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Professor Katherine Weare welcomed the participants to Southampton University, before proceeding to make her presentation as the first speaker. Katherine presented a comprehensive overview of social and emotional learning in schools, highlighting the principles and the inherent tensions of the work. She began by considering the range of terminologies, paradigms and discourses which converge on the field of mental health and well-being, raising issues about the clarity of meaning of the terms, the extent of the overlap and the degree to which different discourses imply different mindsets. 
A brief international overview was provided, demonstrating different approaches. The widespread use of programmes of Social and Emotional Literacy (of varying quality) in the US  was contrasted with the Australian emphasis on Health Promoting schools, ‘Resilience’ programmes and  ‘Friends’ programmes. African approaches were described as ‘Lifeskills’  based whilst the European focus lay more with notions of ‘mental health’, within a Health Promoting Schools framework emphasising coping skills, and anti-bullying. Contrasts were demonstrated within the UK, as the majority English primary schools and increasing numbers of secondary schools adopt the SEAL approach. In Scotland by contrast the development of mental health promotion in schools has been advanced through programmes such as Restorative Practices, Being Cool in School.
Katherine continued by discussing the tensions that pervade this work in schools, although in many cases, she argued it was a question of finding a balance, rather than concentrating on the oppositional positions. These included: the potential for mismatch between the perceived aims of schooling and those of SEL and the associated tension between encouraging autonomy of conformity in school children. Tensions were identified between targeted approaches and whole school approaches, but again it was argued that the two should be seen as complementary. And tensions could exist for schools between adopting a pre-determined programme and responding flexibly to meet local needs.
However, the main thrust of the paper was to highlight the overall successes of SEL in British schools. The aims of SEAL were shown to marry with those of schooling, for example keeping the nation competitive with more employable/ skilled students who were used to innovation and change, thereby ‘future proof’. The social harmony, personal growth, social responsibility and critical thinking engendered by SEL could all be seen as important features of modern schooling. Additionally, systematic review has identified the positive  impact of SEL programmes on ‘hard data’ such as behaviour records, attendance, exclusion rates, teacher retention and mental health problems such as depression and stress. Moreover, there is some evidence of SEL impacting positively on academic performance.

With an emphasis on the whole school approach, success was deemed to lie in a balance between the key features of emotionally effective environments. The CARP model (clarity, autonomy, relationships, participation) offered a scaffold on which to build an emotionally literate school, in which a structured and caring  environment offered opportunities for individual expression and self-determination. The same processes were seen to be effective in helping those with problems, as it provided a ‘critical mass’ of supporting people in a school who could offer help in a way that was not stigmatising. Although, Katherine pointed out, this did not remove the need for targeted interventions in some cases, and again called for balance between whole school approaches and other targeted group or individual supports where necessary.

The paper acknowledged the difficulties of providing compelling evidence of success in this field. Again, tensions were evident between the type of data that may be considered worthy of inclusion of systematic review and the more experiential outcomes that would be better identified in qualitative research. Meaningful data, Katherine argued, was necessarily eclectic as impacts upon the ‘whole school’ are wide ranging and diverse. She urged caution in interpreting data, but equally felt that this should not deter action in developing better practice around SEL. Hence the role of the individual school in sensitively evaluating its progress was highlighted.
To conclude, Katherine addressed the issues of raising awareness amongst staff, and the importance of taking an approach that was inclusive, addressing the perceived barriers to adopting SEL approaches, emphasising  the development of skills and values. Finally, the message of the paper was summarised with the statement  ‘Emotional and social learning is central to education, and what it is to be fully human’
Professor Janet Shucksmith was discussant for this paper. She thanked Katherine for the ‘brilliant overview’, and went on to reinforce Katherine’s points about the limitations of systematic review, querying whether randomised controlled trials produce data which has any meaning for for practitioners on the ground. She suggested that different types of evidence are needed at different points in the policy making / delivery process, including qualitative and process reviews

 Janet also commented on the tensions that may exist between government aims and goals and those of educationalists. She wondered how vulnerable this work would be if there was a big political change. James Park commented that another tension existed between the different aims of government and the way they digitise the directives to schools. Hence the SEAL programme may be seen to be in competition with the formal curriculum as different members of senior management vie for funding and training for their own area of responsibility. Mary Sparling noted that in Scotland there is difficulty in maintaining the place of mental health on the agenda – she felt that recent changes in funding made it unclear whether it had become a lower priority or whether it was now assumed to be embedded and overarching. Derrick Bruce felt that the new Scottish Curriculum for Excellence had moved away from the type of digitisation described by James Park and was offering an overarching framework in which the curriculum could be personalised. Jenny Spratt added that the Curriculum for Excellence repeatedly uses the term ‘learning through health and well-being’ and makes the assumption that good health is closely linked to successful learning.
Professor Melanie Nind’s presentation, Holistic responses to pupils’ wellbeing was an explanation of the Intensive Interaction Approach in which she drew attention to a largely under researched but significant area. She set this in the context of the aims of the seminar series and asked how this approach can inform work with other groups or within different settings. 

The paper drew on work undertaken with young people with profound and complex learning disabilities and focused in on the approaches taken in two settings to the emotional wellbeing of pupils. She examined this in one school where she was a new teacher and a new researcher and in another more recent piece of work where she had been in the field for 25 years and where a whole school response was adopted. One was a residential school and the second was a day school within an independent project with staff selected to take an innovative approach to meeting the needs of young people. The study worked with girls who had social, emotional and behavioural difficulties, some of whom were excluded from mainstream school and all of whom were emotionally damaged

Currently, we know little about the realities of emotional wellbeing for people with mental disorders which led to the questions of whether emotional well being is a constant. What capacities are there for emotional well-being in this context? Currently we tend to extrapolate from experience of research with other populations in trying to account for the ups and downs of everyday life.
The profound difficulties facing the children had prompted staff to attempt a new approach: high numbers of children were in wards with an inadequate number of staff, there was little time or resource to deal with emotional issues. As a result staff turnover was high and the quality of life for the young people was very poor.

 The aims of the intensive interaction approach were 

•
To establish a human connection

•
Help develop social communication and

•
Enhance a sense of connectedness.

The framework of intensive interaction was developed with key themes of reflection, critical review and care giving interaction underpinning the approach. Melanie described this as a ‘learning journey’ in which the wellbeing of caregivers, teachers and students were addressed. Drawing on themes of ‘augmented mothering’ and existing literature on interaction between caregivers and infants, and attempts to make simple gestures such as eye contact, there was a constant cycle of reflection and refining of the approach. Playing together between educators/carers and young people was an important starting point and purposeful engagement built on this. 

In this the care givers had to move into a more connected relationship focusing in on the developmental stages of the children rather than simply working on ages. Issues around touch and communication were also significant. Historical assumptions that people with complex learning difficulties were sub-human and therefore non emotional, required to be unpicked and critically examined. The implications for staff of considering the mental health needs of these groups which had previously been rendered invisible were also a major issue.

The second group of young people from whom Melanie’s work drew were secondary school age girls defined as having social, emotional and behavioural difficulties who were excluded from mainstream school and who were emotionally damaged. The approach was to work with them, drawing on attachment theory and making the values explicit. A single sex approach was taken and emphasis was placed on creating a safe environment, removing barriers to learning and fostering well being. Here parents were also involved. 

Much of the work focused on creating a ‘supportive environment’ for the young person and one in which there was a positive relationship between professional and parent. Tensions between roles of management and education arose: balancing dependency and dealing with exclusive relationships. The issues of ‘touch’ were particularly emotive.

The wider environment inevitably impinged on the approach and the approach highlighted how little professionals often know about the roles of relatives, and care givers. This raised the question of ‘what is a good environment?’ and how far can the influence of supportive environments influence actions. For some young people, as returning to a violent setting was a reality and changing the wider environment raises different questions.

Commitment to a team approach may be highly problematic – the importance of shared values, understanding and approach seemed to be key to success. To what extent can mainstream schools deal with young people with complex needs. To what extent do staff in schools have the resources to deal with these issues – is it simply a more intensive use of the skills teachers have or is it qualitatively different?

Dr Neil Humphrey from the University of Manchester presented a paper entitled Key issues in the evaluation of school based SEL programmes in which he outlined the evaluation models adopted for the evaluation of the SEAL (Social and Emotional Aspects of Learning) programme. SEAL was initiated as part of the Primary National Strategy (PNS) and provides a framework to develop and enhance Social and Emotional Aspects of Learning. The overall  study set out to examine whether SEAL worked and if so how? However within this the different components 

The evaluation was conducted in three waves:

•
Whole school


Small group based work with young people on development of social skills (2007-2008)


Work with young people with more complex needs.

This multi stranded initiative demanded evaluation models that could take account of different forms of ‘good practice’ but also provide a robust assessment. The heterogeneity of programmes threw up a range of challenges to the evaluators, not least in working with the concept of ‘emotional intelligence’ which is as the speaker suggested, poorly defined. A key challenge lay in examining how localised interpretations of research (NICE reviews) by schools were incorporated into local interventions and examples were given of this in relation to targeted mental health in schools (TaMHS). The heterogeneity of programmes demonstrated the limitations of meta analytic approaches in teasing out the underlying processes in such heterogenous programmes. This led to consideration of self report measures and the introduction of a range of different methods. 

Some innovative approaches were introduced to deal with ethical issues around the use of control groups. One example given was the identification of groups by teachers for the small group study. Evaluators worked with half the group for the first term and a ‘control’ group. In the second term the ‘control’ group became the study group.  In this study measures such as the ‘Southampton scale’, Child’s Role Play Measure and ‘paths’ measure were used to examine good practice.

Robin Bannerjee acted as discussant for this session and began by asking what was the fundamental goal of SEAL. He suggested a need to evaluate the drivers for this and related policies and in particular to identify if different stakeholders held contrasting views about the ultimate goal and whether or how this differed to what has been defined for them. For example, schools often interpret these initiatives as about models of dealing with problem behaviour while DCF may frame it differently. Carl Parsons noted that much research funding largely focuses on lowering crime figures and on aspects of governance. Janet Shucksmith suggested that the model of ‘theories of change’ may offer a means of exposing the often competing interests and illuminating the underlying processes at work. Robin Bannerjee commented that research is needed to reflect on where these policies have emerged from and how they have been generated. Qualitative research may hold more promise of shedding light on these ‘how’ questions, as for example, observation studies may show how findings on decision making  can be translated into subsequent action.

Elaine Chase commented that Goodman’s reviews have suggested that young children are limited in going beyond their own thoughts and feelings and that their accounts may be less reliable than those given by other participants. Banerjee argued that different informants have different perceptions of questions – are children less able to reflect on their own strengths and weaknesses? Young children can be very insightful about the processes. Neil Humphreys commented that of all the groups of stakeholders, young children have the least vested interest.

The final paper of the morning was given by James Park of Antidote on Measuring the emotional environment, making school make sense. James reminded us of the danger that emotional well-being can be regarded as ‘out there’, as complex and overwhelming, and perhaps therefore as beyond us in terms of being addressed. This underlines the importance of looking at the emotional environment of the school, and indeed of creating a safe enough emotional environment so that staff and pupils can engage in shared thinking. His talk enabled us to focus, as Antidote itself does, on an organisation’s emotional understanding and ability to be intelligent about itself. Research on what makes this possible showed that people need to feel capable, listened to, accepted, safe and included (CLASI!). We were shown ways in which a measurement process can move away from ‘quick fix’ thinking and into thinking about the emotional environment more deeply including what different parties think is shaping that environment. 

The discussion of the paper began around the sustainability of changes to the emotional environment of schools and James explained that having opened up the conversational space it was important to give this back to schools to take ownership of. It was suggested that this process needed to begin with trainee teachers and James agreed that this was needed as well as, not instead of, working with teachers in practice. A model of schools working as clusters was thought to offer capacity for ongoing support.  

 Second Seminar

Dr Robin Banerjee’s presentation was entitled Peer relations and socio-emotional functioning in schools:  Connecting psychological research and educational practice.
Robin introduced himself as a developmental psychologist who was fortunate to be able to work with schools in educational practice.  He was interested in what research could be done that had direct translational potential and could be useful for schools. In this presentation Robin focussed on peer relations and the way in which they affect children’s socio-emotional functioning in schools.  Schools are contexts in which children clearly spend a great deal of time, and that proportion of it which is spent with the peer group is important from the start.

Robin introduced a basic model showing the links between social influences, emotions and behaviour relations.  Even with 2-3 year old pre-schoolers studies have shown (Mathieson and Banerjee, 2008) links between the way children play and their mental wellbeing (measured on SDQ difficulties subscales completed by parents and teachers).   

Banerjee and Watling have subsequently carried out a 24 month longitudinal study with a cohort of primary school children.  The study seems to show that early peer rejection leads to a decline in pro-social behaviour, with a ‘chicken and egg’ situation being set up in which fewer opportunities to learn about pro-social behaviour leads to further rejection.

Robin raised the question, ‘What makes a child actively liked (rather than rejected)?’  Results from the study allow him to make some interesting observations.  Firstly, there is a lack of a link between aggressive/disruptive behaviour and lack of peer acceptance.  In other words, some kids like the rough/tough naughty, noisy kids – they are not universally rejected.  Conversely, withdrawn behaviour at age 9/10 makes it hard to secure ‘active liking’ by other pupils.

Banerjee went on to show evidence from other studies which indicates that the same patterns may also be found in secondary schools.  There are strong links between peer rejection and the development of internalising psychopathologies like depression and anxiety.  Man  peer rejected children stay ‘rejected’ over years of schooling and these years of rejection start to really add up, with the risk that the rejected child risks developing very great vulnerabilities.

This raises the very obvious question: what do we do about it?  Can we intervene to prevent children being ‘harmed’ in this way? A number of options were considered.  Do we tackle problem behaviours at both ends of the scale (e.g anxiety/withdrawal and aggression) through targeted interventions aimed at specific pupils?  Do we teach or support the learning of pro-social behaviours in a more universal (not-targeted) way?  This would be the logic behind the SEAL approach.  Do we address negative social influences if possible?  Possibly a combination of all three approaches is required.

Banerjee argued that many school behaviour policies are modelled on 1970s/1980s approaches to social skills training, which focus on modelling and reinforcement of positive behaviours.  The missing element in such models, in his view, was that they ignore what is going on in term of children’s cognition.

Children do not blindly copy or imitate behaviours – a complex thinking process is going on, which is often ignored because it is obviously difficult to observe.  Social information processing accounts (such as that modelled by Crick and Dodge in 1994) point to a whole range of complex cognitive responses that influence emotion.  How you are thinking becomes an obvious factor in how you behave.

Aspects of ‘thinking’ that may be critical are beliefs about yourself and others, awareness (or metacognition) of your own mental states and how other people’s minds work, and knowledge about strategies and approaches for self-regulation.

One test which helps to ‘surface’ some of these inner cognitions is the ‘faux pas’ test developed by O’Riordan et al in 1999.  Children are shown an image where one child is committing a faux pas.  Robin’s example shows Peter pointing to a picture on the wall and saying. ‘What a dreadful picture’, not knowing that his companion drew it!  Research shows that the understanding that the insult may not be intentional is not uniform with age, though children’s reasoning generally does become more sophisticated with age.

Banerjee and Watling did the test with successive age cohorts of children.  They found that all six year olds were bad at the faux pas task, but – with increasing age – at 7 and 8, the ‘rejected’ children in the cohort did much worse in the task.  By ages 9 to 11 most children are now proficient at the task, but children who haven’t ‘kept up’ (i.e. are less socially competent or understanding) are increasingly rejected.  Conversely those who do well on the task are the ones who win friends.   In other words early peer rejection may inhibit development of social understanding, and impaired social understanding also predicts subsequent rejection.

We know from the literature that peer rejected children score higher on depression and social anxiety scales, and we know also that depression and social anxiety are often co-morbid.  Children with these problems often find that their difficulties are reinforced by their interpretation biases.  In other words anxious/depressed children have a tendency to catastrophise negative events whilst, conversely, they will discount positive events as simply ‘luck’ or use phrases like ‘they didn’t really mean it’ when people say nice things about them/their performance.  The latter means of course that they are often guilty of transforming genuinely ‘good’ events into more negative ones.

Although depression and social anxiety are often co-morbid conditions, a study by Wright, Banerjee et al found that they could differentiate children by their coping strategies.  Depression symptoms in a group of 8-11 year olds were associated, for example, with lower levels of distraction, problem solving and social support seeking and higher levels of externalising behaviour, whilst those with social anxiety showed higher levels of social support seeking and tended to internalise rather than externalise problems.  

Robin concluded by saying that there’s obviously much more to children’s behaviour than meets the eye.  We need to understand children’s deeper cognitions.  Sometimes this can be done through discussion, stories, drama opportunities and so on.  Talking about hypothetical stories can introduce children to a vocabulary about emotion, can help them to make different attributions, can teach problem solving and a cognitive repertoire.

Such approaches might allow genuinely targeted interventions at school, group and individual levels and provide opportunities for pupils to learn from one another.  It also provides opportunities to engage parents as partners.

Professor Melanie Nind led the discussion after the paper. Robin’s talk, she felt, illustrated well the value of developmental psychology approaches, though she warned against a tendency in the discipline to overlook the structural (sociological)  issues that also make a difference to children’s mental wellbeing and development.

Robin agreed, but felt that the two approaches were complementary, rather than mutually exclusive.  Janet Shucksmith reported on findings from a systematic review she and colleagues at Teesside had undertaken for NICE as part of their development of public health guidance on targeted mental health interventions for primary school children.  One of the issues that had arisen was around the possible adverse effects from targeted mental health interventions which brought together for ‘treatment’  violent or aggressive children.  Some approaches, rather than helping, seemed to have normalised or legitimised aggression within the group.

Robin agreed, noting that it emphasised the importance of proper training for those who were going to deliver such interventions.

The final paper of the day Seeing eye-to-eye was given by Chris Downey and Clare Williams.  They identified that in their presentation they would be building on Katherine Weare’s earlier invitation to draw on different ‘strands’, particularly parental involvement and small groups. In researching a pilot implementation of ‘Family SEAL’ in Dorset they were evaluating the impact on a diverse group of stakeholders. Family SEAL was one element of how SEAL is being promoted. It takes a partnership approach, acknowledging parents as experts. It was striking how the initiative had been so well received by schools and parents, with a significantly higher-than-expected participation rate. However, the schools involved did choose to implement the scheme in different ways so direct comparison was difficult. All of the schools have committed to re-run the scheme in the future, and some schools have seen parent-led initiatives develop in wanting to continue the opportunity to meet together. When presenting the data analysis of the impact of ‘Family SEAL’, Chris drew our attention to the challenges of how to measure or triangulate the data. For example, parents tended to focus on changes that were individual and intrinsic (such as self awareness and motivation), where as teachers related impact to community competence. Chris identified an implication for future research is a need to use pupil voice to see which measures might be backed up, thereby addressing the ‘anecdotal shifts’. Key themes that came out of the qualitative data were the comparisons that were made between what goes on in schools and what goes on at home, and how ‘Family SEAL’ impacted on the whole family, with parents identifying that they, and their children, improved their social skills, self awareness and capacity for empathy and motivation. 

Reflecting on the presentation, Jenny Spratt commented that it highlights the importance of involving parents with the ‘wider picture’, and that given frequent reports of how difficult schools find it to bring in parents, ‘Family SEAL’ is obviously ‘on to a good thing’. She observed a tension in how the programme had been implemented between it’s intention of targeting specific families and also having it as universal – was there a case that those parents who attended were those who needed it least; that they were ‘preaching to the converted’. Chris and Clare’s response highlighted their understanding of how many of the schools involved were choosing to run scheme more frequently (termly) offering the provision for all parents, but that at the same time some are targeting a ‘difficult cohort’ to help them develop a deeper understanding. Jenny also reflected on how they had talked a lot about matching parents’ views with teachers. She suggested they quite naturally have different views and asked do they need to match, or have sympathy for each others’ perspective? Chris and Clare suggested that this was an aspect of their research that suggested there was scope for more conversation; that a disparity of view might be source of tension, and a suggestion of ‘smoothing out’ may be evidence of less tension

 Carl Parsons developed this thinking with an observation that targeting is a difficult problem. He reminded us that this project had been targeting certain schools, but within these schools there was little targeting. He suggested that the most successful initiatives were the universal ones, within which don’t want ‘bad kids’ together in one place but want groups to be pro-social by virtue of ‘a full mix’ being there. Pragmatically, schools don’t have personnel time to get to the ‘hard to reach’. Chris supported this view with an observation that as word gets out about how positive the experience of ‘family SEAL’ was, there was more interest from all, and schools were in a position to prioritise certain families.  

 Janet Shucksmith commented that the most vulnerable don’t want to be innovators, but do want to be involved once they see there will not be a ‘blame culture’. Working with this attitude would offer the best chance of avoiding the situation in the USA where parents will only attend such classes if paid. Clare reflected that in Dorset, parents were volunteering to help run future sessions and proposed that this was evidence that where universal was definitely more positive. 

 Derrick Bruce asked about how practitioners would be supported in the future and how they intended to build on the impact. He specifically referred to the potential of cluster models. Clare commented that this is what they are aiming for. In the next phase of research they will be funding time for schools to support each other – building the capacity and sharing experiences and expertise.  Derrick responded that that is very powerful, because people like to learn from their peers. 

In a final reflection on the project, Chris added that they were trying to get a sense of ‘cost to school’ in response to the fact that they are currently getting mixed messages: for example, the ‘cost’ of children being taken out of class versus ‘cost’ of not getting additional support. 

CLOSE OF SESSION

Jenny Spratt reflected that a number of themes have emerged over the day: questions and issues as much as themes; or to link back to Katherine’s presentation, tensions and issues that leave us with lots to explore; a lot of questions: 

 A recurring question had been “What’s in it for x; and why are we doing this?”. All of the presentations had articulated a belief that it is not a question of children’s literacy for own sake. This necessitates that we consider what it is going to do for children? Who is it for: Society, or improving the lot of children – Every Child Matters? Who does it reach? Which children is it benefitting? A consideration of such questions has implications not only for children, and their parents, but also for the role of teachers: their capacity and their emotional wellbeing. This leads us to question about whose voice takes priority when we think about this. In taking such questions seriously, we are also forcing ourselves to ask ‘how should we research this?’ and ‘what is our evidence base?’; ‘What should we be evaluating and whose perspectives should we be prioritising?’ which brings us neatly (and serendipitously) to the themes of the next seminar children: rights and voices
