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Abstract  

The purpose of this action research is to implement a six-week Social Emotional 

Learning (SEL) unit amid the COVID-19 pandemic. The unit was delivered to 26 students, who 

are in first, second and third grade, also known as a Lower Elementary classroom. Many of the 

students are minorities, live in an urban setting and are on the Free or Reduced Lunch program. 

Students engaged in a weekly SEL read aloud book presented by the classroom teacher, with 

follow-up activities and discussions. Students completed Daily SEL Feelings Check-Ins using 

the Zones of Regulation, on Seesaw. A student survey was conducted at the beginning, middle 

and end of the SEL unit. The classroom teacher also made qualitative observations about the 

students’ engagement, participation and language used in small and whole group gatherings. The 

research result revealed students did not come to school ready to learn. Students needed to feel 

safe before they were ready to learn. The pandemic made it difficult to practice SEL skills in the 

classroom due to COVID-19 restrictions. There were unexpected outcomes that resulted in extra 

lessons presented in the classroom. The study emphasizes how important it is to concentrate on 

SEL since returning to in-person learning following the statewide school shut-down during the 

COVID-19 pandemic.  

 

Keywords: SEL, Social and Emotional Learning, Montessori, Zones of Regulations, COVID-19, 

Pandemic  
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Literature Review 

Leaders and educators in the United States, a highly developed country that prides itself 

in economics, government and social systems, continue to ask why our students are not 

performing as well as other countries. Could it be that we are prioritizing academics over the 

social and emotional needs?  According to Durlak, J., Dymnicki, A., Taylor, R., Weissberg, R., 

& Schellinger, K. (2011), many educators would agree that school is much more than just 

academics. Authors continue by stating, “Schools play an important role in creating well rounded 

individuals who are socially and emotional stable.” There is pressure all around in schools and at 

home (Durlak et al., 2011) to get our students on par with other nations. Schools across the 

United States have limited funding and staff causing many educators to prioritize lessons and 

academics (Raimundo et al., 2013) before the students’ well-being. Blum and Libbey (2004) 

concluded “students lack social-emotional competencies and become less connected to schools 

(Durlak et al., 2011), therefore do poorly academically.  

Studies continue to show that Social Emotional Learning (SEL) programs that are “well 

designed and well conducted” have moderately positive program outcomes” (Durlak, p. 418). 

Furthermore, Durlak et al., states that “school based mental health and competence promotion 

has advanced greatly in the past 15 years (p. 420).” More and more data has emerged to support 

social and emotional learning in schools. The 2011 study by Durlak et al. revealed that “SEL 

participants demonstrated significantly improved social and emotional skills, attitudes, behavior, 

and academic performance.” SEL is important and essential to a child’s learning. Research 

continues to show that social and emotional skills are needed and directly correlates to academic 

achievement.   
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What is SEL? 

Collaborative for Academic, Social and Emotional Learning (CASEL) is an organization 

dedicated to education and coaching people through social and emotional learning. According to 

their website, they believe (2020) that Social and Emotional Learning education is essential to 

teach young children to acquire and use the knowledge and skills to develop healthy identities. 

Such skills will help the children to manage their emotions, feel empathy for others, and 

establish and maintain relationships. Children with social and emotional skills will also make 

responsible and caring life decisions. Given this, we can see the equipping children with SEL 

skills not only improves their academic life but also prepares them for overall success in life. 

Education that helps prepare a child for life resonated with Dr. Montessori’s philosophy of 

educating the whole person which we will discuss below. 

The CASEL (2020) has served 30 states and one territory, helping more than 35 million 

students as of July 2019. CASEL (2020) provides schools with a workbook that has explanations 

and illustrations of focus areas. CASEL offers training sessions for administrations and educators 

to learn more about SEL. CASEL (2020) works closely with schools and districts to implement 

the SEL program that will be embedded into the school’s core work. CASEL’s framework is a 

systematic approach where SEL is present in many parts. The framework is science and data 

based; therefore, assessments are done prior, during and after the program and data is collected 

throughout the process. To be successful, SEL is integrated and present in the classroom, 

community, family life, and in the school policies. CASEL also supports and advocates for SEL 

policies and guidelines at the federal level. 

 The overlap of the CASEL 5 approach and Montessori’s understanding of human 

development is uncanny. This comparison will be discussed following a brief overview of the 
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CASEL 5 approach. This SEL, CASEL 5 gets its nomenclature from the design of the approach 

which addresses 5 skills: self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, relationship skills 

and making responsible decisions. These five SEL categories can be taught and applied to all 

children of various backgrounds and ages. The CASEL 5 program has been established and 

successfully integrated into many school districts across the United States (2020).  

 

Figure 1 

CASEL Wheel 
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There have been many studies that confirm that SEL promotes both community and 

effective education (Norris, 2003).  Effective education is defined by Norris as teaching to the 

whole child, emotional regulation and academics.  Norris cited Elias and Arnold (1997) agreeing 

that classrooms where SEL is taught create a safe and nurturing environment for students to 

learn. Ashdown and Bernard (2012) emphasize the SEL lessons should teach children 

confidence, persistence, organization, and also emotional resilience.    

Cranston (2019) who cite Daniel Goleman, along with other scholars, views emotional 

intelligence as “the ability to perceive emotions, to access and generate emotions . . . to 

understand emotions . . . and to reflectively regulate emotions.” Goleman is the co-founder of 

CASEL and the author of seminal work (2005) Emotional Intelligence, is a leader in 

groundbreaking SEL research. His work has not only changed many professional settings but 

also impacted many other researchers in various fields.  Cranston (2019) continues to share those 

students with a strong foundation of emotional intelligence “are positioned well to learn and 

grow, both in school and in the workplace, whereas students who excel academically but lack 

emotional intelligence are often ill-prepared for higher education and a successful transition into 

adulthood.” Cranston clearly believes prioritizing social and emotional learning over academics 

will help the future generation be successful. 

Raimundo, Marques‐Pinto and Lima, studied 318 children in Lisbon, Portugal in 2013. 

There were 213 students participating in a study on SEL, in the intervention group and 105 

students in the control group. The researchers compared the data from both groups and found 

“there were significant intervention gains in some social–emotional competencies, namely, peer 

relations and social competence.” Their work was revealed that the students who participated in 

the SEL program showed improvement in their peer relations and social competence when 
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compared to those who were not a part of the SEL program (2013). Their study also noted other 

differences -SEL affects genders in different ways. The boys who participated in the program 

showed better self-management and lower levels of aggression than their male peers who did not 

participate (2013). 

Further, a large study by Durlak et al. (2011) involving children reported similar positive 

outcomes. The study examined 213 school-based, universal social and emotional learning (SEL) 

programs involving 270,034 kindergarteners through high school students with an 11% 

achievement gain. They noted that “SEL programs are generally successful in all grade levels 

and varies settings such as urban, suburbs or rural areas.”  Durlak et al., suggest that the 11% 

achievement gain is remarkable. They continue to advocate SEL programs to help with the 

pressures of standardized testing as well as boost achievement in school.  

Not only does SEL show evidence of academic growth, but according to Ashdown and 

Bernard’s research, there was “a reduction in problem behaviours (externalising, internalising, 

and hyperactivity problems) for the grade 1 students. Studies (CASEL, 2020) have shown that 

students’ anxiety, behavior problems, and substance use decrease when students are taught social 

and emotional skills. These skills are taught, modeled and practiced in the classroom to increase 

student success in school and in life. 

Teacher’s Role in SEL? 

The teacher’s role in the classroom is essential to the look, feel and attitude of the room 

and students. Durlak et al., (2011) state in their research that “the programs were more effective 

when SEL skills were taught by teachers.” When teaching SEL units, the educators should be 

prepared, give helpful comments to students and present the lessons with enthusiasm (Ashdown 
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and Bernard, 2012). Ashdown and Bernard discovered in their 2012 research that the first 

graders had greater improvements because their teachers were more prepared and followed the 

explicit lessons. Students in grade 1 showed a “significant positive effect on levels of social 

emotional competence and well-being (2012).” Cranston (2019) reiterates the importance of the 

teaching adult to be intentional and “centered” as well as to have had specific training in 

delivering the SEL lesson content.  When all the criteria are met, the classrooms are a healthy 

and happy environment for the educator and the students.  

Norris (2003) states “Teachers play a huge role in SEL environment.”  Teachers must be 

in a constant state of practice, feedback, and reflection. Children need to feel safe and included in 

schools to learn.  Norris (2003) states that “Classrooms where SEL skills are taught and practiced 

have been shown to create such an environment.” Cranston agrees that “A SEL balanced teacher 

is essential in the classroom and can help shape the students. (2019, p. 57).” Cranston (2019) 

advises teachers to consider the environment over method stating that teachers should do daily 

emotional check-ins with their students and give students reflection time. 

Norris (2003) identifies a particular current issue in his research -that it is difficult for 

educators to connect with their students due to the cultural gap between them (students) and 

ourselves (staff). Children now have access to an unlimited amount of information and media. 

Children are easily influenced by media and technology. Norris, (2003) analyzed SEL in all 

aspect of his school -students, teachers and culture. His staff used SEL lessons “to change the 

community into a safer, kinder environment.” The school became a community where everyone 

“felt safe, valued and affirmed.” His teachers were taught to use common language and behavior 

for all students. Staff at the school were given time to teach and practice the SEL skills in the 

classroom.  
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Zones of Regulation 

Zones of Regulation, a system, created by Leah Kuypers, helps individuals recognize and 

regulate their feelings and state of alertness by offering specific categories to evaluate and 

classify them. Leah Kuypers is an occupational therapist and autism specialist in school and 

clinical settings. She specialized in self-regulation and social learning. She has worked with 

many students of all ages and challenges and cultures. Currently, Ms. Kuypers provides training 

and workshops for educators and parents in the United States and in other countries. The feelings 

and state of alertness is categorized in four solid colors, red, yellow, green and blue. The Zones 

of Regulation do more than just identify the student’s feelings but the “Zones framework 

provides strategies to teach students to become more aware of and independent in controlling 

their emotions and impulses, manage their sensory needs, and improve their ability to problem 

solve conflicts (https://www.zonesofregulation.com/learn-more-about-the-zones.html).”  

According to the Zones of Regulation (2020) website, the Blue Zone is feeling down and 

low on energy. The student is not ready to learn and could be feeling sad, sick or tired. Students 

are ready to learn when they are in the Green Zone. They are focused, feeling well, calm and 

happy. When students are frustrated, worried, silly and excited, they are in the Yellow Zone. 

They may have a hard time focusing in the Yellow Zone which their feelings are elevated. 

Students in the Red Zone are dealing with intense emotions and are not ready to learn. They are 

displaying madness, anger, and feeling out of control. Students in this zone may hit, cry, or yell.  
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Figure 2 

Zones of Regulation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Zones of Regulation (2020) colors are like the traffic light colors. This helps children 

and adults to associate the colors and put them into context. For example, Green is “ready to go,” 

Yellow is to “slow down,” and Red means to stop.  The Blue Zone is like the “rest area signs 

where one goes to rest or re-energize (2020).”  

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs 

 Abraham Maslow, a psychologist in the mid-1900s, developed a new discipline called 

humanistic psychology that studies in human behavior and the purpose of life. Maslow’s 

hierarchy of needs (Figure 3) is a psychology theory represented by the shape of a pyramid. It is 
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a theory designed to show how people are motivated and what affects their actions. The pyramid 

shape implies the prioritization of these human needs. The sequence of getting these needs met is 

critical to the process of answering the big questions in life. For example, physiological needs lie 

on the lowest tier, implying that humans require the basics of food, water, warmth and rest 

before anything else. These things help humans feel ready for the next level, which is safety. The 

power of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs is that all people, no matter the age, race and background 

must meet these requirements in order to reach self-actualization and the purpose in life.  

The lower two levels consist of the basic physiological needs. For example, a child’s 

basic needs (food, water, rest) and safety before they can focus on psychological needs of 

relationship and friendship. In other words, according to Maslow, full development cannot 

proceed until the previous area of need is satisfied. Therefore, once satisfied the tier becomes a 

foundation for what comes next. When the child is secure in their basic needs and have steady 

relationships, they will start to feel confident and feel proud of themselves. When all four levels 

of needs are fulfilled, then the child can be ready to move onto Self-Actualization resulting in 

learning and expressing themselves.  

  



SEL UNIT AMID A PANDEMIC  12 

 
Figure 3 

Maslow’s Classic Hierarchy of Needs 

 

 

  

The four needs at the base Physiological, Safety, Belongingness and love and Esteem, are 

not only foundational to all subsequent development but are also considered Deficiency Needs 

meaning the more they persist, the less development occurs. Another important aspect to the 

hierarchy of needs is their relationship to motivation; the lower levels of the pyramid, the person 

is in their stage of development, the less motivated they are to moving up. The more developed 

they are in the pyramid, they more motivated they are to reach their fullest potential in life. For 

example, the longer a person goes without food, they hungrier they get and the less motivated 

they to reach upward to seek Belongingness and love needs. It is the meeting of a need that 
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allows for motivation for upward movement, which fosters growth and provides for fulfillment.  

Individuals cannot reach Self-Actualization when one of the four Deficiency Needs are missing.  

Figure 4 

Maslow’s Being and Deficiency Needs 

 

 

 Maslow (McLeod, 2020) did note later in his research that the tiers are not as rigid as 

connoted by the shape of the pyramid and rather, they may be flexible based up the person’s 

circumstances or differences. In addition to the flexibility in sequence of the traditional 

presentation of Maslow’s hierarchy, there are also supplemental needs that have been suggested 

(McLeod, 2020). The hierarchy of needs pyramid has been extended to add Cognitive needs, 

Aesthetic Needs and Transcendence Needs (McLeod, 2020) (Figure 5). These Growth Needs are 

for people who are seeking fulfillment and living to their fullest potential. Maslow believed one 

can achieve Self Actualization through multiple ways. For example, individuals can have a 
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variety of focuses. They may desire to an accomplished student, be well off financially or 

achieve life goals.   

Maslow’s theory is highly applicable in the classroom because before students can be 

ready to learn, their basic needs (physiological and safety needs) must be fulfilled first. 

Thankfully, this is widely recognized in the United States in multiple ways.  For example, state 

and federal governments have a free or reduced lunch programs to help students meet these 

physiological needs. They have also provided secure and safe school buildings, where students 

can fulfill the safety need. In March 2020, when our country closed due to the COVID-19 

pandemic, our district along with many other districts across the nation made plans to keep our 

students fed by packing meals, providing pick up times and drop off times.  

Schools across the nation also came up with creative ways to stay in touch with students 

and continued to work on building and strengthening relationships. Interestingly, one week 

before the state shut down, the educators in our district felt the psychological needs of the 

students were not being met. Providing food for the students was just not enough, we wanted to 

also provide more social and emotional support. With this assistance, according to Maslow’s 

theory would help students move up the pyramid to be ready to learn. The educators in our 

district saw a need for more social and emotional support in the district and went on strike prior 

to the sate shutdown, requesting for more school counselors and aids in the classrooms. 

Maslow’s theory supports the teacher’s request and my interest in fostering SEL because of the 

need to take care of the body, mind, and relationship before academics. SEL fits into the Esteem 

Needs. Students need to learn how to build and maintain good relationships, self-manage 

emotions and build confidence before they can concentrate on Growth Needs to expand their 

knowledge.  
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Figure 5 

Maslow’s Motivational Model 

 

 

Conclusion of Literature Review 

It is very clear looking at Maslow’s Motivation Model that SEL falls within the 

Deficiency Needs category, meaning that it is essential that before an individual can concentrate 

on cognitive they must satisfy those deficiencies. The CASEL (2020) is a resource to help satisfy 

the Esteem Needs. CASEL has provided many organizations, schools and workforces successful 
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models for SEL learning.  After decades of research on SEL outcomes of this work, the 

conclusion is that SEL is beneficial and essential for students, teachers, families and schools to 

function well and productively. Again and again the research suggests that students who are 

socially and emotional competent perform better in school; they are confident, socialize well 

with friends, cooperative and finally invest in hard work in the classroom. They also have the 

necessary skills that are needed beyond school, which many employers seek. CASEL (2020) 

states “SEL programming can have a positive impact up to 18 years later on academics, conduct 

problems, emotional distress, and drug use.” Schools must provide time and space for students to 

learn and practice these skills in the classroom. Studies have also suggested teachers should be 

trained properly and follow SEL instructions.  

By teaching students social and emotional learning skills, we help them to recognize and 

regulate their emotions. We help them to build confidence through discussions, role play and 

give them space to learn more about themselves. Students who are taught social and emotional 

skills feel safe in school and have a sense of belonging to their community. They are more likely 

to take on responsibilities and own their learning. Students can learn to self-mange when they 

have the right tools.  The Zones of Regulations is a unique tool to help children recognize, name 

their feelings and learn the tool to self-regulate.  It is a strategy, providing students with practice 

in managing SEL skills. With all the social changes, we need to adapt and change the way we 

look at academics to reach our students.  
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SEL in Montessori 

The Montessori Philosophy was developed in the early 1900s by Dr. Maria Montessori. 

She started her pedagogy when working with children in the Casa dei Bambini and her work 

evolved into the Montessori Method over the next decade. She observed children in various 

cultures and developed the method her whole life. She realized through her skilled and keen 

observations that child development had key tenets. One of these early established truths of her 

method was for educators to teach to the “whole child” including preparing the spirit (2007, p. 

130).  Montessori education supports the development of the whole body, heart and mind. As a 

medical doctor and an anthropologist, Maria Montessori believed educational life lessons that 

extend beyond academic success (Seldin, 2018). A Montessori classroom is an empowering 

community where children truly belong and contribute to each other and as a whole group 

(Seldin, 2018).  

Maria Montessori also emphasized children go through different developmental stages 

and these stages have different mindsets (Montessori, 2007, p. 16), known as the Four Planes of 

Development (Figure 6).  The First Plane of Development is from birth to age 6. Children 

develop by going through several Sensitive Periods, during which they absorb everything around 

them. They are learning language, movement and are focused on themselves. The Second Plane 

of Development children are full of imagination, beginning to understand chronology and highly 

interactive with peers and thus practicing social skills. In this Plane of Development, Montessori 

notes that children’s morals and values are forming. Therefore, it is so essential to teach social 

and emotional skills during the Second Plane of Development. Dr. Montessori writes about this 

specific age group and their readiness to engage and discuss social issues. “It is a period of 

growth without transformations. It is a period of calm and serenity. It is also psychically 
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speaking a period of healthy and strength and security." (Montessori, 2007, p. 17).  In the Third 

Plane of Development, children are focused on the community and questioning their sense of 

belonging. In the Fourth Plane of Development, children have reached maturity and focuses on 

their personal and social responsibility.   

Figure 6 

Planes of Development 

 

Her method promotes social and emotional learning in multiple ways. A prepared 

classroom is essential for learning and aesthetically pleasing to the eye. The structure and order 

of the classroom are important to help the children minimize stress (Standing, 1998). The 

Practical Life area help develop control of movement, sequencing, practice patience and 

concentration, all of which contribute to the development of self-regulation skills.  The 

Montessori physical environment affects the students’ functioning to the same extend that 

Practical Life activities construct their inner growth in the development of self-esteem and 

confidence. Maria Montessori (2007) believed that preparing the hands “goes side by side with 
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the development of the intelligence” (p. 124). Students, starting at a young age, practice 

independence by having the freedom to choose their work and be responsible for their learning. 

These choices vary across ages because students are grouped in a three-year span together in a 

classroom according to the Planes of Development. The adult in the classroom does more than 

teach the academics; they are a guide in helping with social and emotional needs too. The guide 

will “become the guardian and custodian of the environment (Montessori, 1995, p. 227).”   

Students in lower elementary, also known as E1 (first, second and third graders), are in 

the Second Plane of Development. Maria Montessori recognized that the age of six to nine years 

old, students are hungry for knowledge and culture and ready to manage their learning. Their 

mental powers expand, and moral development starts to form. This is a period of calmness and 

happiness for many children. Lower elementary students believe they are very strong, and most 

are quite healthy at this age. Due to these reasons, E1 is an ideal age to implement a social 

emotional learning unit. For example, their need to socialize supports discussions and role play. 

Montessori believed that children need to socialize to help them learn stating “the children are 

constantly learning from each other” (Standing, 1998, p. 277). They will form groups all on their 

own, working “together for an hour or so, perhaps the whole morning” (Standing, 1998, p. 277). 

They learn through playing and are encouraged to “speak to each other and initiate activities 

together whenever they like” (Lillard, 1972, p. 55).  

Maria Montessori believed that education should be more than just academics but also 

therefore help children to find their place in the world. The elements of Cosmic Education may 

be displayed in Montessori classroom through the freedom of choice, a prepared classroom, 

following the student’s interests and interconnected lessons. If education is to be effective, it 

needs to prepare the child to be independent and for life (Montessori, 1967, p.57, p. 50). Again 
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the Montessori curriculum is to coincide with the Cosmic Task, answering those hard questions 

of what’s the purpose of life, similar to Maslow’s life work. Observation is very important in a 

classroom because we can learn an abundance of information about a child through their 

movements, choices and words they use. In the Montessori classroom, the invisible curriculum 

that is carried out in the prepare environment assures a safe place in the classroom community 

with high responsibility and very clear guidelines. The results in an emotionally safe community 

for the students to learn in. Through such an environment, students can start to tackle their 

Cosmic Task, which is to find their place in the world, similar to Maslow’s purpose in life. Maria 

Montessori stated that “We call an individual disciplined when he is master of himself, and can, 

therefore, regulate his own conduct (2008, p. 41).”  The Montessori Philosophy teaches children 

to self-regulate, learn to concentrate, build confidence and learn from a safe and engaging 

environment, identical to CASEL’s mission statements.  

As discussed earlier there is an uncanny overlap between the CASEL 5 approach and the 

Montessori Philosophy on the Second Plane of Development. The following table (Table 1) 

displays the complementary aspects of the two approaches.  
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Table 1 

CASEL’s SEL Learning and Montessori’s Philosophy 

CASEL’s SEL Learning Montessori’s Philosophy 

Self-Awareness -child is aware of their movements, language and body 
-child aware of their identity and learning about themselves 
through all the subjects 

Self-Management -child is responsible for their learning 
-child manages work in the classroom 
-child sets up and cleans up their materials 

Social Awareness -child helps to care for the environment inside and outdoors 
-child contributes to the small and large group learning 
-child starts to develop moral (right from wrong) and explore 
further 
-child works in small and large groups 

Relationship Skills -child is in multi-age classroom 
-child develops a deeper relationship with guide by being in 
the same classroom for 3 years 
-child develops meaningful friendships with students and 
may have daily interactions with them for 3+ years 

Responsible Decision-Making -child learns independence through lessons and 
encouragement from the guide 
-child learns patience through practice and repetition work 
-child is free to choose their work 
 

 

Action Research: Introduction and Context 

Purpose 

The purpose of this study is to teach a Social Emotional Learning unit in my classroom 

amid the COVID-19 pandemic. On March 15th, 2020 Minnesota’s Governor Tim Walz issued the 

Executive Order to direct Minnesotans to stay at home. This order was to ensure that we were 

ahead of the curve on COVID-19 prevention and response. The order included the temporary 

closure of public schools. The students had been in Distance Learning since March 2020. Many 

of them are still struggling to adjust to the new way of learning and may feel disconnected from 
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their school and classmates. According to Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs pyramid, students need 

to feel safe and secure before they are ready to learn. This unit offers a propitious transition for 

the student to reconnect with themselves, with each other and with the teacher. My name is Mor 

Chia Nguyen and I am the teacher and researcher for this SEL unit.  

My students used a variety of tools throughout the study. Students will use the Seesaw 

application on their school issued i-Pads and printed worksheets to do their assignments. Seesaw 

is a learning application for educators to use to give out assignments electronically. It allows 

teachers and students to take picture, make voice and video recording and schedule assignments.  

Students will be engaged through an SEL book and follow-up Seesaw Activities given in person 

and pre-recorded on Seesaw. Students will do a Feelings Check-in using the Zones of 

Regulations. Students will also engage in large and small group discussions and be observed by 

the classroom teacher/researcher who will collect qualitative and quantitative data throughout the 

study.  

Methodology  

Setting and Participants 

The action research took place at an urban public Montessori in an E1 classroom. We are 

a Title 1 program, which is a program to ensure that all children have fair and equal access to 

high-quality education. The school has a less than average proficiency rate in Reading and Math 

scores and a higher-than-average number of free or reduced lunch students. Regardless of the 

numbers, we are a school that is proud to be a peaceful Montessori public school. 

Though our urban Montessori school has many challenges just like similar other urban 

schools, our district has several positive practices. First, our district has a 1:1 device policy, 
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which means every student has an Apple iPad device issued to them. The devices are typically 

used in the classroom for elementary students, while secondary students have the option to take 

them home. Our districts have purchased several learning applications to encourage technology 

learning. Another positive practice, the district has had courageous conversations surrounding 

the achievement gap, equity, and culturally responsive teaching. Our school also had a part-time 

school counselor last year. We recently just received the approval (due to the strike in March 

2020) to have a full-time counselor this winter. Despite these positive adjustments in our district, 

students still need more support in their social and emotional health. It is especially crucial 

during these unprecedented times, especially during both the pandemic and the Black Lives 

Matter (BLM) movement which deeply touches our community. On May 25th,  2020, a man 

named George Floyd was killed by a police officer. This event devasted and affected my students 

and families within our district. There were a couple of months of unrest and protest surrounding 

the murder in support of Black Lives Matter in our state and cities. At the onset of my study, the 

students had been out of the school building for close to 11 months. They had not seen their 

teachers, peers, and other staff members in person since March 2020. They had not interacted 

with their classmates and may not have even been around other children.  

The students in the study are first, second and third graders. There are 7 boys and 8 girls 

participating in the research (Table 2). First graders make up 40 % of the participants, second 

graders make up about 27 % and third graders make up about 33% of the participants.  
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Table 2 

Participants in the Study by grade 

First Graders Second Graders Third Graders Total: 15 students 

2 boys 2 boys 3 boys 7 boys 

4 girls 2 girls 2 girls 8 girls 

   

Table 3 

Participants in the Study by Race 

White Americans Non-White American Students 

9 students 6 students 

 

  About 19 percent (3/15) of the minorities are Hmong. This is a small representation of 

the 42% of Hmong students in my classroom because not many participated in the research. This 

small representation comes from the fear among this population due to COVID-19 virus and 

anti-Asian sentiments. I lost students when returning to in-person learning because families of 

those students chose to stay in virtual learning within our district because they felt safer at home 

than in school. 

The students have had a difficult, unprecedented year. In the middle of March 2020, our 

St Paul Federation Union went on strike to request for more mental health and counselor support 

in schools. This request was not about salary or benefits, but educators recognized the need for 

students to receive social and emotional guidance. We as educators cannot teach when trauma 
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and SEL developments are not secure. After three days, when the negotiations were just 

beginning to address the emotional and social needs of our students, COVID-19 took its grip on 

the city. Therefore, our school district which had already been closed due to the strike, now was 

closed due to the pandemic. We recognized our district needed more social and emotional 

support in our buildings. After our district and union settled; teachers and students went straight 

into Distance Learning. We had one day to prep the students’ iPad and their belongings in brown 

paper bags to be picked up the next day. Many of the students had not seen each other, nor have 

they seen staff members since then- nearly 11 months.  

We did not get to say goodbyes to our 3rd graders at the end of the year nor did we 

welcome the new students in the fall of 2020. Our new school year started over with Google 

Meetings and meeting each other virtually.  Many of our students may feel disconnected due to 

the pandemic and not being physically in school. Many students were and are still struggling to 

learn in the new environment. One positive side to being in a Montessori multi-age classroom is 

the returning second and third graders this school year were already familiar with me and the 

school. Thankfully, I already have a relationship with those students and their families. In 2021, 

in-person learning started on February 1st, the same day my research also started! Furthermore, 

in-person learning came with several restrictions due to COVID-19.  

 

Research Instruments and Implementation 

 

The study was six weeks unit to teach SEL during the pandemic. The purpose of the 

study was to ensure a positive transition back into the classroom. It was to help students 

reconnect and restore relationships in our classroom. Each week of the unit had a children’s 
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book, chosen by the teacher / researcher, focused on social and emotional health. The books were 

read out loud to the students as a whole class and were also available on Seesaw for students to 

listen to again. The follow-up activities were taught in small groups, tracked and recorded on 

Seesaw. The follow-up activities included writing with sentence starters, brainstorming, using 

word banks and expression through art. Student engagement was also observed by the classroom 

teacher and tracked during morning meetings and in small group work. Below is the list of 

literacy support and Seesaw Application based activities in my study.   

Table 4 

SEL Book and Seesaw Activities 

 Book Lesson Seesaw Activity 
Week 1 I Like Myself  

By Karen Beaumont 
I am different and 
that makes me special 

All about me writing 
and art 

Week 2 The Feelings Book 
By Todd Parr 

Recognizing and 
naming your feelings  

Zones of Regulation 
Toolbox and I love love 
writing 

Week 3 When Sophie Gets Angry 
By Molly Bang 

People do different 
things when they get 
angry (strategies) 

Write, draw and share 
ideas and Dear future 
self letter 

Week 4 King of the Playground 
By Phyllis Reynolds Naylor 

Standing up for 
yourself 

Role play and discussion 
about using our voices 

Week 5 The Invisible Boy 
By Trudy Ludwig 

Include others Discussion and 
reflection on inclusion 
and craft 

Week 6 Be Who You Are 
By Todd Parr 

Be who you are Character analysis on 
self 

 

 

SEL Student Survey  

The Pre-SEL Unit Student Survey (Appendix C) was given on Monday, February 1, 

2021, on the first day of return to in-person learning at school. This survey was given to all 26 

students, but data is from the 15 participants. The survey was given electronically through a 
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Google Form. The survey questions were created by the teacher/ researcher and responded to the 

SEL lessons from the books read in class.  The survey consisted of 6 questions each with three 

possible points. The answers were concise and had a visual to help the students understand the 

response. The visuals are similar to the district student engagement survey, which students take 

annually at our school. The 7th question was open-ended and allowed the students use written 

language to describe themselves. This question asked students to write four descriptive words 

about themselves. Each descriptive word was worth three points, totally 12 points. The whole 

survey was worth a total of 30 points.  

The students took the survey over on their iPad devices, as the teacher read the questions 

out loud during each survey. The Mid-SEL Unit Student Survey was given on Friday, February 

19, 2021, following the same procedures. This same survey was given to all the students, but 

data is from the 11 participants. There was no data from four participants. The Post-SEL Unit 

Student Survey was given on Friday, March 12, 2021, following the same procedures as the 

other two surveys. This same survey was given to all the students, but data is from the 14 

participants. There was no data from 1 participant. The data results presented below represent 

data from the student survey, which had a different number of participants. 

Feelings Check-In  

Students were asked to complete a daily Feelings Check-In (FCI) on Seesaw every 

morning before the morning meeting. Students completed their FCI (Appendix D) using the 

school issued iPads. In the FCI, students moved the star to the Zone they were feeling. The 

Zones of Regulation included Blue, Green, Yellow or Red Zone with feelings written underneath 

and a visual of the Disney characters from the movie, Inside Out. Students are familiar with the 
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Zones of Regulation since it was taught while we were in Distance Learning. There are three 

posters of the Inside Out Zones of Regulation posted in the classroom.  

Teacher Observations 

Student engagement was recorded through observations (Appendix E) that I made in the 

classroom. I observed during the daily morning meeting and during small groups. Morning 

meeting consisted of reading the morning message, correcting the message, a morning exercise 

activity, counting numbers and then going over the agenda of the day. If students were engaged 

the students received a checkmark. Student’s engagement was measured by whether or not they 

participated in class. Participation meant the student answered or asked a question, nodded, or 

other forms of body language. For example, did they do the morning exercise with the class? Did 

they recite the number when we counted by tens. Notes were also taken on what students shared 

verbally and their actions. 

Morning meeting is different this year due to the COVID-19 restrictions and social 

distancing regulations. We can no longer gather and circle up for morning meetings. This 

changed the dynamic and community of the classroom hence why our morning meeting routines 

are different. Reading the morning message together is an effective and low risk reading exercise 

for students. The morning exercise consisted of Go Noodle workout or dance videos. This is a 

higher-risk activity for students. Some students did not participate in this activity and that caused 

them to disconnect from morning meeting.  

 Study Results and Data Analysis 

To protect my students’ identity, I created and assigned the students to a number, starting 

with #101 to #115. Students completed a FCI every morning before the morning meeting. Based 
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upon the FCIs, two students were often in the Blue Zone (Figure 7), while the rest of the students 

were mostly in the Green Zone. Student #107 witnessed their dog being run over and has been 

devastated since (Appendix G, Week 2). Student #107 has expressed grief daily to me and 

needing space and time to heal due to the traumatic event that occurred. This student had a very 

difficult time in Distance Learning and was rarely at our virtual meetings.  

As seen in Figure 7, Student #103 checked in as being tired (Blue Zone), which after 

checking in with mom, it was revealed they have a longer commute to school since they live 

outside of the district. Student #103 is also a student with anxiety and is extremely introverted in 

the classroom. The student expressed some upset feelings about a conflict they had at home. 

Student #110 expressed some anxious feelings about their weekends and excitement for family 

events. Student #114 is very expressive and chose more than one feeling during her check-ins. 

They loved being in school but had a lot of anxiety over schoolwork. These results from the FCI 

show that these feelings are not just school-related but also home-related. Some of my students 

displayed SEL feelings in the Blue Zone suggesting there is a strong correlation between my 

quantitative and qualitative data. It was hard for many of my students to focus on academics 

when they are thinking about other things outside of the classroom.  
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Figure 7 

Frequency of Zones by Students 

 

 

 

As mentioned in the literature review, Norris noted that SEL affects gender in different 

ways. The girls reported more feelings during their FCIs. Student 114 and 103 (Figure 7) had 

many occasions where they shared more than one feeling in their FCIs. Figure 8 displays that 

more girls than boys expressed feeling in the Blue Zone more often than the boys who 

participated in the study. The difference is by 17%, resulting in fewer girls reporting in the Green 

Zone meaning less girls feeling happy and content when compared to the boys. The boys 

reported at a high 78% being in the Green Zone, while the girls had a percent of 64%. There was 

not a great difference between the girls and boys in the Yellow and Red Zones.  
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Figure 8 

Frequency of Zones by Gender 

 

 
 

 

In Appendix E, the SEL Pre survey students took when the unit began had an average of 

24.33 points. The SEL Mid survey, students took had an average of 24.64 points, slightly higher 

but not significant. The Mid survey was missing four students’ data, which made it difficult to 

decipher the average number.  The SEL Post survey scored an average of 26 points, a two-point 

gain in SEL. This shows that students’ SEL improved by week 6. Many students were able to 

provide descriptions of themselves using the academic language that we practiced in class. 

During the SEL Unit, we practiced speaking positively to ourselves and to each other (Appendix 

J). We practiced naming our feelings and role-played what to do during certain situations (Table 

5). We named and wrote about who are and what we want for our future.  

  



SEL UNIT AMID A PANDEMIC  32 

 
Table 5 

Student Work Sample 1-5 

Student work sample 1: 
The students worked on sharing 
information about themselves. 
They shared about their family and 
fun facts. They were asked to write 
3 positive descriptive words about 
themselves. They also drew and 
colored how they saw themselves.  
They were able to share their work 
on Seesaw and with the class. 

 

Student work sample 2: 
The students worked on naming 
character traits on their outside and  
on their inside. This student talked 
about their skin color, their height 
and their eye color. This student 
wrote that they were kind, sad and 
surprised on the inside. They drew 
and colored how they saw 
themselves.  

 

Student work sample 3: 
The students worked on naming 
feelings and expressing feelings in 
a large group in the classroom. 
Then they did a follow-up work 
drawing faces on the emojis. The 
students were asked to record their 
work on Seesaw and use the 
microphone to make a recording of 
their work. 
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Student work sample 4: 

The students learned about 
inclusion. We brainstormed 
multiple ways we can include 
others in our classroom, at lunch 
and at recess time. This student 
wrote they can be kind, help 
people, talk to others and ask 
people to play with them. This 
student also wrote they will take 
turns and share with others to be 
inclusive.   

Student work sample 5: 
The students worked on creating a 
toolbox for each zone.  
What would they do in the Blue 
Zone? What would they do in the 
Green Zone? What would they do 
in the Yellow Zone? What would 
they do in the Red Zone? 
Then they used the microphone to 
record themselves talking about 
each zone and what they put in 
their toolbox. 
 

 

 

A surprise result of the student survey was that two or more students did not feel 

completely safe at school (Appendix E). Because this struck me, I asked the students about it and 

they replied that it was due to the COVID-19 virus. One student expressed that some students did 

not have on their mask properly sometimes. This resulted in several classroom discussions about 

why we wear masks in school, how to wear our masks properly and a class project. The students 

with some guidance designed and made posters to hang up around our school. Each student had 

three choices for their poster. The choices were how to wash your hands properly, how to social 

distance and how to wear your masks properly. This was an unexpected project that resulted 

from the student survey. 
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Despite lessons, in the Post SEL Survey, two students indicated “Sometimes” for feeling 

safe at school. One of the two students is student #109 (Figure 9). The student entered 

“Sometimes” on all three surveys for feeling safe. This student is very aware of the COVID-19 

virus and has shared with me their family experience with the virus. This student has been the 

only child for seven years and is anticipating the arrival of a new sibling. The student is still 

scared and nervous about having a sibling. This relates back to Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs: if 

the students are not feeling safe and secure, they will not be ready to learn. I also noticed that 

even though this student is above grade level in reading and math, their survey answers struck 

me by surprise with their answers to question 2, 3 and 4.  I know the student and family well 

since I had the student last year, too. The student is cooperative, kind, considerate, and very 

engaged in the classroom, but scored much lower than I expected.  The COVID-19 pandemic not 

only disrupted our students’ learning, but their social and emotional health as well.  

Figure 9 

Student 109 Survey Data 

 

 

When examining the SEL survey question about if students try new things (Appendix G), 

many students answered “Sometimes.” Only three students chose the response “Yes.” At the end 

of the SEL unit, seven students selected the answer “Yes.” This showed there was growth in the 

student’s willingness to try new things. Our students have been asked to be flexible and adapt to 



SEL UNIT AMID A PANDEMIC  35 

 
the new COVID-19 rules and regulation in our classroom. We are asking a lot from our students, 

which could result in an increase in emotional stress among the students. The SEL unit helped 

the students to express their feelings and try new things. One question that had a consistent 

answer in the Pre and Post survey is the question #6: I try my best in school. All the students 

answered “yes” in the Pre survey and in the post survey too. I encourage the students every day 

to do their best work.  In regard to how the students described themselves, the words “kind,” 

“nice,” and “happy” appeared the most frequently. It was also clear that more third graders were 

able to write four describing words compared to the first and second graders. Kind and happy are 

words we use often in our classroom, so it is great to see students using them to describe 

themselves also.  

I looked at the Student Survey Data examining just the questions 1-6 (Appendix K). 

Questions 1-6 have a total of 18 points. The Pre SEL-Unit Survey had an average score of 14.93 

and the Post SEL Unit Survey had an average score of 15.7 points. Students scored a bit better 

according to the average. Student #105’s data was missing in the Post SEL Unit Survey. Four 

students in the post survey have the maximum point of 18, while in the pre-survey there is only 1 

student with 18 points. This data implies that the students learned from the SEL Lessons and the 

lessons helped to improve their scores. Looking at the data on Figure 8, I can see that five out of 

fifteen students did not answer “Yes” for the questions of “I have friends.” This is not surprising 

considering they have not socialized with friends for nearly 11 months. By the end of the SEL 

Unit, only two students answer as “Sometimes,” while the other 13 students answered “Yes.” 

This result is logical since they have had social interactions with one another.  

As I reflect on this data, a couple of possible conclusions come to mind. First, we are in a 

pandemic. Every aspect of our classroom has been affected by COVID-19 from our routines to 
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the social and emotional needs of the students and staff members at the school. As an adult, I am 

nervous about teaching in a classroom of 26 students, therefore the same is expected of my 

students. Secondly, this student does well academically, but socially, they have not had much or 

if any social interactions with peers. Some families decided on in-person learning because they 

wanted their kids to be able to talk, play and be around peers. These students have not socialized 

nor interacted with each other in nearly 11 months, thus their social development suffered. 

Students and staff had to socially distance and wear masks, which made it extremely difficult to 

socialize the same way that students had experience with. For example, our morning circle and 

our greeting activities is a big part of our community building activities. Many social activities 

were prohibited, which contributed to the reasons why students did score as well as expected. 

This strongly confirms the need for SEL in a classroom, especially during a pandemic when the 

children are already disconnected from the classroom, teachers and peers.   

Limitations of the Study 

There were several limitations to my research. The first one is that due to the new 

COVID-19 restrictions, our Montessori Philosophy was minimally visible in the classroom. We 

were not allowed to gather due to COVID-19 social distancing regulations. Circling up for 

morning meeting, sharing and discussions is pivotal in a classroom for building community. I 

also believe navigating social and emotional learning was also difficult due to the mask wearing 

and social distance expectations. Often, it was challenging to read the student’s body language in 

the classroom. We had to do more screen time than the year before, hence why so many 

activities were on Seesaw and through Google. This resulted in the lack of participants in the 

research. Many of my first graders had a difficult time reading the survey and spelling words for 

the last question. Taking the survey on the screen is very different from taking the survey on 
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paper. Students were anxious to finish and move onto the next activity. Doing the research 

electronically also limited my data, because a few students would forget their devices at home 

each day.  

Another limitation is that lessons went at a slower pace than normal since we had to 

socially distance. I could not get as many small group lessons in as usual during a normal school 

day. We have less teaching time this year since we have three mandatory handwashing and an 

extra recess added to our schedule, which added to be a total of 50 minutes. It was important to 

me that after nearly a whole year of missing routines, friends, teachers and the school building 

that I focused on my student’s social and emotional needs, rather than diving into academics. 

Returning to the classroom was an adjustment for everyone, which made this research even more 

important, but difficult in some ways too. Students needed to be back into the routines of the 

classroom, feel safe and comfortable. Yet, our new reality was the students came back to the 

classroom needing to learn new routines, wear a mask all day, learn how to social distance and 

keep to themselves causing distress. 

Further Implications  

If I were to do this study again, I would print the survey out and have them do it on paper. 

Research shows that when people are reading on the screen, they tend to scan and not fully 

understand what they are reading. I would also provide two feelings check-ins, one for the 

morning before school and then another time before school is over. I would like to analyze how 

the students feel at the end of the day. Many of their morning feelings are from home. I am also 

interested in finding out why many of my Hmong students did not participate in the study. I lost 

a few Hmong students due to returning to in-person learning. According to a recent article on 

NPR (2021), more Asian Americans chose virtual learning due to the rise of anti-Asian racism. 
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Families do not feel safe physically and emotionally to return to in-person learning yet. Does 

being an English Language Learner make a significant difference in measuring academic 

language? Mental health is a new and rising concern in our Hmong community. Did this 

pandemic set the Hmong community back in reference to the mental health progress? Did the 

Hmong families at our school chose Distance Learning due to the rise of anti-Asian racism as 

stated by NPR? How does our culture and tradition hinder or value SEL? These are questions I 

ponder and would be interested in learning more about them one day. 

I wonder what my results would look like with more participants and a longer period of 

study.  Would student interviews be more accurate than the survey? How different would my 

results be? Or would their answer be swayed because the teacher is asking the questions?  

Perhaps the students who are academically challenged would have a stronger voice through the 

interviews? Does it make a difference being in an E1 environment versus a traditional school 

setting with just one grade? What if we compared the results to a Distance Learning class, where 

the lessons and interactions were all online? 

Though my results were relatively conclusive, I strongly believe that with paper surveys, 

student interviews and more participants, I would have received a greater difference between the 

first and last week of the SEL Unit.  I also cannot help but wonder if this study should be longer 

than a 6-week unit. I strongly advise SEL lessons should be given daily throughout the whole 

school year. I argue this point because SEL is just, if not, more important than learning how to 

read, write and solve math problems. Student’s emotional and social needs should be taken care 

of so they are comfortable, secure and ready to learn and grow. 
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Conclusion and Reflections  

 

This research provided many results and revealed important information to keep in mind 

as I continue to teach in-person during the pandemic. I had high expectations in my data 

knowing that SEL is important in the classroom. I learned several lessons during my research. 

Seesaw is a great application to use during this pandemic. It provided student voice, student 

work log and another way for parent, student and teacher communication. Seesaw allowed 

students to work from home and to socially distance in the classroom. Seesaw made it easier to 

submit assignments and hear pre-recorded directions for assignments. I am relieved that my 

research was on SEL and that I started in-person learning with this SEL unit. It was the most 

appropriate way to start school during this COVID-19 pandemic. Many of my students who 

came to school were not always ready to learn. They had other concerns on their mind. I will 

continue to be a reflective teacher and adjust my lessons to meet the social and emotional needs 

of my students.  

The results confirmed for me how important it is to teach SEL in the classroom, 

especially during this COVID-19 pandemic. However, it is disappointing that only 59 % of our 

schools in the United States have some form of SEL program (Durlak et al., 2011). Despite this, 

students need more than academics. They need to feel safe, comfortable and welcomed before 

they can be emotionally stable to focus on academics. Students need to practice socializing, 

sharing and playing with others again after nearly 11 months away from the classroom. Durlak 

(2011) reiterates the importance of SEL and how we need to have state and federal support for 

the SEL programs.  “The treatment of the child is really a social question and today more and 

more we begin to realize that it must be changed” (Montessori, 2007, p. 87). This research 

emphasized for me how important it is for me to continue to teach and fight for SEL to be a part 
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of my daily routine. I need to be checking in with all my students emotionally and socially every 

day. I need to be an SEL advocate. I need to seek proper training and continue to educate myself 

in SEL, so that I can provide the most effective SEL instructions in my classroom.  We all 

believe that children are our future and education should prepare them for life, but what are we 

doing to invest in our children. Maria Montessori once said, “The child gives us a new hope and 

a new vision.” (Montessori, 2007, p. 62). We can do better for them, so let us do better! 
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IRB Approved Document
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Appendix B  

Informed Consent  
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Appendix C  

Study Instrument 1: Nguyen SEL Research Survey Form 
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Appendix D 

Study Instrument 2: Nguyen Feelings Check-In 

 

 

  



SEL UNIT AMID A PANDEMIC  52 

 
Appendix E 

Study Instrument 3: Nguyen Engagement Observation Form 
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Appendix F 

Raw Data: SEL Student Survey 
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Appendix G 

Raw Data: Student Feelings Check-In 

 

 

Data by Date: 
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Data by Students 
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Data by Gender: 
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Appendix H 

SEL Survey Question #3 
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Appendix I 

 

Raw Data: Student Engagement 
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Appendix J 

Student Work Samples 6-10:

 

#6: Student wrote to their future self. 

 

 

 #7: Student identified a time when they were in the Blue, Green, Yellow and Red Zone, how 
they felt and what they did to feel better. 
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#8: Student wrote a poem about themselves using sentence starters. 

 

 

#9: Student drew their faces feeling a certain emotion. 
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#10: Student’s poster on social distance. 

 

 

 

Appendix K 

Student Survey Data Questions 1-6 
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