shared one of her favorite experiences as she allowed for
time to get to know the children in her group, or building relationships, an
important aspect of CSP. She photographed one of her students with her Boba
cup purse. The volunteer mentioned this moment because the child told her
why she loved this photo and purse. The child shared that she and her mom get
boba tea together, and “that when she grows up, she wants to be a boba
worker.” The volunteer explained, “and so I took a picture of her and her little
boba cup that she was telling me about it.”

Teaching practices. In conjunction with creating this CSP environment, the
volunteers utilized different teaching practices to promote social-emotional
growth and vocabulary. They employed the selected picture books as teaching
tools while they focused on details in the illustrations and text to support
targeted vocabulary and social emotional learning. One volunteer asked the
children, “how can you tell about this emotion from the illustration?” One child
explained, “by the face” and pointed to picture in the book.



Bennett et al. 15

Another volunteer noticed how important the illustrations were to the
children:

When he saw books that had African American males in them, in the illustrations,
he was pretty glued to it...I could tell, like Jabari Jumps and Jabari Tries, he was
looking at the illustrations. And I felt like there was cultural identification with
those illustrations, so, the book choices for him...

Due to the high interest, the books became interactive tools as volunteers
posed questions that allowed the students to engage with physical responses and
role-playing strategies to connect to the characters’ feelings.

Volunteers also fostered comprehension through scaffolding questions fo-
cused on SEL; they facilitated the children understanding the text (Smit et al.,
2017). One volunteer asked the students, “what’s it like to feel jealous?” She
then provided an example. In a discussion of ‘nervous,” one child explained that
her mom’s yelling made her nervous, while another child exclaimed hurricanes
made her nervous. The researchers indicated in their journals that this spiraling
curriculum reinforced SEL concepts and vocabulary, and each week expanded
on previous weeks.

With increased time and repetitive use, children seemed to understand SEL
words better; in particular, as the volunteers suggested the most successful
strategies were “building upon,” “connecting to themselves and the world,”
and the children and themselves utilizing the target SEL vocabulary words in
context. Even when the children did not actively participate, “I think he [they]
gained something from it internally, even though he may not articulate it later.”

As another effective teaching practice, volunteers read the same book twice a
week followed by a hands-on culminating lesson, which reinforced SEL
concepts and vocabulary. In this example, one student explained different
strategies she learned to employ when she gets angry; she learned these
strategies from the group discussion of When Sophie Gets Angry—Really, Really Angry
(Bangs, 1999; see Figure 3 Child’s Calming Space). These types of hands-on ac-
tivities allowed for different modalities of learning and helped with children’s
conceptualization and text-to-self connections.

Development of children’s social-emotional learning

Over this 8-week program, there was evidence of growth of SEL; all volunteers
supported the intervention impacted students’ SEL vocabulary. They shared how
the children utilized the words accurately. For example, one volunteer shared,
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Figure 3. Child’s calming space.

“They can put the emotion feeling of the face to the word; they can relate it
back.” In addition, “They were beginning to pick up and use some of them.”
The volunteers mentioned there were “trickier” words that posed greater
challenges children’s vocabulary usage, such as persistent, and some confusion
between related words, like frustrated and angry.

Some children grasped concepts more fully than others, with varied degrees
of SEL learning across children, but by the end of the program all children were
offering personal examples demonstrating text-to-self and text-to-world con-
nections. Children transferred their knowledge to their lives as they told their
stories. After reading I Am Every Good Thing (Barnes, 2020), one student explained
he wanted to do well enough in school to “get in 3™ grade,” and he needed “to
get better grades” to achieve this goal. Children’s success in making SEL
connections to their own world experiences also appeared in the volunteers’
personal highlights within their post-program interviews.

In another instance, one volunteer explained children shared connections to
vocabulary words and the children’s literature from previous weeks. She said,
“That was really cool to see them do that.” She continued to express, that the
“targeted vocabulary words come up multiple times, so it gave you an op-
portunity to use those words throughout the weeks... so repetition, ...multiple
opportunities to use the words.” Children demonstrated growth in SEL as they
utilized the words, noticed how the illustrations showed SEL vocabulary, and
made connections as they interacted with the children’s literature.

Volunteers® personal highlights

The volunteers discussed in the interviews several highlights they found
successful through this program. Volunteers built personal relationships with
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the children and created a comfortable space for learning. One volunteer shared
how a child, outside of group read-alouds, asked her to read one of the SEL
books from previous weeks. She stated through relationship-building and
spending time with the children that they responded better to texts. Another
volunteer explained the children made connections to the text outside of the
program. For example, in the weeks after reading Clark the Shark (Hale, 2013),
the children developed their own rhymes to help with self-control just like the
shark protagonist did in that story. Reflecting on children’s internalization of the
story’s content and self-control strategy, this volunteer said, “I was like that’s so
awesome; they’re truly getting it.”

One volunteer discussed one highlight as when she and the children ex-
perienced a good session; she shared how “they didn’t want to leave to-
day...they didn’t want to leave.” She thought this demonstrated success for her
as a teacher. Another volunteer expressed it brought her happiness to see the
children connected the books to themselves after she read it to them. Although
these volunteers experienced highlights, challenges also arose.

Challenges

During the program, volunteers suggested three major challenges: time, at-
tendance, and behavioral dynamics. As described previously, the children
engaged in these lessons while attending the CARC afterschool program at the
conclusion of a full school day. At this time of day, they were often tired or
wanted to play in the gym instead of reading with the volunteers. As we
designed the program, we tried to keep lessons to 20—25 min for efficiency and
allow students time for social interaction and play with their peers, as play is
important in human development as well as decrease chances of behavioral issues
(Roskos and Christie, 2011). However, volunteers discussed they needed more
time for the lessons; “Sometimes the kids just loved talking and there was not that
time to have the extra conversation. So maybe 15 min more of time each day.”

Time also intersects with attendance, as volunteers noted in the interviews
the fluidity of attendance. Sometimes children missed one of the 2 days, or
parents picked up their children early from the center. When designing this
study, it was important the volunteers read the story in its entirety on both days
while reinforcing the vocabulary and then providing a culminating activity.
Therefore, some children did not receive equal amounts of time with the SEL
books, instruction, and vocabulary.

Volunteers also faced an issue with behavioral dynamics. As mentioned
above, some children displayed signs of tiredness or resistance to read because
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they had already been in school a full day. This occasionally resulted in
challenges in interpersonal dynamics between certain students, so when we met
to debrief, we changed group composition as needed to maximize positive
behaviors and participation. In addition, some children exhibited high energy
levels and appeared to need more physical activity, so reading a story while
sitting in a small group periodically presented challenges for these youngsters.

Discussion and implications

Our pilot study provided a space for children to engage with multicultural
children’s literature that supported their SEL growth and vocabulary; they
interacted in authentic dialogue with adults and their peers in a safe, com-
fortable environment (Dyce and Owusu-Ansah, 2016). While there is a
growing body of research that has linked children’s social-emotional skills to
positive life outcomes, there is limited research on how integration of social-
emotional learning with literacy instruction impacts reading achievement or SEL
vocabulary and development (Hart et al., 2020). This study has the potential to
impact curriculum used in school and afterschool programs and could possibly
make a positive impact on both social-emotional growth and vocabulary.

We designed this read-aloud curriculum with a culturally sustaining ped-
agogy (CSP) and multicultural approach to SEL. As noted by the volunteers and
researchers, the children chose to read the selected multicultural literature with
SEL themes within the afterschool program even outside of the read-aloud
sessions. The books were relevant to the children’s lives, and as one boy noticed
and remarked upon, they saw themselves in the books (Bennett et al., 2021;
Gunn et al. 2022b; Bishop, 1990). Beyond the reading of children’s literature
with SEL themes, volunteers built relationships with the children by providing
time for the children to talk, posting photos of the children and their lesson
artifacts, and creating a space of belonging for the children. Volunteers
demonstrated they valued and respected the children — a cornerstone of CSP
(Paris, 2012).

We recognize, based on the quantitative results of the vocabulary assessment
and qualitative findings, the CARC children demonstrated significant progress
in SEL vocabulary and growth. Volunteers shared how the children utilized the
targeted vocabulary and could apply the word with the corresponding emotion.
As in any classroom, some children found words “trickier” (more challenging),
and some children did not grasp the meaning as in-depth as others, as reflected
in their read-aloud discussions and vocabulary post-assessments. The volunteers
facilitated children’s progress through integration of SEL content and
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vocabulary within read-alouds, through use of the planned curriculum, and by
creating a learning environment that enhanced children’s social problem-
solving skills and language development (Doyle and Bramwell, 2006;
Garces-Bacsal, 2022; Santiago-Poventud et al., 2015). It is important for
children to build vocabulary to effectively communicate and express their
emotions to be successful in society, and the children demonstrated growth as
they used the targeted vocabulary (Britt et al., 2016).

Volunteers employed research-based strategies to support the SEL vocabulary
growth. For example, they scaffolded by asking questions, providing examples,
and highlighting illustrations (Doyle and Bramwell, 2006; Garces-Bacsal, 2022;
Smit et al., 2017). The volunteers guided the children in discussion and in-
terpretation of the vocabulary and story. Therefore, children were exposed to
SEL in multiple ways, such as through repeated readings and discussions
(Gallingane and Han, 2015).

According to the findings, one of the challenges focused on behavior issues.
When children are afforded the opportunities to engage in conversations with
SEL vocabulary, children can better regulate their behavior and convey their
feelings (Daunic, et al. 2021). As children learn to problem solve in their lives
and increase their interpersonal skills through the read alouds and SEL content,
there is a potential to decrease and even eliminate behavior issues in the
classroom (Britt et al., 2016; Durlak et al., 2011).

Although there was no statistical significance of children’s SEL as measured
by the SEL web-based assessment, there was statistical significance in the SEL
vocabulary assessment. Many things could possibly have impacted these results.
For future research, it would be important to have a control group and larger
samples. In addition, for the web-based assessment, it would be beneficial to
conduct a longer study instead of a pilot study that was only 8 weeks long. This
assessment measures all five domains of the CASEL framework, yet we only
focused on two domains: self-awareness and self-management (CASEL, 2022)
due to the limited 8-weeks time frame for this pilot study. In subsequent
research, scholars should explore all domains of the CASEL framework within a
more extended read-aloud program incorporating children’s literature with SEL
themes. Long-term opportunities to revisit SEL literature and integrate SEL
vocabulary and concepts more systematically over time, across the program day
and school year might yield greater gains in children’s SEL vocabulary, as well as
in their overall SEL growth and development.

In early childhood classrooms, teachers have the potential to impact chil-
dren’s social emotional vocabulary, growth, and development. SEL is essential
for children to manage and recognize their emotions, make decisions, and
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develop positive relationships to live as a global citizen in a diverse society,
while maintaining their own identity (CASEL, 2022; Garces-Bacsal, 2022).
Multicultural books with SEL themes and read-alouds can provide opportunities
for children to develop targeted vocabulary and social-emotional growth.
Within this pilot program as in other research, these books and experiences
positively impacted the children as they could see themselves and others while
developing a foundation to become a global citizen (Bennett et al., 202 1; Doyle
and Bramwell, 2006). Across the country, there has been a recent push to avoid
and eliminate social-emotional learning and culturally sustaining pedagogy
from schools and even published texts, yet it is vital to continue learning about
how these both facilitate children’s success not only within academic, social,
and emotional domains, but also their success in the larger society.

Limitations

The size and nature of the pilot program limits the study findings. The results
and findings are limited in their scope as this study reviews an 8-weeks program
that was implemented in an after-school context for 20-25 min, 2 days each
week. We recognize the limitations in terms of generalizability to a larger
population given this extremely unique and small sample where the students
were all at very different levels developmental levels. We went through a
rigorous process to select the SEL texts, identify SEL vocabulary to focus on
during each lesson, and develop a curriculum-based measure to assess chil-
dren’s acquisition of targeted vocabulary. However, this researcher-designed
assessment does not currently have statistical evidence of validity and reliability.
This statistical evidence would be important to demonstrate effectiveness of this
SEL vocabulary assessment as a tool for documenting children’s progress and
program impact. Finally, we were not provided with any information regarding
the reliability of the scores from the SEL-web based assessment, nor did we have
item-level responses to calculate them on our own.
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