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Abstract 

Children from low SES homes face many challenges which have a lasting impact. 

Early education positively impacts child development and life outcomes when social 

emotional learning is a focus. This Dissertation in Practice is a qualitative case study to 

explore how a subsidized non-profit YMCA in the western United States servicing 

preschool students from varying economic, cultural, and ethnic backgrounds understands 

and facilitates social emotional development. Children in the preschool represent 17 

different zip codes and are enrolled from three tiers of funding. Forty-one parents and 12 

teachers completed a survey asking about how social emotional learning is understood 

and facilitated at this YMCA. Three parents, four teachers, the program director, and the 

CEO were also interviewed. Documents were reviewed and 9 classroom observations 

were conducted. The findings revealed that this YMCA understands social emotional 

learning to be the process by which all community members model and develop the 

social responsibility, independence, and social skills that lead to good citizen behavior. 

The YMCA PS facilitates social emotional learning using strategies through developing 

intrinsic motivation (1) dependent on modeled and practiced behavior that (2) creates an 

inclusive learning environment welcoming for teachers, parents, and students of different 

ages, ethnicities, and SES groups, and (3) set clear expectations, create routines, and 

develop strong families and community through shared responsibilities. The conclusion 

and recommendations are to cultivate programs serving diverse SES populations centered 

in social emotional learning. 

     Key words: early education, preschool, socioeconomic status, poverty, social 

emotional learning, YMCA



iv 

Dedication 

This dissertation, which represents my highest educational achievement, is 

dedicated to my husband, Kevin Pearson, for his love, support, listening skills, being an 

amazing father, and never fading belief that I would see this through. Not only has he 

been my rock he is the foundation to our family. Over the course of these almost four 

years we have sold a house, bought a house, and moved over 1000 miles to a new state 

and jobs. Kevin has picked up the slack with our kids, household necessities, and all the 

in between things. We sent our high schooler to Spain for a year which required crazy 

amounts of paperwork. Upon returning home to a new state our son was hit by a car on 

his bike and Kevin managed the trials and tribulations of insurance. Then we moved our 

son 500 miles away to be a live-in nanny and finish high school; while away and 

underage he had an emergency appendectomy; again, requiring great support of Kevin. 

Our daughter graduated from high school in three-years followed by college in three-

years, keeping us on our toes and motivating me to keep up with her achievements. Kevin 

has weathered my ups and downs, the death of four computers and lost documents, self-

doubt, and at times irrational behavior. He has read countless papers and pieces of this 

document.  His unwavering love, humor and support could never be repaid but reminds 

me of my worth to be so lucky to have him by my side.   

Thank you, Kevin – Peace and Love



vi 

Acknowledgments 

I would like to acknowledge my children, Indigo and Scarlett, for their faith in me 

and support through many hours and missed experiences to stare at a screen. They cheer 

me up, bring me coffee, and make me snacks. I am in awe of your accomplishments and 

your dreams for the future. You both have set very high expectations, Go for It, you 

inspire me! To you, I thank, with deep love and appreciation. 

 To Shannon Smith, my sister-in-law I extend my respect and gratitude for reading 

and editing free of judgement and love of the Oxford comma. You were a sounding board 

to my frustration and provided support beyond editing specifically seeing me through the 

computer deaths and purchases. A shout out to Madelyn Johnston for helping me through 

the tedious process of punctuating the interviews and checking my reference page. I 

would like to thank the YPS for their openness and support. 

To Dr. Schafer, first, for simply agreeing to support my endeavor was a huge 

relief. Secondly, I thank you for your time in reading this lengthy document but, most of 

all your insight in developing the research investigation.   

 Dr. Bloomquist, where do I begin? By the end of this process I will have had three 

advisors and two dissertation Chairs. You accepted me when another chair released her 

dissertation students. You were new to the university and we had no previous interaction, 

yet, you accepted me on blind faith.  I can only imagine you may have regretted this due 

to the length of this document requiring hours of reading and the challenges I have 

struggled through to reach the end. I am amazed at your ability to read, process, and 

provide such detailed feedback in record time. You never leave me hanging and at the 

very least provide a date of return.  You provide a steady and confident voice as I was 



vi 

challenged to bring the layers of data together. I truly would not have finished without 

your undying dedication.



vii 

Table of Contents 

    Page 

Abstract .............................................................................................................................. iii 

Dedication .......................................................................................................................... iv 

Acknowledgments.............................................................................................................. vi 

Table of Contents .................................................................................................................x 

List of Tables .....................................................................................................................xx 

CHAPTER ONE: OVERVIEW OF THE DISSERTATION IN PRACTICE PROBLEM  1 

Statement of the Problem .....................................................................................................2 

Purpose of the Study ............................................................................................................6 

Research Question ...............................................................................................................6 

Aim of the Study ..................................................................................................................7 

Methodology Overview .......................................................................................................7 

Procedures ................................................................................................................9 

Participants .............................................................................................................11 

Data Analysis Strategy ...........................................................................................12 

Definition of Relevant Terms ............................................................................................13 

Limitations, Delimitations, and Personal Bias ...................................................................15 

Summary ............................................................................................................................18 

CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW ....................................................................20 

Professional Practices in American Education and Policy ................................................20 

Educational History ...............................................................................................20 

The Impact of Federal Policy on Today’s Education ............................................22 



xi 

Federally Funded Early Learning ..........................................................................26 

The Effects of Poverty on Healthy Child Development ....................................................28 

The Developing Brain Structure ............................................................................29 

Behavior and Learning ...........................................................................................31 

Child Rearing .........................................................................................................32 

                        Language and Communication ..................................................................33 

  Community Influences on Social Development...……...…………………..33 

                        Parenting Practices… .................................................................................34 

Forced Choices and Policies Impacting Child Development… ................35 

 Social Learning Theory as Experienced by Children ...........................................36 

Identification and Modeled Behavior… ....................................................37 

Modeling for Language and Behavior Development .............................................38 

Social Skills… ...........................................................................................41 

Examples of Early Learning Centered in Social Emotional Techniques ...........................44 

Perry Preschool Project ..........................................................................................44 

Abecedarian Project ...............................................................................................46 

Chicago Longitudinal Study ..................................................................................47 

Montessori Longitudinal Study..............................................................................48 

Summary of Longitudinal Studies .........................................................................50 

YMCA History...................................................................................................................51 

Race Relations… .......................................................................................51 

Inclusion Movement… ..............................................................................52 

Community   ……...…………...…………...…………….……………...…..53 



vi 

Current YMCA Status…............................................................................53 

Summary of Literature .......................................................................................................54 

CHAPTER THREE: PROJECT METHODOLOGY ........................................................56 

Research Design .................................................................................................................56 

Participants and Recruitment .............................................................................................58 

Participants .............................................................................................................58 

Community… ............................................................................................58 

YPS… ........................................................................................................58 

Recruitment ............................................................................................................59 

Staff recruitment… ....................................................................................59 

Parent recruitment… ..................................................................................60 

Ethical Considerations .......................................................................................................61 

Data Collection and Tools .................................................................................................62 

Informed Consent...................................................................................................62 

Survey ....................................................................................................................62 

Interviews ...............................................................................................................64 

Observations ..........................................................................................................65 

Tally sheet… ..............................................................................................65 

In room… ...................................................................................................66 

Document Sources .................................................................................................67 

Research Journal ....................................................................................................68 

Data Analysis Plan .............................................................................................................68 

Qualitative data… ......................................................................................68 



vi 

Survey… ....................................................................................................69 

Interviews and observation notes… ...........................................................70 

Document analysis… .................................................................................70 

Observation tally… ....................................................................................71 

Synthesized analysis… ..............................................................................71 

Researcher practices… ...............................................................................72 

Summary of Methods .........................................................................................................74 

CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS .........................................................................................75 

Description of the Organization .........................................................................................76 

YMCA Organization ..............................................................................................77 

The Local Y… ...........................................................................................78 

YPS ........................................................................................................................80 

Organizational structure… .........................................................................81 

Hiring .........................................................................................................82 

Helping students….....................................................................................83 

Who attends YPS .......................................................................................84 

Student diversity… .....................................................................................85 

Mixed classrooms…...................................................................................85 

Mandates, and Manuals that Guide the YPS .........................................................88 

Mandates ....................................................................................................89 

The guideline manuals ...............................................................................91 

The foundation manual ..............................................................................92 

State Department of Education website .....................................................92 



vi 

Summary of Description of Organization ..............................................................94 

Description of Teachers and Parents ..................................................................................95 

Demographic Descriptions.....................................................................................95 

Interviewed teachers ..................................................................................95 

Surveyed teachers ......................................................................................96 

Interviewed parents ....................................................................................97 

Surveyed parents ........................................................................................97 

How Social Emotional Learning is Understood by Teachers ................................99 

Teacher interview understanding results .................................................100 

Summary of teaching understood ............................................................101 

How Social Emotional Learning is Understood by Parents.................................101 

Parent interview understanding results ....................................................103 

Summary of parent understanding ...........................................................103 

Survey Summary Comparison of Social Emotional Learning Understood .....................103 

How Social Emotional Learning is Facilitated ................................................................104 

Survey data of teachers ............................................................................105 

Summary of teacher survey .....................................................................106 

Teacher interview facilitation results .......................................................107 

Facilitating teacher learning ...................................................................107 

Facilitating caregiver learning ................................................................109 

Facilitating student learning....................................................................112 

Use of program materials to structure expectations....................112 

Use of scaffolded learning opportunities .....................................114



xii 

Problem solving is developed through inquiry ............................115 

Model SEL in-the-moment and feedback .....................................117 

Summary of teacher beliefs of how SEL is facilitated. ...........................119 

Survey data of parents ..............................................................................121 

Summary of parent survey .......................................................................122 

Survey Summary Comparison of SEL Facilitated ...............................................123 

Parent interview facilitation results .........................................................123 

Facilitating student learning....................................................................124 

Teachers use routines and structure to foster independence .......124 

Teachers intervene with gentle guidance and feedback ..............125 

Older or more mature students model social emotional skills ....127 

Model SEL in-the-moment and feedback .....................................127 

Facilitation teacher learning .....................................................................130 

Facilitation parent learning ......................................................................130 

Summary of parent beliefs of how SEL is facilitated ..............................131 

Description of Observations ............................................................................................132 

Observations of Facilitation of Child’s SEL ........................................................136 

Description of materials and visual aids ..................................................136 

Lesson Plans ................................................................................137 

Use of stories, songs, and nudges ................................................138 

Use of order, routine, and expectations .......................................141 

Use of choices, cooperation, and message of acceptance ...........142



xiv 

Use of cues and modeling appropriate behaviors .......................143 

Observations of Facilitating Teacher Learning of SEL Techniques ....................146 

Observations of facilitating parent /caregiver SEL ..................................147 

Observation summary ..............................................................................148 

Case Study Analysis ........................................................................................................149 

How SEL is understood at the YPS .....................................................................149 

Social Responsibility ................................................................................149 

Independence ...........................................................................................150 

Social skills ..............................................................................................150 

How SEL is facilitated at the YPS .......................................................................151 

Modeled and practiced behavior .............................................................152 

Welcoming inclusive learning environment .............................................152 

Expectations, routines, responsibilities ...................................................153 

CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS ............................155 

Complex Real-World Problem ........................................................................................154 

Discussion ........................................................................................................................156 

Proposed Solutions ..........................................................................................................160 

 Solution 1: Update federal and state early education policy ................................162 

 Solution 2: Create workplace childcare sites through collaboration ...................165 

Solution 3: Diversify Workforce and Desegregation Through Teacher  

Opportunities........................................................................................................169 

Role of Interdisciplinary Leadership Practice, Implementation of Proposed Solutions ..171 

Direction, Alignment, and Commitment Needed to Implement the  



vi 

Solution ................................................................................................................174 

Consideration for Evaluation and Assessment of Outcomes of Proposed  

Solution ................................................................................................................177 

Future Research ...............................................................................................................178 

Summary of the Study .....................................................................................................180 

Researcher Reflections .....................................................................................................182 

References ........................................................................................................................184 

Appendix ..........................................................................................................................204 

Appendix A: IRB Permission ..............................................................................204 

Appendix B: Template of Data Sources for Annotations and Tally Marks .........205 

Appendix C: Parent Letter ...................................................................................206 

Appendix D: Teacher Letter ................................................................................210 

Appendix E: Online Parent Survey ......................................................................211 

Appendix F: Online Teacher Survey ...................................................................219 

Appendix G: Parent Interview Questions ............................................................226 

Appendix H: Teacher Interview Questions ..........................................................228 

Appendix I: Program Director Interview Questions ............................................230 

Appendix J: CEO Interview Questions ................................................................231 

Appendix K: Social Emotional Observation Sheet ..............................................232 



x 

  List of Tables 

            Page 

Table 1. Teacher Experience and Training ........................................................................96 

Table 2. Family Demographics ..........................................................................................98 

Table 3. Survey Data Teachers Understood ....................................................................100 

Table 4. Survey Data Parents Understood .......................................................................102 

Table 5. Reported by Teachers - Frequency of Teacher Facilitation of Each Social  

               Emotional Learning domain .............................................................................105 

Table 6. Reported by Teachers - Method of Daily Teacher Facilitation of Each Social  

               Emotional Learning domain .............................................................................106 

Table 7. Reported by Parents - Frequency of Teacher Facilitation of Each Social  

               Emotional Learning domain .............................................................................121 

Table 8. Reported by Parents - Method of Daily Teacher Facilitation of Each Social  

               Emotional Learning domain .............................................................................122 

Table 9. Frequency and Examples of Observed Actions and Words Used with Each  

               Social Emotional Learning domain ..................................................................134 

 

 



Running head: YMCA CASE STUDY IN A DIVERSE SES PRESCHOOL                           
1  

 

CHAPTER ONE: OVERVIEW OF THE DISSERTATION IN PRACTICE PROBLEM 

In 2017, the United Nations International Children's Emergency Fund (UNICEF) 

released their Innocenti Report Card 14. This report card evaluated the well-being of 

children around the world by counting the number of children living in households that 

earns less than half the national median and ranking countries based on this childhood 

poverty rate. The report indicated that the United States ranked 33 out of 35 nations 

(UNICEF, 2017). Furthermore, the National Center for Children in Poverty reports that 

15 million children in the United States live in households below the poverty threshold 

and 43% of children live in low-income homes (Jiang, Granja, & Koball, 2015). 

The Office of Research at UNICEF (2017) also ranks countries on the quality of 

education provided to their citizens. The United States ranked similarly low in this report, 

coming in at 32 out of 41 on quality of education indicators (UNICEF, 2017). It is no 

surprise that the United States ranks low on both poverty and quality of education 

because poverty strongly correlates with negative impacts on school readiness, learning, 

and life outcomes (Ferguson, Bovaird, & Mueller, 2007). Together these factors are 

impacting the United States nationally and globally.  

The Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University ([CDCH],2018) 

reports scientific findings that childhood adversity, including poverty, can weaken brain 

development, resulting in life-long challenges. However, providing stable, responsive, 

and nurturing relationships can reverse the effects of poverty (CDCH, 2018). 

International intervention research reveals that government policies directed at early 

childhood development can close gaps in the short- and long-term for disadvantaged 

children (Atine & Gustafsson-Wright, 2013; Waldfogel, 2014). Given the high rates of 
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childhood poverty in the United States (Jiang et al., 2015), the known impacts that 

poverty can have on child development (CDCH, 2018), and the understanding that 

policies, such as early education funding, can have an impact on reducing the effects of 

poverty (Atine & Gustafsson-Wright, 2013; Waldfogel, 2014) what remains unknown is 

how organizations can structure their programming to serve as the fabric of the safety net 

so all children have the opportunity to thrive through effective early childhood education 

programming. 

Statement of the Problem   

The U.S. suffers from high poverty rates and poor educational services for 

children in relation to comparative countries (UNICEF, 2017). Poverty impacts children 

physically and cognitively with life-lasting consequences (Cappella, Blair, & Aber, 

2016). It is recognized that early education can moderate poverty (Atine & Gustafsson-

Wright, 2013; Duke University & Brookings, 2017; Luby et al., 2013); however, not all 

program practices yield life-long results. The problem lies in the fact that federally 

funded programs, which follow K-12 alignment, are inherently academic-driven and 

serve a homogeneous population (i.e., nearly all children in fully federally funded 

programs are from families who are living in poverty or with a disability).   

The California Berkeley Center for Labor and Education Research reported in 

2015 that poverty costs taxpayers $153 billion per year in public support (Jacobs, Perry, 

& MacGillvary, 2015), and 70% of children living in poverty remain in poverty 

(Hargraves, 2013). This is because students in poverty suffer persistent problems into 

adulthood, such as lower levels of educational attainment, lower wages, poor health, 

cognitive challenges, (Atine & Gustafsson-Wright, 2013; Duke University & Brookings, 
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2017), increased levels of criminal activity (Looney & Turner, 2018), and increased 

levels of food and home insecurity (Ferguson, Bovaird, & Mueller, 2007). As children 

and youth living in poverty grow into adults living in poverty, a vicious cycle of 

intergenerational transmission of poverty becomes self-generating. Beliefs about self-

worth, as well as poor decision-making habits related to health, place, space, and 

embodiment factors that influence decisions around safety and cooperation are passed 

from generation to generation. Lack of access to quality early childhood education for 

poor parents perpetuates a cycle in which poor children grow up to be poor adults (Bird, 

2007). Focused and rigorous research, which assesses the complex aspects of the poverty 

cycle, can help identify where that cycle can be disrupted.  

The concept of implementing early education as a moderator for poverty began 

more than 50 years ago, when Lyndon B. Johnson instituted Head Start in 1964 to help 

meet the needs of low-income children (Hudson, 2015). The Head Start program was 

designed to be a “catch-up summer school” program to prepare poor children for 

kindergarten and close academic gaps (Hudson, 2015). Despite the guise of whole child 

development, early learning provided by school districts and Head Start have a strong 

academic focus, rather than a social emotional focus, due to educational mandates for 

programs that align with measurable K-12 academic standards. These standards are 

specifically addressed in Section 642A established Head Start Transition and Alignment 

with K-12 Education, which was established in 2007 (U.S. DHHS, n.d. a). Since Head 

Start’s inception, numerous studies have demonstrated that academic success experienced 

by children early in Head Start begins to fade or dissipate by grade 4 (Puma, Bell, Cook, 

Heid, 2010; Puma et al., 2012; Wolff & Stein, 1966; Zigler & Styfco, 2010). On the other 
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hand, several longitudinal studies (Campbell et al., 2012; Lillard et al., 2017; Reynolds, 

Temple, Ou, Arteaga, & White, 2011; Schweinhart, Barnes, & Weikart, 1993), which 

followed poor children enrolled in early programs centered around social emotional 

development, have yielded positive outcomes that are sustained throughout life. For 

example, the Montessori Preschool Study (Lillard et al., 2017), the Perry Preschool 

Project (Schweinhart et al., 1993), the Abecedarian Project (Campbell et al., 2012), and 

the Chicago Longitudinal Study (Reynolds et al., 2011) have all reported positive 

findings for long-term academic success when social emotional development has been 

central to a program. Each of the longitudinal studies sought to understand the complex 

concepts of social emotional learning and development. 

The way in which social emotional learning and development is defined varies by 

child development discipline and often interchanges terminology under the umbrella of 

non-academic, non-cognitive, soft skills, readiness skills, executive functioning, and 

social emotional learning. Social emotional learning involves how students think and feel 

about themselves (Cappella, Blair, & Aber, 2016), encompassing skills and attitudes that 

foster self-awareness, management of emotions, responsible decision making, and 

cooperative work (The Center on Standards, 2016). The Department of Education Every 

Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) of 2017 (US DOE, n.d. c) was a reauthorization of No 

Child Left Behind (US DOE, 2005). ESSA extends beyond K-12 standards by 

establishing non-regulatory guidelines from preschool to grade 12, which includes early 

learning (US DOE, n.d. c). The early learning guidelines are directed at children from 

birth through 3rd grade which overlaps with K-12 standards and are designed to function 

on a continuum of learning to improve the health, social emotional learning and cognitive 
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outcomes for all children (US DOE, n.d. c). The strategic goal is set to follow children 

from birth to graduation; however, the early education guidelines do not define social 

emotional learning (US DOE, n.d. c). ESSA K-12 implemented a new set of standards, 

categorized as soft skills, which defines social emotional learning as character 

development, grit, and 21st century skills deemed necessary for success in the workforce 

and in life (US DOE, n.d. c). As a graduation requirement, students must develop one 

social emotional learning skill prior to graduation. However, the state determines the 

standard and sets the criteria for the assessment of the skill providing limited guidance or 

expectation for teachers to convey to students (U.S. DOE, n.d. c).  

Bandura’s Social Learning Theory (Bandura, 1977) contends that new behaviors 

are acquired through observing and imitating others as part of a cognitive process, which 

is developed through modeling and direct instruction. Based on what is known about 

social learning theory (Bandura, 1977), there is concern about whether children are 

exposed to adequate modeling from their peers who may not be suffering the 

consequences of poverty in homogeneous populations where all children in a classroom 

are from a similar low socioeconomic status (SES) family. Children from low SES 

families can struggle with non-cognitive skills or low social emotional aptitude due to not 

seeing appropriate cognitive and social emotional traits consistently exhibited by adults 

in their homes (Arnold, Kupersmidt, Voegler-Lee, & Marshall, 2012; CDCH, 2018; 

Evans, Gonnella, Marcynyszyn, Gentile, & Salpekar, 2005). It can be surmised that early 

education classrooms with homogeneous, low SES students might be challenged by 

limited peer modeling opportunities, which they might obtain from diverse SES students. 

In addition, limited instruction due to mandated academic standards, there is limited 
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research that has investigated the experiences of diverse SES preschools and the social 

emotional skill acquisition in such programming where tuition is federally subsidized.  

A complex, real-world problem is experienced by poor families participating in 

federally- funded early learning programming, and it has two parts. First, federally-

funded preschool programming mandates that the curriculum maintains measurable 

academic standards aligned with K-12 standards, which in turn overrides instruction and 

modeling of social emotional learning (which is difficult to measure) for more easily 

assessed academic criteria (US DOE, 2017; US DOE, 2016). The second challenge is that 

homogeneous campuses do not reap the possible benefits observed in heterogenous 

student populations. According to the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services 

(n.d. c), to be eligible for early education services, a family’s income must be at or below 

the federal poverty line or meets other special circumstances, such as, homelessness, 

disability, or foster care. Federally-funded preschool services are provided by local 

communities based on zip code, limiting the diversity within the population of children, 

especially when students with the most economic need are enrolled first.  

Purpose of the Study 

Using a qualitative holistic case study, the purpose of this study is to explore how 

a subsidized, non-profit organization servicing preschool students from varying 

economic, cultural, and ethnic backgrounds fosters social emotional development.  

Research Question 

The overarching research question for this study is: how is social emotional 

development understood and facilitated in a subsidized non-profit YMCA child 
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development center in the western United States that services students from a diverse 

range of socio-economic backgrounds?  

Aim of the Study 

The aim of this Dissertation in Practice is to gain a holistic understanding of a 

non-profit child development center servicing a diverse SES population and the practices 

implemented to foster social-emotional development. The gap in current understanding 

about this topic relates to a lack of knowledge around heterogeneous program populations 

and social emotional development within programs that are subsidized and bound by 

federal regulations. The findings of this dissertation in practice may inform early learning 

institution leaders, YMCA professionals, and policy advocates, about how one such 

program organizes their curriculum and daily practices to foster peer modeling and direct 

instruction of social emotional learning strategies aimed at a diverse population.  Leaders 

could apply this research to influence policy, school organizational structure, curriculum 

choice, concepts related to school diversity, and instructional practices.  

Methodology Overview 

This holistic qualitative case study was conducted at a YMCA Preschool (YPS) in 

the western United States. Qualitative research was chosen because it is optimal for 

exploring and understanding social and human problems (Creswell, 2014). A holistic 

qualitative case study was chosen to answer the question because it allows for an in-depth 

analysis of a unique program from multiple perspectives of people who are involved with 

the program (Creswell, 2014). Specifically, this study looked at the program traits at one 

early childhood education center, which are designed to help foster social emotional 

development and explore the understanding and instruction experienced by faculty and 
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staff at this center as they work to meet accountability standards for receiving federal and 

local funds to support a diverse SES population. It is not a comparative case study due to 

its unique characteristics not matching another facility.  

The preschool is a non-profit licensed childcare center that serves families who 

pay on a sliding scale based on financial need.  Multiple tuition levels provide equal 

opportunities, including full fee, local, and federally subsidized programming. The school 

intentionally maintains a blend of full-pay, need funded, and federally subsidized 

participants. Need-based scholarships are available to assist in tuition costs for those not 

qualifying for federal funding through locally raised dollars (the YMCAs Annual 

Campaign of Giving) for financial assistance. The program intentionally enrolls students 

from the three categories of pay scale to diversify the SES population. Families represent 

a range of ethnicities, cultures, and languages. All meals, including breakfast, lunch, and 

afternoon snack, are prepared fresh daily in the full-service kitchen. Teachers must hold a 

bachelor’s degree or associates degree with a child development certificate, and assistant 

teachers must have a minimum of a child development certificate. All childcare 

employees undergo extensive background checks and receive comprehensive educational 

training, including CPR and First Aid certification. The program adheres to an 8:1 ratio 

for preschoolers. Children can be enrolled in morning or full-day care available from 

6:30am – 6:30pm.   

The preschool is a year-round program with on-going enrollment, and students are 

admitted from wait lists. To ensure socioeconomic diversity, the program enrolls students 

from two separate lists. One list is for families who are eligible for subsidized childcare 

services. That waiting list is determined by a variety of factors and is not first-come, first-
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serve; rather, this list is determined by family need, such as the number of dependents in 

the home, medical costs, medical conditions, situational expenses or challenges, and 

special circumstances (e.g., death of a family member, home fire). The second list is for 

families without a need for federal subsidy. These families are called on a first-come, 

first-serve basis. When a child or family leaves from either list a new child or family is 

enrolled from the corresponding wait list. Regardless of need, all families are asked to 

schedule a tour of the campus as the first step to enrollment and view classrooms in 

session, meet staff, and ask questions. Researcher observations will be conducted under 

the pretense of viewing classrooms, similar to a tour in which parents would observe the 

classroom.  

Twice a year, families participate in parent-teacher conferences to discuss student 

learning and progress. Each child has a portfolio with documentation of their growth and 

learning in developmental areas, including social emotional, cognitive, language and 

literacy, and physical development. Individual portfolios will not be reviewed; however, 

the social emotional reporting categories the center uses to evaluate student progress and 

development will be examined.  

Procedures 

The data sources for triangulation were attained through surveys, interviews, 

observations, and document analysis (i.e., YMCA online materials, lesson plans, and 

program documents). First, IRB approval was sought through Creighton University 

Ethics Office (see Appendix A). Once approval was granted, an email (Appendix C) for 

the parents of 3- to 5-year old children was sent from the Chief Executive Officer (CEO) 

to all parents with a child registered in a 3- to 5-year old classroom. The letter contained 
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information about the rights of participants, instructions about how to complete the initial 

survey, a link to the survey, and instructions about how to express interest in the 

opportunity to be interviewed (see Appendix C for the parent letter and Appendix E 

parent survey).  As a secondary recruitment method, the researcher was present at parent 

drop-off and pick-up time for three days and offered parents a pastry in appreciation for 

completing the survey either on their phone or in person on a provided iPad, laptop, or 

phone.  The purpose of the parent survey was to gather parent demographics, information 

about parent understanding of social emotional development, and responses to how they 

believe their child is receiving social emotional education. In addition to the parent 

survey, there was a separate, but similar, staff survey. The Program Director sent the 

letter addressed to staff with the survey link to five teachers and seven assistants of 3- to 

5-year old students (see Appendix D staff letter and Appendix F staff survey). The staff 

survey asked about the staff’s expertise, understanding of social emotional learning, and 

instructional practices.  

The researcher held a staff meeting to explain and answer questions. The five staff 

at the meeting agreed to be interviewed, four were interviewed (Appendix H for a set of 

interview questions for staff). Parents completed an interest form and were scheduled for 

interviews based on availability; three parents were interviewed (see Appendix G for a 

set of interview questions for the parents).  

The Program Director and the CEO were interviewed. The Program Director was 

asked about the YPS philosophies regarding social emotional learning and government 

standard compliance affecting social emotional learning (see Appendix I for a draft of 

questions that will be used to interview the Program Director). Questions inquired about 
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school populations, understanding, and education of social emotional learning. The CEO 

was asked about how the National and local YMCA regulations impact social emotional 

learning as well as how the Y mission and practice help people with social emotional 

learning (see Appendix J for a draft of questions that will be used to interview the CEO). 

Interviews were recorded and transcribed, and participants were given the opportunity to 

review the transcripts for accuracy as part of the member checking process.  

The third data collection procedure was classroom observations. The researcher 

conducted classroom observations considered open for public view in three classrooms 

for a duration of 45 minutes each, with a frequency of three times in each room for a total 

of nine 45-minute classroom observation sessions. The researcher used a checklist during 

all classroom observations to try to maintain consistency across observations (see 

Appendix K for the observation checklist). Observations were arranged based on 

recommendations from the Program Director and teacher input, taking into consideration 

the school schedule and holiday programming. 

Finally, written documents such as YMCA online materials, lesson plans, and 

program documents were reviewed for content that explicitly provided information to 

help teaching staff and parents understand the school’s practices around social emotional 

learning. The researcher requested YPS documents from the program director that 

contained non-public information about school practices, policies, and procedures. All 

the documents were analyzed using basic content analysis practices identifying social 

emotional learning concepts, determining the presence of certain words, or relationships 

to certain words (Creswell, 2014; Yin, 2018).  

Participants 
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The YPS serves a diverse population of ethnicities, languages, and socioeconomic 

levels and is open to anyone in the county. Parents of 3- to 5-year-old children received 

the survey and were asked to volunteer for interviews. About 100 students met the 3- to 

5-year-old criteria and some parent had more than one child in the school. Therefore, it 

was estimated that the email might go out to 75 parents. A typical response rate for an 

online survey is 30–40%, which meant approximately 22-30 parents might complete the 

survey. At the YPS, 41 parents completed the survey. 

The staff consisting of five teachers and seven teaching assistants in 3 to 5-year 

old classrooms were distributed the link through email from the program director. Twelve 

individuals logged into the link but not all teachers finished the entire survey or answered 

all the questions. Ten surveys were completed in its entirety.  

Data Analysis Strategy 

School demographic information was obtained from the program director 

including SES, ethnicity, zip code enrollment, and student ages. The demographic 

information gathered from the surveys was used to establish the environmental setting of 

the parents and staff who participated in the survey. The questions asked in the survey 

about social emotional learning were used to establish a basic understanding of social 

emotional learning and how important it is to parents. Non-demographic questions 

inquiring about social emotional learning understood and development were evaluated 

using a Likert Scale and mean scores utilized. Questions asked of parents and staff about 

social emotional learning gave the researcher a larger school view of how students gain 

the necessary social emotional learning skills.  
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Interviews were recorded on a laptop using audio memos and transcribed by 

Scribie.com. Creswell (2014) recommends a six-step process that guided the researcher 

in the following manner: (1) organize data, (2) read and reread, (3) code, (4) description 

and theme, (5) representation of data, and (6) interpretation. To analyze the classroom 

observations the researcher calculated the total tally marks of observed behaviors and 

report the frequency in which social emotional learning was observed. Observations were 

viewed physically through actions, body language, and facial expressions, and verbally 

through direct instruction or intervention. Observations were tallied between student – 

teacher and student – student interactions. The observation notes and journal entries 

followed the same six-step coding of qualitative data process as above to look for 

relevant meaning units within the data that could be grouped into themes.  

The final step of planning in the overall analysis of the multiple sources of data 

for this case study was an analysis of public and private documents. The researcher 

analyzed the written materials by looking for corroborating evidence that supported or 

refuted the themes and findings from the other data collection methods. The researcher 

remained alert and open to uncovering new developments from within the written 

materials with the content analysis following basic analysis strategies (Creswell, 2014; 

Yin 2018). 

Definition of Relevant Terms 

Achievement gap – The unequal or inequitable distribution of educational results between 

groups, usually referencing the disparity between white students and minorities (US DOE 

Glossary, n.d. d). 
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Cognitive skills – Related to social emotional learning are attention, planning, analysis, 

reasoning, mental flexibility, decision-making, and problem-solving (Cappella, Blair, & 

Aber, 2016) 

Early Education - Children being educated between birth through kindergarten (US DOE 

Definitions, n.d. a). 

Executive Functioning – Flexible control of attention, ability to hold information in 

working memory and maintaining inhibitory control (Cybele & Blair, 2016) 

Domains of school readiness – The five domains of readiness are (1) language and 

literacy; (2) cognition and general knowledge (math, science); (3) approaches to learning; 

(4) physical well-being and motor development; and (5) social emotional development 

(US DOE Definitions, n.d. a). 

Intrapersonal skill – Conscientiousness, perseverance, motivation, self-regulation, self-

efficacy, mastery orientation, and grit (Cappella, Blair, & Aber, 2016) 

Interpersonal skill – Empathy, communication, conflict resolution, teamwork, social 

intelligence, social awareness (Cappella, Blair, & Aber, 2016) 

Non-academic domains – There are the five domains of school readiness three are 

considered non-academic domains, these are language, approaches to learning, and social 

emotional development (US DOE Definitions, n.d. a). 

Peer modeling – The process of learning behaviors by watching a person who is 

perceived to be similar to oneself perform the task (Schunk, 1987). 

Social emotional competence – The demonstrated ability to express and communicate 

emotions, self-regulate emotions and behavior, problem solve, and make friends (U.S. 

Department of Health and Human Services, 2017) 
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Social emotional skills - Abilities that help children succeed in school and life. They 

include: self-control to building friendships (Zero to Three, n.d.); cooperation, assertion, 

responsibility, self-control, impulsivity, and aggression (The Nation Center for Education 

Statistics, n.d.); executive function, self-regulation, resilience (CDCH, 2018); 

interpersonal skill, intrapersonal skill, and cognition (Cappella, Blair, & Aber, 2016) 

Limitations, Delimitations, and Personal Bias 

 The delimitations set the study parameters and acknowledge data may not be 

applicable to other entities that fall outside the boundaries. The YMCA preschool, in a 

state within the western part of the United States, presents a unique set of circumstances 

including population served, diverse funding, and program practices. A case study was 

chosen due to the need for a holistic view of the program. Questions were predetermined 

to provide a uniform framework to the interview; however, participants had the 

opportunity to freely respond at the end of the session. Personal views gathered through 

surveys and interviews were utilized along with reports and lesson plans, and various 

documents reviewed to triangulate data and reduce researcher bias. For the purpose of 

this study, academic processes and outcomes of the school and the students were not 

reviewed due to a focus on social emotional development as the foundation for learning 

readiness. Additionally, in this study preschool children were not interviewed due to the 

inability of 3 to 5-year-old children to articulate metacognitive awareness of their own 

social emotional development. Therefore, parents were used as a proxy to convey their 

own perception and awareness of how the program develops their child’s social 

emotional skills.  
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The limitations are as follows: (1) The program participant demographics vary as 

enrollment evolves, therefore, there is an inability to predict study enrollment period for 

ethnicity, SES, gender, or student ages within the program, and these factors may not be 

as diverse as desired. (2) Parents were selected and scheduled upon completion of the 

survey and willingness to be interviewed, therefore the sample may not reflect the entire 

diverse spectrum of the school population. (3) Research was conducted over a period of 

two months of a 12-month school calendar, reflecting only a short period of time with 

regards to curriculum, education, and diversity. (4) Parents new to the program and 

therefore new to the curriculum used by YPS may not be well versed in how the YPS 

curriculum and practices impact their child, possibly limiting their knowledge and 

responses. (5) A parent’s level of education and language may impact their ability to 

participate, but support was offered in the form of oral administration and the survey was 

offered in English and Spanish, as needed. When logging into the survey, the option 

appears to take the survey in either English or Spanish but, the language selected by the 

participant is not recorded and results are reported in conjunction with all other responses 

in English on the Qualtrics results page. No parents requested interview translation. (6) 

When being observed, children and teachers could behave differently when a new person 

is in the room. Therefore, there was a period of time (i.e., 10 minutes) in which the 

researcher observed in the classroom without recording in order to allow staff and 

students to become more comfortable with the researcher’s presence. 

  A consideration in research is researcher bias, and it must be accounted for when 

executing data collection, analyzing data, and reporting findings. I have been an 

instructor, educator, teacher, and coach for a full spectrum of ages from birth to senior 
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citizens in high poverty settings. Academic education, professional development, and 

experience has provided me insight into cognitive, physical, and social emotional 

development on a continuum, instilling an understanding of the lasting effects of early 

education. To diminish my bias, strict coding practices were followed, and identification 

of themes were applied (Creswell, 2014). In addition, I have worked and volunteered for 

YMCAs therefore, I have personal knowledge of the mission and character values taught 

within these organizations. However, I do not have personal knowledge of the YMCA 

preschool that was to be studied in this DIP, which means I will remain open to learning 

about and understanding this context as unique. Personal bias can be a factor when 

interpreting data; therefore, I kept a research journal throughout the dissertation in 

practice to note personal feelings and thoughts so that I could distinguish between 

personal opinion and rigorous research observations. To mitigate my research bias, I 

wrote in the research journal on days I worked on the DIP. This reflective writing 

provided me an opportunity to become more aware of any potential influences from past 

experiences that might influence my ability to see the current data with fresh eyes. The 

research journal also helped me to recognize any situations in which I was merely 

advocating for a position that I already held regarding the value of early childhood 

education and mixed peer schooling; in turn, see the data for what it truly is when 

answering the specific research question proposed in this DIP. 

A practice interview was conducted with a retired early education teacher to 

reduce the chances of interview bias. Babbie (2014) cautions researchers about leading 

the participant by word choice or tone that assumes, pressures, or directs the participant 

to answer. Throughout the interview process, I attempted to apply monotone articulation, 
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adhere to the scripted questioning and designed prompts, and limited responses to 

participant answers as a measure to avoid influencing the participants insight and allow 

them to voluntarily discuss experiences. In addition, because scholarly pursuits are 

collaborative, surveys and interview questions were reviewed by the DIP committee to 

evaluate for potential bias in the questions. All of these measures to focus on data points, 

cross-reference facts, and organize data helped to reduce bias in the study, enhance 

trustworthiness, and augment dependability.  

Summary 

Poverty negatively impacts education attainment and life outcomes, supporting a 

venue of cyclical poverty. According to the Committee for Economic Development 

(2016), the most important action to equalize opportunity and promote growth is to 

specifically improve publicly-funded access to early childhood education. Research 

suggests that early childhood education centered around social emotional development 

can close educational gaps and improve outcomes (Campbell et al., 2012; Lillard et al., 

2017; Reynolds et al., 2011; Schweinhart et al., 1993). Grounded in the concepts of 

Bandura’s Social Learning Theory (1977), social emotional development is dependent 

upon direct instruction and modeled behavior. This dissertation in practice explored how 

a non-profit organization servicing preschool students from varying economic, cultural, 

and ethnic backgrounds fosters social emotional development. This DIP will strive to 

answer the question: how is social emotional development understood and facilitated in a 

subsidized non-profit YMCA child development center in the western United States that 

services students from a diverse range of socioeconomic backgrounds?  
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The data to answer the question was obtained through surveys, interviews with 

parents and staff regarding their perspectives on social emotional development at the 

YPS, document analysis, and classroom observations.  Data may help to inform 

educational practices and future policy development. The aim is to address the gap in our 

understanding of the benefits of a heterogeneous program population and social 

emotional development when the program is subsidized and bound by federal regulations.  
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

 This chapter is a review of literature in support of the dissertation in practice case 

study exploring social emotional learning in early education. The chapter begins with a 

look into education policy history and how it influences professional practices in early 

childhood education. The second section explores healthy child development by 

illuminating the effects of poverty on brain development, learning and whole child 

development, thereby highlighting the differential impact socioeconomic status has on 

social emotional development. The third section focuses on social learning theory as 

experienced by children through teacher instruction and social modeling. The fourth 

section reviews several early learning longitudinal studies that focus on social emotional 

learning and report positive impacts on children into adulthood. In the final review 

section, to provide context for the case study, a review of the Young Men’s Christian 

Association (YMCA) is provided. 

Professional Practices in American Education and Policy 

 Understanding the educational evolution in America as it compares to where we 

stand today is important in order to see where we have been, avoid previous mistakes, 

and improve practices in the future. This portion of literature will describe the history of 

education policy and how it has shaped professional practices in early childhood 

education. Specifically, the unintended consequences of high stakes testing and the 

subsequent change in educational practices for children will be reviewed. 

Educational History 

 The first public school in America opened in Boston in 1635, and the U.S. 

Department of Education was established in 1867 to help states establish an effective 
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school system (Sass, 2018). Skipping to the 20th century, several political junctures 

shaped our system today. Brown vs. Board of Education in 1954 set precedent that 

segregating schools by race was unequal and opened the way for integration (Sass, 2018). 

In Gladwell’s podcast series Revisionist History (2017), he conducts several interviews 

with individuals that lived the experience of Brown vs. Board of Education. In an 

interview with Linda Brown Thompson herself, she stated the family did not feel black 

schools were inferior but wanted a choice to decide where their child would attend school 

(Gladwell, 2017). A black teacher fighting for her job during the era of desegregation, 

Celestine Porter, said that unfortunately, rather than having the teachers desegregate (i.e., 

have black teachers in white schools and vice versa), the students were left with the 

burden to integrate the schools, placing children in harm’s way and blaming children for 

any failures (Gladwell, 2017). The mass firing of black teachers when schools integrated 

because white families did not accept black teachers into their schools has left a lasting 

scar reflected in the deficit of black teachers in relation to the number of black students in 

today’s educational system, which in turn negatively impacts black students due to social 

modeling based on identity (Gladwell, 2017).  

To further concepts of inclusion and integration, and to address the needs of the 

poor, several federal acts were introduced. The Elementary and Secondary Education Act 

(ESEA) of 1965 introduced by President Johnson brought education to the forefront, first 

establishing standards and accountability, along with the introduction of the Head Start 

program. In 1975, under President Ford, Education for All Handicapped Children was 

introduced, and in 1990 it was re-authorized as the Individuals with Disabilities Act 

(IDEA), which continues to govern systems today. The ESEA has also been reauthorized 
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and twice renamed, but the concept of setting high accountability standards and 

expectations directed at improving Title 1 schools serving poor and minority children has 

remained (USDOE, 2015).  

Due to concerns with the education system no longer being competitive 

internationally, President George W. Bush reauthorized the ESEA policy under No Child 

Left Behind (NCLB) in 2001. The intent of NCLB was to improve poor performing 

schools, close the achievement gap, and positively influence the outcomes of students 

from socioeconomically disadvantaged (low SES) backgrounds, minorities, and students 

with disabilities (US DOE, 2015) by holding schools accountable for academic progress 

(Klein, 2015). The process was predicated on a standards-based education. To drive 

change, accountability testing was launched (Berliner, 2009). The central idea was to set 

high standards and quantifiable goals to judge success based on four central concepts: (1) 

accountability for results, (2) State Education Agency (SEA) and Local Education 

Agency (LEA) control and flexibility, (3) parental involvement, and (4) improved teacher 

quality. States had the ability to set the accountability passing standards, determine the 

Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) scale, design assessment tools, and regulate academic 

rigor (US DOE, 2005). The NCLB Act set a goal that by the 2013-2014 school year, all 

students would meet the “proficient standard.” 

The Impact of Federal Policy on Today’s Education 

The need for determining whether all students were meeting the proficiency 

standard resulted in testing and accountability measures that were focused on factors that 

could be more easily assessed and categorized as proficient or not (Jaynes, 2007; 

McGuinn, 2006). Due to the need to be able to test students and set a benchmark for 
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proficiency, factors like social emotional learning, which are more difficult to test and set 

benchmarks for were not included in the testing and therefore were not the focus in the 

curriculum (Jaynes, 2007; McGuinn, 2006). Test results were used to identify 

underperforming campuses, bestow public praise or negative publicity, determine student 

opportunities, regulate employment, impact student educational opportunity, and control 

school funding (Jaynes, 2007). Instruction and intervention to improve unsatisfactory 

student performance began to be based on the results of the tests, rather than on the 

teachers’ knowledge of and experience with the students, which in turn diminished whole 

child development opportunities (Jaynes, 2007; McGuinn, 2006).  

As a result of overly focusing on test results, students that entered school already 

behind remained behind, and the gap grew (“National Center”, 2013). Evidence-based 

teaching was limited to prepare students for testing, resulting in reduced cognitive and 

social development (Balter, 2015). To prepare for the upcoming tests, academically 

challenged students were removed from art, music, and physical education to receive 

extra academic instruction, diminishing experiential learning, further hindering cognitive 

and social development (Klein, 2015). Schools continued to utilize resources and time 

preparing for standardized tests with test taking strategies and pushed aside essential life 

skills that could improve students’ learning trajectories (Madaus & Clarke, 2015). The 

inability to keep up with one’s peers and removal from non-academic courses resulted in 

students developing low self-esteem and reduced motivation, which then impacted the 

children’s academic careers (Madaus & Clarke, 2015).   

As states placed more emphasis on testing, the challenges increased for the 

students for whom NCLB intended to help (Cybele & Blaire, 2016; Petress, 2002). While 
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the intent of the U.S. DOE policy was to see an increase in the number of students in 

poverty and students with disabilities meeting the proficiency standards, the unintended 

consequence was the creation of incentives pushing students through basic skills and an 

over reliance on teaching test-taking skills as opposed to developing the whole child 

(Petress, 2002). Despite evidence supporting the link between social emotional 

competence and academic achievement (Raver, 2002), the policies of NCLB focused the 

majority of schools’ attention on meeting state academic standards as the only indicator 

of progress. To date, these practices resulted in negative lasting outcomes such as 

perpetual disparities in graduation rates, decline in SAT scores, and a neglect for social 

emotional learning, which impacts the ability of U.S. citizens to collaborate to come up 

with creative innovations to society’s biggest problems (Cybele & Blaire, 2016).  

Practices used to meet testing standards limited educational experiences for 

students as education became centered around testing, rather than student learning 

(Madaus & Clarke, 2015) and social emotional development (Raver, 2002). Overall 

graduation rates have steadily improved since 2001, but not all students have seen 

improvements in graduation rates. Fewer than 70% of low-SES students graduate from 

high school, and only about 3 in 4 low-SES students will graduate on time (DePaoli, 

Balfanz, Atwell, & Bridgeland, 2018). When it comes to SAT scores, students maturing 

through the NCLB system demonstrate declining mean SAT scores (College Board, 

2016). According to NCES (NCES): 

[From]1998–99 and 2004–05, the mathematics SAT average score increased by 9 

points, but it decreased by 12 points between 2004–05 (520) and 2015–16 (508). 

The critical reading average score decreased by 14 points between 2004–05 (508) 
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and 2015–16 (494). Furthermore, between 2005–06, (the year writing section was 

introduced) and 2015–16, the writing average score decreased by 15 points (from 

497 to 482).  

One must note the number of students participating in the test has increased diversifying 

the population of test takers. 

The National Center for Educational Statistics (NCES) reported that the 

achievement gap based on ethnicity significantly decreased but the gap increased 

between students living in poverty and students living in middle-to-upper income 

households. Poverty gap statistics from 2013 revealed fourth grade students who took the 

National Assessment of Educational Progress displayed a 31-point gap between low and 

high-poverty students, and eighth grade students had a 36-point gap (US DOE, 2013). 

Approximately 10% of students in poverty never took a state exam in high school 

because the student did not have the self-confidence that they could pass the test, they 

were not going to graduate, or the student believed the test is pointless or lacks relevance 

to their current situation (Madaus & Clarke, 2015); and therefore, they did not meet 

testing or graduation requirements.  

The NCLB Act did not significantly improve outcomes or close gaps for students 

experiencing poverty and students with different abilities (US DOE, 2013). The Act 

neglected social emotional learning by activating no tolerance policies utilizing punitive 

measures (i.e., in-school and out-of-school suspension and expulsion), rather than 

teaching and learning measures to address behavioral issues (McGuinn, 2006). 

Furthermore, the United States’ international educational standing continued to decline in 

reading and math during the time NCLB was being implemented (UNICEF, 2017). The 
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newest policy, ESSA, became fully effective in the 2017-2018 school year, and while the 

impact of the policy is still being evaluated, testing remains at the forefront of the 

accountability strategies. The cautionary tale of unintended consequences is to resist 

making the same mistakes. 

Federally-Funded Early Learning 

 Unfortunately, these high academic standards have trickled down into early 

education more formally by aligning the pre-kindergarten academic expectations to K-12 

standards. A report by the Alliance for Childhood in 2009, “Crisis in Kindergarten,” 

reported social development has been replaced by test taking and skill development 

(Miller & Almon, 2009). Kindergarten teachers report spending more time on teacher 

directed activities of advanced literacy skills, math content, assessments, and teacher-

directed instruction rather than child- centered activities and developing the whole child; 

to include social development, art, music and science (Bassok, Latham & Rorem, 2016). 

These academic standards put pressure on teachers in preschools to prepare children for 

kindergarten, rather than capacity building experiences for happy, healthy, children with 

a positive outlook on learning and development of non-academic skills essential for 

learning.  

Having an academic-centered learning environment is not new for Head Start, the 

largest provider of early education for poor children, which serviced over 850,000 

students in the 2016-2017 school year (National Head Start, 2017). The initial Head Start 

policy defined the program as a means for “…improving the child’s mental processes and 

skills” (Zigler & Styfco, 2010). But, just as NCLB resulted in poor student outcomes, 

Head Start struggles to produce long term gains. The scrutiny began with the first class of 
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students when the program was assessed for its worth (Wolff & Stein, 1966; Zigler & 

Styfco, 2010). Unfortunately, policy makers decided to determine progress by assessing a 

child’s Intelligence Quotient (IQ) (Wolff & Stein, 1966; Zigler & Styfco, 2010). The 

findings demonstrated an eight-point gain, it was somewhat debunked because it was 

believed the gain was due to attaining test-taking abilities (Zigler & Styco, 2010). Even if 

improvement in test taking is a benefit to students, a follow-up report in 1966 by Wolff 

and Stein revealed that the IQ gains “dissipated over time,” giving birth to what is called 

the fade out phenomenon.  

Over the years the Head Start program has added services to address health, 

nutrition, and parenting; however, the key component is still designed for academic gains 

(“Head Start”, n.d). Recent studies have attempted to assess the program’s effects on the 

whole child (Webb & Fortunato, 2016). However, under the mandates of the 2007 

Improving Head Start for School Readiness Act, one of the most comprehensive Head 

Start studies titled, “The Head Start Impact Study,” reported four key findings: First, 

students showed positive gains in academic achievement, however mixed results of 

academic improvement at the end of kindergarten and 1st grade made the results difficult 

to generalize. Second, three- and four-year old cohorts showed few gains socially and 

emotionally. Four-year old cohorts showed no improvement in social emotional 

behaviors during the study, but by third grade parents reported a reduction in behavioral 

issues. The three-year-old cohort parents reported significant gains in behavior, but 

teachers reported negative effects for teacher relationships and no significant reports by 

teachers in any elementary grade for improved behavior. The third finding showed 

children did not show significant improvements in vocabulary for four-year-old students 
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nor significant gains in oral comprehension by three-year-old students. Finally, the results 

of the Head Start Impact Study (Department of Human Resources, 2010) found that gains 

in the areas of reduced harsh discipline, health care, and parental reading all faded over 

time (Puma et al., 2010). The difference between the parent and teacher perceptions is 

another interesting finding that led to the decision to recruit both parents and teachers for 

this DIP. 

In a follow-up to the same study, the same cohort of children were evaluated in 3rd 

Grade in 2012, reporting little systematic difference between the Head Start participants 

and the control group (Puma et. al., 2012). The children that demonstrated improvements 

in language and literacy dissipated by third grade. In the domain of social emotional 

development, parents reported a favorable impact, but teachers reported unfavorable 

impacts (Puma et al., 2012).  

The fade out phenomenon has plagued low income students that have benefitted 

from Head Start in the short term (Puma et. al., 2012; Zigler & Styfco, 2010). History 

reveals that raising academic standards in early education, elementary, and secondary 

schools has not yielded the anticipated or desired results. One reason the U.S. may not be 

seeing the overall improvement is education outcomes despite its many attempts to raise 

the standards is because of poverty. A deeper understanding of how poverty affects the 

developing child is pertinent to developing programming and policies to weave a safety 

net that will be there to support all children.   

The Effects of Poverty on Healthy Child Development  

Children in poverty face many challenges not experienced by their middle-class 

peers (Evans & Kim, 2013). The Educational Policy Research Unit (2009) identified six 
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out-of-school factors that children in poverty experience, which negatively impact school 

achievement: (1) non-genetic parental influences, (2) inadequate medical care, (3) food 

insecurity, (4) pollutants, (5) family stress, and (6) neighborhood characteristics. Children 

living in high poverty experience negative consequences affecting cognitive 

development, social emotional health, and physiological changes (Berliner, 2009; Evans 

& Kim, 2013; CDCH, 2017). These factors result in behavior challenges, changes in 

brain architecture, poor vocabulary, issues with language acquisition, and challenges with 

focus and attention (Berliner, 2009). The following section explores the research on the 

effects of poverty on the developing child, such as brain changes, behavior, learning, and 

communication.  

The Developing Brain Structure 

Numerous studies have looked at changes in brain structure in children from low 

SES households using magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) (Hair, Hanson, Wolfe, & 

Pollak, 2015; Katsnelson, 2015). As income levels fall, children experience greater 

deficits in maturation of the frontal lobes, which are responsible for reasoning, motor 

skills, cognition, and language. Furthermore, the temporal lobes, which are responsible 

for receptive language, also saw deficits which can translate into a 20% gap in standard 

test scores (Hair, et. al., 2015). Through looking at MRI results, research has shown that 

children in poverty showed smaller white and cortical grey matter and reduced 

hippocampal volume, which is associated with processing emotion, in addition to reduced 

amygdala, which is responsible for how we experience emotions (Hair et al., 2015; 

Katsnelson, 2015).  These areas of the brain are all responsible for emotional reactions, 

memory and decision making (Luby et.al., 2013). Studies using brain scans also reveal an 
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underdeveloped cerebral cortex in students from low SES families but no differences in 

students due to ethnicity, suggesting the negative impact is an issue of nurture and not 

nature (Balter, 2015).  While at UC Berkeley, Sanders (2008) conducted a study using 

electro-encephalogram (EEG) and found the brains of children ages 9-10 years, who were 

experiencing poverty in childhood, exhibited poor frontal lobe responses that were 

similar to adult brains with frontal lobe damage. Low frontal lobe response time affects 

problem solving ability as well as general school performance. This slow response of the 

pre-frontal cortex can also result in trouble regulating behavior (Sanders, 2008).  

The power of nature versus the power of nurture has been long debated. The 

Harvard Center on the Developing Child (2017) explains that the blueprint for brain 

formation and circuity begins in the genes. Then genes, together with life experiences, are 

responsible for brain architecture and the early neural connections that either develop 

strong or weak foundations during early childhood (CDHC, 2015). However, the brain is 

an experience dependent organ that is immature at birth and relies on the early childhood 

environment to shape pathways in the brain (Tarullo, Obradovic, & Gunnar, 2009). Non-

academic school readiness skills are shaped by caregivers and developed through 

neighborhood, community, and family influences (Hanson et al., 2011). A recent study 

attributed the development of executive function to cognitive stimulation and 

environmental enrichment (Haft & Hoeft, 2017).  

Research finds physical changes in the brain due to play can be observed in brain 

scans (Frost, 1998). Free play allows children to interact uninhibited, be creative, explore, 

and develop reasoning skills plus crucial social skills (Kanani, 2014). Play is the corner 

stone of all child learning; it allows children to explore, pretend, and develop self-
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regulatory skills through positive school experiences, such as those experienced through 

peer play, which can influence a child’s ability to self-regulate and develop important 

social competence (Bodrova & Leong, 2005; Mathieson & Banerjee, 2010). However, 

high stress, poor coping skills, and insufficient nurturing result in changes in the brain 

architecture when positive social intervention is not provided (CDHC, 2017).  

Behavior and Learning  

An increased rate of childhood behavior problems is associated with lower 

income homes and is linked to delays in motor, language, play, school, and 

socioemotional skill developments (Montes, Lotyczewski, Haltermann, & Hightower, 

2012). Children in poverty experience increased incidences of oppositional defiant 

behavior, aggression, academic problems, grade failure, secondary school dropout rates, 

and antisocial behavior (Snyder, 2001). If children are not provided a rich, nurturing 

environment, and appropriate social behavior is not modeled, executive function may be 

impaired or delayed (CDHC, 2017).   

Allostatic load is the wear and tear on the body that accumulates when an 

individual is exposed to chronic stress, which can lead to physiological and psychological 

changes in the body (Evans & Kim, 2013). Because poverty is cyclical less supportive 

families and dysfunctional family units result in the learning of parenting styles that are 

less stimulating, inconsistent, and more punitive for children of adults who also 

experienced poverty (Kohen et al., 2008). A child’s accumulated exposure to stress or 

allostatic load results in systemic, overexerted physiological responses, which interfere 

with self-regulation (Evans & Kim, 2013). Children living in poverty are subject to toxic 

stressors described as “prolonged adverse experiences” without appropriate adult support 
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(“National Scientific”, 2005/2014). Gunnar, Herrers, and Hostiner (2009) reported that 

toxic stress releases the hormone corticotropin, activating the fight-or-flight response, 

which promotes development of short and long-term emotional problems. Toxic stress 

greatly negates a child’s ability to manage behavior and is linked to behavioral 

impairments and learning difficulties (CDHC, 2017; Gunnar et al., 2009; Shonkoff & 

Garner, 2011). 

 Behavior and learning are intertwined and converge in the process of the brain 

called executive functioning, defined as the control of attention, ability to hold 

information in working memory, and maintaining control to learn (Cybele & Blair, 

2016). Children who have lived in poverty show reduced size and function in the frontal 

lobe, affecting the processes of executive functioning (Hair et el., 2015; Sanders, 2008). 

Executive function is needed throughout school and life. Any impact on executive 

function would therefore impact a child’s school readiness and early school success 

(Cybele & Blair, 2016).   

 As demonstrated in a study by Noble, McCandliss, and Farah (2007), 168 public 

school first graders from a wide range of SES backgrounds were recruited to determine 

which neurocognitive functions were most affected by SES. The variance between high 

and low SES attributed to a 32% variance in language composite, 16.7% visuospatial 

composite, 10.2% memory composite, and 5.5% cognitive control composite. These are 

the underlying functions necessary for learning. In addition, working memory, the 

process responsible for learning new information, experienced a 12.1% variance between 

high and low SES students.  

Child Rearing 
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Language and Communication. Children living in economic hardship 

experience language isolation (Hanson et al., 2011). Children born into poverty hear 30 

million fewer words by the time they are four years of age compared to their peers from 

middle-class families (Bergland, 2014; Hart & Risley, 1995).  Many children in poverty 

begin their educational careers with inferior vocabularies and fewer educational readiness 

skills compared to students from middle- to upper-class families (Jensen, 2009). The 

language deficit affects verbal ability, as well as language processing, resulting in 

language-based test scores showing a two-year lag-behind their peers (Bergland, 2014). 

As they enter kindergarten, academic experience does not start with readiness skills but 

jumps into phonics, sight words, writing letters, and adding numbers (“Texas Education,” 

2015).  Living in an unsafe or poverty-stricken neighborhood and residing in a home with 

a household income falling below the poverty line are correlated with scoring low on an 

assessment of verbal abilities, resulting in a child being “at-risk” for experiencing 

problems in school (Hanson et al., 2011). 

Poor language and vocabulary acquisition negatively impact reading development 

(Bergland, 2014; Jansen, 2009). Students not reading proficiently by the end of third 

grade correspond to a 16% dropout rate in high school (Hernandez, 2011). Compound 

that statistic for students living at least one year in poverty and the dropout rate was 26%, 

and for those living in chronic poverty, the dropout rate jumps to 35% (Hernandez, 

2011). Individual and household factors all impact early childhood development but 

influences on early education continue outside of the home.  

Community Influences on Social Development. Community adversity affects 

health outcomes due to stress response, social challenges, home insecurity, financial 
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issues, and high stress environments (Schulz et al., 2012). A study about neighborhood 

disadvantages on young children by Kohen, Dahinten, Leventhal, and McIntosh (2008) 

revealed that poverty correlates with low social cohesion or the ability of a neighborhood 

to work together for improvement. Furthermore, greater community hardship, defined as 

female head of household, male unemployment, and poverty level, resulted in greater 

difficulty in demonstrating problem solving skills and applying strategies that had a 

positive outcome (Hanson et al., 2011). Lower levels of community education, 

community poverty, and residential mobility negatively impact family mental health 

(Santiago, Wadsworth, & Stump, 2009). Research by Schulz, Mentz, Lachance, Johnson, 

Gaines, and Israel (2012) investigated the relationship between neighborhood poverty 

and allostatic load. The study revealed that residing in a neighborhood with high poverty 

has a stronger correlation to allostatic load than individual household income (Schulz, et 

al., 2012). 

Parenting Practices. In the same study by Noble, McCandliss, and Farah (2007), 

when broken down into contributing poverty factors, maternal education accounted for a 

variance of 27% in language, 15% in visuospatial, 5.7% in memory composite, and 8.7% 

in cognitive control. Mothers in poverty have a higher rate of smoking during pregnancy, 

poor nutrition, toxin exposure, and limited access to prenatal health care, affecting the 

biological development of the unborn child (Schulz et al., 2012). The U.S. Census Bureau 

(2016) reported over half of all poor children live in single-mother homes, increasing the 

workload and stress of the parent.  

Chronic stress experienced in poverty laden families diminishes the parent-child 

serve and return interface, or the ping-pong like interaction, that is necessary to shape and 
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strengthen the child’s ability to build capacity (CDCH, 2017). Without the appropriate 

serve and return interaction, emotional health may be disrupted, and a lack of social 

connections develop (CDCH, 2017).  Children from lower income homes and less 

parental education were more likely to have behavior problems and be less ready for 

kindergarten (Montes, Lotyczewski, Haltermann, & Hightower, 2012).  

Forced choices and policies impacting child development. A report by Ekono, 

Jiang, and Smith (2016), representing the National Center for Children in Poverty 

Columbia Universities Mailman School of Public Health, reported facts about parents and 

children living in severe poverty. Parents in poverty are faced with daily choices of how 

to best spend their limited money where food, utilities, and rent top the list, resulting in 

families going without health care, child care, stable adequate living situations, 

nutritional food, and limited stimulating resources or opportunities for their children 

(Ekono et al., 2016). Parents in poverty work for low wages, long hours, multiple jobs, 

and two-thirds live in single parent households, resulting in situations of toxic stress and 

diminishing time for cooking, nurturing interpersonal interactions, healthy social 

experiences, or enrichment activities like going to the library (Ekono et al., 2016). 

Parents struggle to cope with the situation without safety net policies that support access 

to childcare, supplemental nutrition, tuition reimbursement, health care provisions, 

housing subsidies, temporary assistance for family leave, unemployment insurance, and 

basic parenting support mechanisms (Ekono et al., 2016). If children are not provided a 

rich, nurturing environment, and appropriate social behavior is not modeled due to 

financial strain, time constrains or toxic stress, executive function may be impaired or 

delayed (CDHD, 2017).  
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Social Learning Theory as Experienced by Children 

How we learn has been researched and described in a number of ways, applying a 

variety of terms, but three central ideas emerge. Learning is interdependent upon (a) 

biology, (b) experiences, and (c) outlook on learning or motivation. Research in 1949 by 

George Murdock explained learning as rooted in biology, dependent on society and 

cultural experiences, and shaped by personality. More recently, a book about how the 

brain learns expanded on the same concepts termed biology, experiences, and interests 

(Bransford. Brown, & Cocking, 2000). Current research on the developing child from 

Harvard describes the learning process as cognitive, emotional, and social intertwined, 

and the interactions between genes and experiences construct the architecture for the 

brain, which is the platform for learning (CDCH, 2017). Time and again, researchers 

have found that social experiences play an important role in development and learning 

(Bergland, 2014; Hanson et al., 2011; Jansen, 2009; Schulz et al., 2012). Biology and 

genes may provide the framework, but social experiences impact brain development, 

social behavior, neural pathways, and shape individual outlook. Furthermore, the 

experiences a child has from birth to age five have a lasting impact on future growth 

(CDHC, 2017).  

Bandura’s Social Learning Theory (1977) and the learning paradigm set in 

biology, environment, and outlook converge under the pretense that social experiences 

shape and develop an individual’s learning.  Bandura (1986) contended that behaviors are 

developed based on feedback control systems and repeated, increasingly challenging 

exposures to stimuli. Three assumptions make up Bandura’s (1986) theory (1) causes or 

antecedents of the behavior occurring in a particular environment; (2) cognitive and 
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physiological reactions to the behavior will then determine if the behavior is repeated; 

and (3) the cognitive functions determine if a behavior is carried out in a particular 

environment. These factors evolved into Bandura’s Social Cognitive Theory (1986) that 

human behavior is the connection between biology, environment, and personal factors. 

The effect of biology on the developing child was addressed in the previous section. This 

section will address the social learning environment created through modeling and 

experiences, which influence personal factors related to outlook on learning and growth 

mindset. 

Identification and modeled behavior. Modeling refers to an individual 

displaying behavior that is observed by others and over time imitated or copied by the 

observer (Bandura, 1977). A child is more likely to repeat observed behaviors if the child 

perceives the model to be similar to themselves, such as gender, ethnicity, age, associated 

activity, or interests (Bandura, 1977). The more commonalities and emotional 

attachment, the stronger the likelihood for the observer to reproduce the behavior 

(Bandura, 1977). Behavior can be observed and learned from media, peers, social groups, 

parents, family, and teachers (Bandura, 1977). The modeled and observed behavior can 

be positive or negative, and depending on the reinforcement, the child will determine if 

the behavior should be adopted (Bandura, 1977). Bandura’s Social Cognitive Theory 

expanded beyond simple behavioral learning to how an individual thinks, including 

modeled learning of values, beliefs, feelings, emotions, and attitudes. Social Cognitive 

Theory (1986) includes learning rules, socially accepted norms, and strategies for dealing 

with different situations. This exposes vulnerability in children who lack appropriate 

modeling of appropriate social norms.  
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A study by DeLay, Hanish, Martin, and Fabes (2016) evaluated students’ peer 

social exposure model, which is explained as the influence of peers over time that foster 

similarities based on student competency i.e., the underlying behaviors a child has that 

are predictive of academic-related skills. The study revealed that in Head Start students, 

children not only chose peers with similar competencies, but over time their levels of 

competency became more closely related, either by increasing or decreasing their own 

level of competency. Furthermore, positive effects were observed in Spanish-speaking 

children whose level of competency increased more than English-speaking children 

(DeLay et al., 2016).  

Modeling for Language and Behavior Development 

Under Lyndon B. Johnson’s Great Society Campaign, the Head Start program 

was first developed to help eliminate poverty by working to employ untrained poor 

mothers (Zigler & Styfco, 2010). At the time, early education did not exist, and preschool 

teachers were recruited from elementary settings. Initially, many college-educated 

teachers participated, but the majority of teachers were poor women who did not have 

formal education in teaching and learning scholarship (Zigler, & Styfco, 2010).  Still 

today, children in the highest poverty areas consistently have the lowest quality of 

educators and programs, as well as the highest turnover due to high numbers of 

challenging students, rigid expectations, and larger class sizes (OCED, 2012). According 

to Head Start Policy 1302.91 (2018) staff qualification and competency requirements, 

teachers need the minimum education of an associate degree in child development and 

assistant teachers must hold a minimum of a child development certification or be 

enrolled in a program to be completed within two years. The U.S. Department of Labor 



YMCA CASE STUDY IN A DIVERSE SES                                                                 39                           
   

(2017) reports that Head Start teachers make an average of $28,500 compared to an 

average elementary teacher, who makes $55,800. This poor pay rate results in high 

employee turnover rates and reduced professional skill.  

A study by Mashburn, Justice, Downer, and Pianta (2009), investigated the peer 

effects of children’s language achievement in preschool, including understanding of 

vocabulary and grammar as well as their expressive language. The study revealed 

benefits of attending preschool with children that had higher expressive language skills, 

promoting both receptive and expressive language development in peers (Mashburn et 

al., 2009). A secondary discovery showed that students demonstrated a stronger 

development of receptive language skills in classrooms with better classroom 

management (Mashburn et al., 2009). The researchers (Mashburn et al., 2009) believe 

this is due to environments conducive to conversation, allowing children to learn and 

explore language from one another in a comfortable atmosphere. Again, emphasizing the 

importance of experienced teachers due to provided opportunities within peer structure 

and teacher modeling. 

There is a direct association between vocabulary knowledge and future academic 

success (Hart & Risley, 2003; Qi et al., 2006; Farkas, 2004; Charity, Scarborough, & 

Griffin, 2004). A follow up study of the 30-million word deficit revealed that three-year-

old measures predicted academic success in third grade. Students who had larger 

vocabularies were stronger readers and demonstrated higher test scores (Hart & Risley, 

2003). It goes beyond having a dearth in vocabulary and extends to processing delays 

affecting overall learning (Fernald, Marchman, & Weisleder, 2013). As early as 18 

months, a discrepancy in language processing efficiency is evident in children from low 
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SES homes, and by two years of age, children show a six-month lag in processing skills 

critical to language development (Fernald et al., 2013). Fernald et al. (2013) has 

constructed a language processing test that reveals children from low SES homes respond 

200 milliseconds slower than children from high SES homes. The children from low SES 

homes do not demonstrate the same processing speed until six months later. The crucial 

factor is the vocabulary capacity building. In the six-month period, high SES children 

gained about 260 new words compared to the low SES children’s gain on average of 30 

new words (Fernald et al., 2013).  

Reviewing techniques to raise the level of development for students with special 

needs, the concept of an inclusive environment is at the forefront. A study by Justices, 

Logan, Lin, & Kaderavek (2014) reported that the average language skills in a classroom 

can predict language development of children with special needs. The problem arises 

when children with disabilities do not have peers with high language skills in the 

classroom, which creates a limited opportunity to improve (Justice et al., 2014). Children 

with special needs placed in the highest skilled classes saw 40% better improvement than 

students with special needs placed in classrooms with the weakest language skills. The 

effect of high and low language skills influenced all children, but those with disabilities 

reaped the biggest benefits (Justices et al., 2014).  

Another study by Schechter and Bye (2007) evaluated low-SES preschool 

students whose language skills were not significantly different upon entering the 

program. Students were placed in either mixed SES schools or schools with all low-

income families. Children placed in mixed programs made significantly greater gains in 

receptive language by an average of seven points in comparison to the children in the 
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low-income schools. Students in the integrated schools moved from ranking below the 

national norm to just above the national norm in one year, whereas the students who 

attended the all low-income student schools remained significantly below the norm 

(Schechter & Bye, 2007). Schechter and Bye (2007) believe the gains were attained due 

to peer modeling. 

A literature review by Cybele and Blair (2016) argues that executive function 

matures through sensitive, patient, supportive, and appropriately challenging types of 

care giving. If children are not provided a rich, nurturing environment and appropriate 

social behaviors are not modeled, executive function may be impaired or delayed 

(“Center on”, 2017). For example, during play, caregivers can provide encouragement 

and guidance to help children develop appropriate social interaction and foster social 

learning (Bodrova & Leong, 2005).  

Mathieson & Banerjee (2010) conducted a research study of 106 2- and 3-year old 

preschoolers to evaluate child temperament, child emotional understanding, and the 

relation between parent and teacher views of child behavior. Child emotional 

understanding predicted interactive peer play competencies and pro-social behavior. 

Parent and teachers were in alignment regarding parent-rated control/self-regulation to 

teacher’s ratings of socio-behavior and peer play competencies. However, parents and 

teachers did not converge on ideals of their perceptions of behavior problems. This 

highlights issues in understanding expectations and norms between parents and teachers 

in social behavior (Mathieson & Banerjee, 2010). 

Social skills. As with language, peer modeling of behavior can be effective in 

improving social readiness skills.  As has been noted elsewhere in this chapter, social 
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skills are a strong indicator of academic success (Webster-Stratton & Reid, 2004). 

Another key indicator of academic success in first grade is a student’s ability to maintain 

attention during kindergarten (Rhodes, Warren, Domitrovich, & Greenberg, 2011). In a 

study by DeLay et al. (2016) of Head Start children, it was revealed children tend to 

choose play, and learning partners with similar characteristics of gender, same language, 

socioeconomic similarities, and similar receptive vocabulary skills. During the school 

year of study, students’ competency levels were affected by their peer partners’ level over 

time by either increasing or decreasing competency towards their similar peer (DeLay et 

al., 2016). Of course, this study demonstrates that peer modeling can have both positive 

and negative impacts on children.  In the discussion section, the researchers (DeLay et al., 

2016) noted that mixed SES classrooms could become divided by severity of economic 

disadvantage, which creates a social division within the classroom; therefore, teachers 

should be aware of child tendencies in peer selection and peer group dynamics. The 

authors recommended adult intervention to influence peer and group interaction, create 

opportunities to engage in diverse peer groups that limits isolation or segregation, and 

help encourage competency development by teacher selection of peer partners (DeLay et 

al., 2016). 

In 1966, James Coleman was hired by the US Office of Education to write a 

report on the quality of education in the U.S. titled Equality of Education Opportunity 

(Coleman, 1966). Several key findings surfaced. First the white-black achievement gap 

existed in first grade and expanded throughout elementary school; however, there was 

little difference between black and white schools based on curriculum or physical facility. 

The Coleman Report determined that the racial diversity and socioeconomic make-up of 
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a school are 1.75 times more important than funding, SES, teacher quality, individual 

student race, or ethnicity in determining a student’s educational outcomes (Coleman, 

1966). The two variables explaining student achievement of each race or ethnic group 

were (1) parents’ educational and economic attainment, and (2) parent and school peer 

attitudes toward education, highlighting the importance of modeling and outlook on 

learning. Coleman (1966) later wrote, regarding his research, that black students benefit 

from integrated schooling only if most of the students were white. 

Integration has been practiced in other contexts. Take for example in 1977, when 

the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that bussing to support integration was appropriate to 

balance racially divided schools; bussing in the 1970s revealed the importance a diverse 

population through integration of ethnicity and SES (Hanushek, Kain, & Rivkin, 2009). 

Holistically, the program was deemed unsuccessful due to the flight of individuals to 

suburbs to escape integration or the prospect of being bussed to a distant school (Frum, 

2000). Despite ill feelings about the bussing strategy, two facts emerged. First, the overall 

quality of education improved. Second, the most rapid decrease in the black-white 

achievement gap was experienced during bussing. The National Assessment of Education 

Progress (2012) reported that in 1977, there was a 53-point gap in reading between 17-

year-old blacks and whites, and by 1988 the gap diminished to 20 points. Since the shift 

in white flight to the suburbs, by 1994 the gap rose to 37 points, and the most recent data 

shows a decline to a gap of 30 points in 2017.  

Susan Eaton (2010) of Harvard University has revealed that racial, cultural, and 

economically diverse schools are associated with short- and long-term benefits for all 

racial groups (Eaton, 2011a; Eaton, 2011b). Low SES students demonstrate better 
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graduation rates, improved academic skills, and experience benefits that counteract the 

negative effects of poverty (Eaton, 2011b). Students from heterogeneous schools possess 

better critical thinking skills and analytical ability (Eaton, 2011b). Children from diverse 

schools are more likely to form cross-rational friendships, attend diverse colleges, as well 

as live and work in diverse environments (Siegel-Hawley, 2012). 

Benefits of school integration by ethnicity and SES are also observed for the more 

affluent students. Non-minorities in diverse classrooms experience more robust 

discussion and exhibit better problem-solving, critical thinking, and improved academic 

achievement (Siegel-Hawley, 2012). Prosocial behavior is a positive voluntary behavior 

oriented toward helping others and is characterized by sharing, cooperating, and 

volunteering (Silk & House, 2011). Prosocial behavior in a classroom has significant 

impacts on a student’s motivation to learn, as well as on the overall mood and health of 

the school environment (Silk & House, 2011). Prosocial behavior is an adaptive response 

to low SES, because it serves to increase control over one’s environment (Robinson & 

Piff, 2017). Children from low-SES families exhibit more communal behaviors, prosocial 

behaviors, and egalitarian values, which can have a positive effect on students from more 

affluent families who could benefit from exhibiting more of these behaviors (Guinote, 

Cotzia, Sandhu, & Siwa, 2015). 

Examples of Early Learning Centered in Social Emotional Techniques 

Perry Preschool Project 

The Perry Preschool Project was instituted in Ypsilanti, Michigan (outside of 

Detroit) from 1962–1967 for African-American three and four-year-old children 

(Schweinhart, Barnes, & Weikart, 1993). David Weikart, who was serving as the Director 
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of Special Services, was concerned about the low IQ and performance of students in the 

area. A committee of educators was created to design and implement a preschool 

program embedded in the theory of teaching and learning. A group of 123 children at 

high-risk, equivalent in IQ, and demographic characteristics were randomly assigned, 

with 58 in the treatment group and 65 in a control group that received no preschool 

(Schweinhart et al., 1993).  The preschool program followed the High Scope Curriculum 

model, which has two main components that children are taught: (1) the six-step conflict 

resolution process and (2) plan-do-review of activities in conjunction with shared control 

between the child and adult.  

The results of the program have demonstrated lasting effects (Schweinhart et al., 

1993; Schweinhart et al., 2004). At age 15, students from the control group had 

committed twice as many acts of misconduct. At age 23, 39% of students from the 

control group had committed a felony or been arrested compared to 13.5% of the 

treatment group (Schweinhart & Weikart, 1980). At age 27, the treatment group attended 

about one full year more of school than the control group, had fewer teen pregnancies, 

and had a 44% higher graduation rate. Only 15% of the treatment group were placed in 

special education vs. 34% of the control group, and those enrolled from the control group 

spent 1.3 more years in special education than the program group (Schweinhart et al., 

1993). At age 27, 57% of mothers in the treatment group had an out-of-wedlock birth vs. 

83% of the control group mothers, (Schweinhart et al., 1993). At age 40, it is reported 

that the treatment group were 46% less likely to have spent time incarcerated and 33% 

percent less likely to have committed a violent crime (Schweinhart et al., 2004). 
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Additionally, the treatment group were 26% less likely to have received government 

assistance and had a 43% higher income (Schweinhart et al., 2004). 

Abecedarian Project 

The second study of significance was the Abecedarian Project in Orange County, 

North Carolina. The project cohort was conducted between 1972-1977 (Campbell et al., 

2012). It comprised of 111 infants at high risk; 57 mostly African-American children 

were provided high-quality preschool, and 54 African-American children participated in 

the control group. Infants began the program at about 4 months old and attended 6-8 

hours a day for 5 days a week. The key program components were language priority, 

conversational reading, enriched caregiving, and learning games. Children also received 

onsite health care. The control group was provided nutritional supplements, health care, 

and social services (Campbell et al., 2012).  

The longitudinal outcomes reported at age 21 were: 1.8 years higher reading level, 

1.3 years higher math level, as well as 4.4 points higher IQ for the treatment group 

compared to the control group. However, the control group completed .5 years more 

school than the treatment group (Campbell et al., 2012). Other findings of interest 

included 36% of the treatment group vs. 14% of the control group enrolled in college; 

47% treatment vs. 27% control group had skilled jobs; and 26% treatment vs. 45% of the 

control group reported teen pregnancy. Furthermore, a reduction in criminal activity and 

mental health was self-reported but not at a statistically significant rate (Campbell et al., 

2012).  At age 30, the treatment group was four times more likely to have completed 

college, 21% more likely to be consistently employed, and five times less likely to have 

used public assistance in the last 7 years (Campbell et al, 2012). 
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Chicago Longitudinal Study 

The Chicago Longitudinal Study followed 1,150 at-risk children entering 

preschool in 1983-1984 from 20 centers across Chicagoland located in high poverty 

communities; these children were compared to 550 children who participated in other 

preschool programs (Reynolds, et al., 1997). Ninety-five percent of the children were 

black. The Child-Parent Center (CPC) project was designed as a center-based early 

intervention program for economically disadvantaged children and is the second oldest 

federally-funded program behind Head Start. Some children only attended the CPC for 

preschool, whereas others attended through 3rd grade. The program had four goals. First, 

document patterns of school performance and social competence; second, evaluate the 

effects of the Child-Parent Center and Expansion Program on child and youth 

development; the third goal was to “…identify and better understand the educational and 

psychosocial pathways through which the effects of early childhood experiences are 

manifested, and more generally, through which scholastic and behavioral development 

proceeds;” and fourth, how the program contributed to children’s educational and 

developmental success through personal, family, school, and community factors 

(Reynolds et al., 1997). 

The findings show children enrolled in the CPC program had a higher graduation 

rate (Reynolds et al., 1997).  Students receiving intervention only during preschool 

showed a 47% increase in obtaining an associate degree and a 41% increase in obtaining 

a bachelor’s degree. Those attending the CPC through second or third grade achieved a 

48% increase in obtaining an associate degree and a 74% increase for a bachelor’s degree 

(Reynolds et al., 1997). Another study of the CPC reported on outcomes of well-being, 
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comparing 989 students receiving preschool and kindergarten CPC intervention from the 

original cohort to 550 low-income children enrolled in an all-day non-CPC kindergarten 

(Reynolds et al., 2011).  Of the 550 non-CPC students, 15% attended Head Start 

preschool, but most participated in an enrichment program of in-home childcare. It is 

important to note CPC students and non-CPC students had intervention support available 

in school (Reynolds et al., 2011). Those attending a CPC preschool were more likely to 

graduate from high school on time; had higher levels of educational achievement, which 

lead to high levels of job prestige; had health insurance; and were paid higher wages. The 

CPC intervention preschool group had lower rates of crime (47.9% vs. 54.3%), felony 

arrests (19.3% vs. 24.6%), and incarceration (15.2% vs. 21.1%). The data supported 

receiving CPC preschool intervention positively impacted well-being in the areas of 

cognitive skills, social adjustment, motivation, and family and school support (Reynolds 

et al., 2011). 

Montessori Longitudinal Study 

 According to the American Montessori Society (2018), Montessori education is 

founded on principles of child-led learning in a supportive environment, valuing the 

human spirit and desire to learn. The developmental focus is whole child learning 

physically, socially, emotionally, and cognitively (American Montessori, 2018). In early 

education, classrooms are structured for multi-aged peer learning by having mixed-aged 

classrooms where older children teach and model for younger children to help foster 

mastery and independence (American Montessori, 2018).  

Lillard et al. (2018) conducted a longitudinal study from 2010-2016 in a high-

poverty area of Hartford, Connecticut. Parents applied to a lottery for entry into a magnet 
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Montessori school. The lottery was conducted by a computer at the Connecticut State 

Department of Education’s Regional School Choice Office, and those selected received a 

letter from the researcher to attend one of two Montessori schools. The control group was 

also selected from the lottery applicants and received a letter to participate in the study 

but not admitted to the experimental Montessori campuses. The income of the students 

and parental education ranged widely because the lottery was for a magnet school. The 

study selected 141 preschool-aged children, which represented an ethnically diverse 

population. Seventy of the children participated in a Montessori school, and 71 children 

participated in other early education settings both public and private. Students social 

emotional and cognitive skills were measured on average four times during the study 

using the Woodcock Johnson III Test of Academic Achievement, Theory of Mind Scale, 

Rubin’s Social Problem-Solving Test, Head-Toes-Knees-Shoulders for executive 

functioning, puzzle task for mastery orientation, questionnaire of school enjoyment, and 

Alternative Uses for creativity. Children in the Montessori setting fared better on social 

emotional assessments, academic achievement, liking learning, and growth mind set. By 

age 4, students from Montessori schools demonstrated higher scores in executive 

functioning or the ability to self-regulate and maintain attention than children in 

traditional preschools. Students from Montessori schools closed gaps between 

socioeconomic subgroups. The correlation between household income and the 

achievement gap was r=.23 in the Montessori setting and double r=.46 in the traditional 

school. In addition, children attending Montessori schools demonstrated a more rapid 

growth in social cognition or theory of mind, as well as scored higher in growth mindset 

or outlook on learning tested with the puzzle task for mastery orientation. 
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Summary of Longitudinal Studies 

What has been discovered through research is that the most impactful programs 

result when well-educated and experienced teachers receive additional training and 

professional development specifically related to educational practices and curriculum or 

program design. This improves the educator’s skills, enhances investment in the program, 

and demonstrates commitment to student success that may not be experienced in control 

groups. The variables surrounding teacher professional development and educational 

level are not adjusted for when comparing preschool programs and should be noted when 

considering the results of programming centered around social emotional learning when 

caregiver nurturing is a factor in positive child development outcomes (CDHD, 2018). 

Each study explored the needs of high-poverty children and ways to engage them 

in rich whole child programming that actively addresses social emotional development. 

Both of the early studies – The Perry Preschool Project (Schweinhart et al., 1993) and the 

Chicago Longitudinal Study (Reynolds et al., 1997) – have followed participants well 

into adulthood in order to identify long-lasting effects of early childhood education in 

general. Each of the four studies utilized a variety of techniques and strategies that were 

incorporated into the learning environment, but all accounted for social emotional 

learning as a vital strength in the foundation for academic progress. However, the Head 

Start Longitudinal Study (Puma et al., 2010) revealed limited long-term results when the 

central focus was on academic gains without accompanying social emotional education. 

With the exception of the Montessori Longitudinal Study (Lillard et al., 2018), all studies 

examined homogeneous study populations, i.e., ethnically similar and low-SES children, 

due to the limited space and funding for the studies. Therefore, few federally-funded 
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programs recognize the strengths in actively striving to diversify the populations in which 

they are attempting to serve. All said, there is one organization servicing early childhood 

and youth, that has made a commitment to bring together people of all faiths, ethnicities, 

and social classes, the YMCA. This dissertation in practice is a case study of a YMCA 

Preschool in the Western United States, and its history is important for the understanding 

of their long-term commitment to innovation, social responsibility, inclusion, and 

diversity. 

YMCA History 

The YMCA website provided a detailed chronological account of the 

organization’s history of which the following section of this literature review is 

conveying to illustrate the mission, values, and ideals the YMCA strives to share 

(YMCA, 2018). George Williams founded the Young Men’s Christian Association in 

1844 in London, England as a bible study and refuge from the turmoil of the times. From 

inception, the YMCA strived to meet the needs of people across social classes. To serve 

as a mission for sailors overseas, the first YMCA in America began in Boston in 1851, 

followed by the first Black YMCA three years later. The YMCA has always welcomed 

immigrants, starting the first English as a Second Language class in Cincinnati. In the late 

1800s, YMCAs were established to help under-served populations, to include Chinese, 

Japanese, and Native Americans. In addition, YMCAs were established on both black 

and white college campuses to service students. 

Race relations. The University of Minnesota’s Library website (2018) provides 

historical information pertinent to their university. The YMCA of the University of 

Minnesota played a key role in integration and has a detailed historical account on their 
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website; “A Brief History of the YMCA and African American Communities” provides 

the following information. The first independent black YMCA was established in 1853 in 

Washington, D.C. and incorporated into the National Organization in 1892.  Enduring the 

eras of slavery, Reconstruction, and Jim Crow, YMCAs provided refuge and leadership 

in diversity and inclusion by serving all. In segregated communities, YMCAs serviced 

populations by providing a secure place to freely debate social issues without fear, where 

relevant social programs were offered, and by being adaptive to the ever-changing social 

landscape. In 1910, Julius Rosenwald, President of the Sears and Roebuck Company, 

began to support and financially donate money to support social stability and community 

pride; he helped to build 26 Black YMCAs in 25 cities. The YMCAs built clean, safe 

dorm rooms for black travelers in segregated and discriminatory areas. These Heritage 

YMCAs provided shelter and restaurants free of the demeaning exclusionary practices of 

many hotels at that time.  

Inclusion movement. In 1921, a YMCA Conference was held to discuss 

inclusion and advance interracial understanding. Many black leaders fought for autonomy 

because segregation provided a safe haven. The YMCA at the University of Minnesota in 

the mid-1930s persuaded the Board of Regents to integrate dormitories for students of all 

races. In 1931, delegates to the YMCA World Conference unanimously passed a 

resolution to condemn racial discrimination and segregation. In 1946, the National 

Council of YMCAs passed a resolution to abolish racial discrimination. Over the next 40 

years, various committees were established to manage its progress, including the 

Commission on Interracial Policies and Program and the Committee for Interracial 

Advancement. The movement toward inclusion was not easy. Protests, walkouts, and the 
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separation of leadership due to slow progress and inequality punctuated organizational 

change. In 1968, 20 YMCAs were still practicing segregation and were subsequently shut 

down. Only eight Heritage YMCAs still exist with operational facilities. To this day, the 

YMCA, as an organization and a movement, remains committed to be an inclusive 

organization with a desire to support community development.   

Community. The following information is from the chronological history 

published on the National YMCA website (2018). YMCAs have been instrumental in 

developing programs targeted at summer camp opportunities, outdoor recreation, 

character development, and fitness. Many modern sports, including basketball, volleyball, 

and racquetball, were created through the YMCA. Since the 1900s, they have developed 

programs for individuals with special needs, family programming, and developed youth 

service organizations. The organization instituted dormitories and lodging to serve those 

in need. In 1926, the YMCA made a commitment to families by developing parent-child 

programming. They began their Diversity and Inclusion Initiative in 2002 as a measure to 

examine their own commitment to bringing people together from all walks of life. They 

have had numerous initiatives, community outreach, and programs to improve families 

and communities i.e., Activate America, childhood hunger, social responsibility 

programs, Partnership for a Healthy America targeting childhood obesity, disaster relief, 

and an LBGTQ inclusion initiative. The YMCA is a cause-driven organization guided by 

its mission: To put Christian principles into practice through programs that build healthy 

spirit, mind, and body. 

Current YMCA status. The YMCA is a non-profit organization that has 

demonstrated its commitment to being innovative and reaching across divides to serve all 
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those in need. The organization raises money to provide financial assistance and 

opportunities for all under the banner of social responsibility. According to the Annual 

Report, the YMCA explored in this study awarded over $525,000 in financial assistance 

in the calendar year of 2018 to youth and families to improve the lives of individuals in 

the community. Their core values of caring, honesty, respect, and responsibility help to 

define the organization and provide guidance for staff, volunteers, and members alike. 

The YMCA’s cause is to strengthen communities through youth development, healthy 

living and social responsibility. The organization’s mission is to put Christian principles 

into practice through programs that build a healthy spirit, mind, and body for all, yet the 

YMCA welcomes all regardless of religious affiliation.  The YMCA’s commitment to 

social responsibility encourages all YMCA sites to serve all people, which has held true 

since it began over 150 years ago. The YMCA continues to strive to bring diverse people 

together.  

Summary of Literature  

A report by the Executive Office of the President (2014), The Economics of Early 

Childhood Development, reported that quality preschool can improve a child’s earning 

potential and increase the gross domestic product by 0.16 to 0.44%. Early intervention, 

preschool, and after school enrichment all show promise in closing the educational gap 

(Berliner, 2009).  Several studies of programming centered around social emotional 

learning have demonstrated the ability to positively impact a child’s development, growth 

into adulthood, and future success (Campbell et al., 2012; Lillard et al., 2017; Reynolds 

et al., 2017; Schweinhart et al., 1993). As policy is created to influence early education, it 

is important to review the history of education when considering the most effective path 
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for future generations (NCLB, 2001; UNICEF, 2017; US DOE, 2013). Understanding 

how the brain is impacted by poverty and its negative lasting consequences is crucial to 

developing solutions that mitigate delays and gaps (CDHC, 2018; Duke University & 

Brookings, 2017; Shonkoff & Garner, 2005).  Social Learning Theory (Bandura, 1977) 

should guide early education practices, realizing the impact peer interactions have on 

influencing child development and the necessity to provide dynamic learning 

atmospheres, for students from mixed SES backgrounds (Hart & Risley, 2003; Qi et al., 

2006; Farkas, 2004; Charity et al., 2004). Nurturing caregivers can mediate the effects of 

poverty through experiences of social emotional learning and stability that impacts a 

child’s brain development (CDHC, 2018; Bodrova & Leong, 2005). Educators and 

childcare facilities cannot intercede biologically or change the poverty level of the 

parents, but they can determine the educational practices and experiences bestowed upon 

the children they serve, and they can provide a positive dynamic atmosphere to help 

motivate children. One program attempting to meet the needs of mixed-SES students 

focusing on social emotional learning is a YMCA preschool (YPS) in the western United 

States in which this DIP will focus its research. 
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CHAPTER THREE: PROJECT METHODOLOGY 

The purpose of this study was to explore how a subsidized non-profit organization 

servicing preschool students from varying economic, cultural, and ethnic backgrounds 

fosters social emotional development. This chapter will re-state the research question, 

articulate the rationale of the chosen research design, detail participant characteristics, 

and describe the participant selection process. Ethical concerns and methods to address 

said concerns will be explained. Next, the research design is fully explained, including 

the data-collection methods, and data-analysis strategy. Finally, the role of the researcher 

and measures to mitigate any potential biases are discussed. 

Four data sources were used for this study; survey, interview, observations, and 

program materials. Specifically, this study looked at (1) organization, parent, and teacher 

understanding of social emotional learning, (2) program traits based on frequency and 

importance that are believed to foster social emotional development, (3) observation of 

behaviors that demonstrated social emotional learning, and (4) perceived benefits of 

learning in a diverse environment.  

Research Question 

The overarching research question for this study is: how is social emotional 

development understood and facilitated in a subsidized non-profit YMCA child 

development center in the western United States that services students from a diverse 

range of socio-economic backgrounds?  

Research Design 

The research design chosen for this dissertation in practice was a holistic 

qualitative case study of an exploratory nature that was conducted at a YMCA Preschool 

(YPS) in the western United States. Qualitative research was chosen because it is optimal 
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for exploring and understanding social and human problems and allows for an in-depth 

analysis of a unique phenomenon from different perspectives (Creswell, 2014). Yin 

(2018) recommends using a case study when investigating a social science topic set in a 

real-world context and clarifying the boundaries of the case. The YPS program was 

chosen because of it has unique characteristics, including diversity in population, mixed 

age classrooms, receiving government funding, receiving private funding, serving mixed 

SES, and functioning as a non-profit; this required the use of a research approach that 

would allow for the researcher to orient to the complexity of the case rather than ignore 

the situational complexity. Thus, a qualitative research approach was chosen that could 

account for a variety of attributes supporting the phenomenon. Other designs were not as 

applicable because evaluating one key variable would not be able to account for the many 

components influencing the total sum of the program, i.e., SES diversity, cultural - ethnic 

diversity, non-profit status, federal funding, private funding, strong mission - values, and 

a focus on social emotional learning.  

Additionally, the application of a qualitative case study data-collection process of 

an exploratory nature allowed for themes and commonalities to emerge from various 

program sources (Creswell, 2014), such as, parent perspectives, teacher perspectives, 

published documents and child-teacher observations. Informant disagreement is common, 

thus the importance of attaining both viewpoints (Graves, Blake, & Kim, 2012). This was 

also important to identify any potential mismatch between teacher and parent perceptions 

about children’s social and emotional behaviors, as was discussed in Chapter 2 

(Mathieson & Banerjee, 2010; Puma et al., 2010). A study by Graves and colleagues 

(2012), investigating informant disagreement between parents and teachers revealed 
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significant differences in rater agreement due to SES and parent education level. 

Qualitative research allowed the researcher to investigate in the field at the site of the 

phenomenon to reveal experiences and practices in the participants’ environment 

(Creswell, 2014). Additionally, the case study was able to rely on triangulation by 

examining data from various sources to construct themes that are apparent from multiple 

sources, which helps increase the validity of any findings (Creswell, 2014). 

Participants and Recruitment 

Participants 

Community. The selected site was a YMCA Preschool in the Western United 

States serving the county which the YPS and parent participants reside. According to the 

website and promotion materials for this western U.S. YPS, this site is a federally 

subsidized early childhood education center which engrains a strong mission and 

character development education. The YPS has an application process in which, if 

desiring financial assistance, proof of income is required. According to Data USA for this 

specific YPS, (which is not cited in order to maintain the anonymity of the research site), 

the county has just over 210,000 people with a poverty rate of 32% in comparison to the 

Demographics US poverty rate of 14%. The ethnic make-up of the county is 63% 

Hispanic, 15% white, 13% black, and 5% Asian. The average mean income is $38,000.  

 YPS. The YPS is a licensed facility for children 18 months to five years-old and 

is subsidized both federally and locally, thus must follow strict government standards. 

The YPS published materials recount that they do not discriminate and are an inclusive 

facility. The YPS has one classroom for children 18 months up to three years of age 

however; this class was not included in the researcher. The students observed, parents 
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interviewed, and teachers interviewed, were from the 3 to 5-year-old classrooms. At the 

YPS, there are 5 classrooms with a certified teacher and a teacher’s aide(s) that maintains 

an eight to one child to student ratio. The program is offered year-round, half or full day, 

five days a week from 6:30 am to 6:30pm. The school provides breakfast, lunch, and 

afternoon snack. 

Recruitment 

 The researcher presented a proposed letter for staff and families to the CEO. After 

review, the CEO and I met to finalize the information and ensure the organization’s 

expectations and IRB expectations were satisfied. Once IRB from Creighton University 

was approved, an introduction letter was composed by the CEO (Appendix C) as an 

email introduction and attached to the researcher letter for distribution. The letters were 

presented to the program director and given to the YPS office staff for Spanish 

translation.  

Staff recruitment. Teachers were presented the facts about the case study 

(Appendix C and D) and given the opportunity to ask questions at a staff meeting. The 

staff were provided morning breakfast by the researcher and in appreciation for project 

support. The survey was emailed to teachers and their assistants with a link and staff 

participated in the survey however, not all questions were answered by each staff member 

(Appendix F) resulting in most questions receiving 10 responses. All five teachers were 

willing to be interviewed (Appendix H) and the first three who provided availability were 

selected. A fourth teacher was added because she had recently, with less than a year of 

experience, accepted the position of lead teacher. She had unique circumstances and 

insight into teacher learning beyond professional training. The three other teachers had 
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worked at the YPS for many years: Teacher 1 for nine years, Teacher 2 for 21 years, and 

teacher 3 for 13 years.  In addition, the CEO and program director agreed to be 

interviewed. The program director (see Appendix I) was interviewed from the lens of the 

YPS program and the CEO (see Appendix J) was interviewed from the National YMCA 

viewpoint, local Y, and YPS lens.  

Parent recruitment. The letter was handed out in student folders, emailed, and 

posted for all YPS parents and employees. Teachers know which families require Spanish 

handouts and appropriately place the necessary copy in the child’s folder. In the letter for 

the parents, a QR code was provided for parents to access the survey as well as a hyper-

link in the mail. After the letter was distributed the researcher placed a table at the entry 

way with large gourmet muffins on the table that enticed the children and parents to ask, 

“How do we get a muffin?” The letter was posted in close proximity defining the project 

and stating the participant rights. In addition, the Quick Response (QR) code was handy 

on sheets of bright green paper, an iPad, cell phone, one laptop, and one desk top 

computer were available for parents to complete the survey. The researcher was available 

for three days, before school, during noon pick up for half day students, and at the end of 

the day.  

The letter requested parent interview participants complete a willingness to be 

interviewed form. Half sheets of paper requested name, contact information, and 

availability were left beside the sign in / out book in each classroom. The first three 

parents that left forms in the provided envelope were contacted to set up interviews. 

Three parents were interviewed and selected on a first-come, first- interviewed basis. 

These parents were assigned numerical names to protect their identities; i.e., Parent 1, 
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Parent 2, and Parent 3. The parents were all women, one single mom, one from a family 

of four, and one a grandmother raising five of her grandchildren. One parent’s child had 

been attending the YPS for four years, another’s child had attended for two years but 

previously had children enrolled, and the third has been at the YPS less than six months. 

The three represented Hispanic, Caucasian, and African-American heritage. From the 

families interviewed each SES factor was represented: one full pay family, one family 

receiving Y financial assistance, and one family with nearly full subsidized assistance. 

Ethical Considerations 

The first ethical consideration was ensuring the research design and methods did 

no harm to participants. Therefore, consideration of confidentiality and anonymity were 

given attention by the researcher and the DIP committee. For this, I maintained 

confidentiality by not collecting or providing the names of individual students, parents, or 

teachers during the surveys or interviews. The data including local YMCA, school name, 

teacher name, student names, parent names, and community were also not named with 

the exception of the YMCA organization specification. To maintain confidentiality and 

anonymity, I referred to respondents as Parent or Teacher with subsequent numerical 

indicators. The next ethical aspect considered was to obtain permission, to ensure their 

expectations and wishes were agreed upon. Additionally, data collection of interviews 

was stored on a separate external hard drive to maintain confidentiality (Creswell, 2014). 

I kept print outs of interviews, notes, and the journal in a secure location and data storage 

of recordings were saved under a password. I respected the emerging data and reported 

not only positive but counter evidence as it appeared.   
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Finally, I addressed ethical concerns of harm reduction by maintaining respect 

providing an option to opt out of questions, avoided bias and deceiving participants, 

recognized imbalances of power, and mitigating the effect of these imbalances, 

circumvented questions that were needed to explore the stated research question and 

purpose of the study (i.e., reducing participant burden), avoided exploitation of 

participants, and avoided undue harm by not asking overly personal questions that are not 

related to the research question (Creswell, 2014). Creswell (2014) recommends 

respecting the investigation site and being cautious of the organization’s schedule and 

expectations to minimize interruption. An explicit concern was to convey and report 

perspectives that accurately portrayed the staff and parent feelings or beliefs about social 

emotional learning.  

Data Collection and Tools 

Informed consent. Permission to access school participants was given by the 

CEO allowing the information letter and the survey to be distributed. After IRB approval 

the letter that contained the introduction, research purpose, participant rights, how to 

volunteer for the interview opportunity, participant withdrawal, privacy, and the survey 

link was delivered from the YMCA email address as a measure to protect participant 

identity. Informed consent was included in parent letter, and again at the beginning of the 

interview for each participant.  

Survey data. Parents were provided a hyperlink in the email to access the online 

survey and offered a QR code to log in to the survey that was developed using Qualtrics 

XM, 2019. The survey was also accessible in Spanish. A 30 – 40% response rate was 

anticipated, forty-one parents participated in the survey. Parents could take the survey at 
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home and present a screen shot of the “Thank You” screen to receive a muffin, only two 

participants chose this method to participate, all others completed the survey at the 

school.  

To reduce any confusion between the parent and staff survey, a different email 

was sent to teachers and no QR code was available for the teacher link.  The email with 

survey link was emailed to the five teachers and seven assistant teachers that work in the 

3 to 5-year old classrooms, (Appendix C).  The teachers were provided juice and muffins 

on the morning the research began at the preschool. The questions in the online survey 

were reviewed by the DIP committee and a peer of the researcher for validity and 

alignment with the research purpose and research question.  

The parent survey had three parts. First, demographic questions were asked 

related to factors that can be linked to child rearing and development practices were 

asked which included household income, ethnicity, mother’s birthing age, level of 

education, and why they chose the YMCA for their child’s education (see Appendix E for 

complete wording of all questions). Second, questions were asked about the parent’s 

understanding of social emotional learning. Additionally, parents were asked about the 

level of importance of academic development to aid in gauging parent beliefs regarding 

level of importance between academics and social emotional learning. Finally, parents 

were asked a series of questions about the educational practices used at the school and 

how they believe these practices impact their child’s social emotional development. The 

questions asked in sections two and three of the survey were based on previous research 

by Education Week Research Center findings from a National Survey on social emotional 
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learning perspectives from America’s Schools (2015) and research by Cappella, Blair, & 

Aber, (2016) defining social emotional learning. 

The staff survey asked participants about their years of experience, level of 

education attainment, additional certifications, professional development opportunities, 

and years at the YPS.  The same questions that were asked of the parents in sections two 

and three were also asked of the staff regarding their understanding of social emotional 

learning and the practices they use to instruct children to help with social emotional 

development.  

Interviews. Interviews were independently scheduled for 45-minutes with 

participants based on their availability in a back office of the facility. Prior to meeting 

with interviewees, a practice interview was conducted with a 30+ -year veteran retired 

school teacher. The set of semi-structured parent interview questions (see Appendix G) 

were reviewed by the DIP committee and a peer of the researcher for validity. The eleven 

questions guided participants through their understanding of social emotional learning 

and their perceived views relating to their children. Three parents from the three payment 

tiers represented three ethnic groups, and three different family dynamics, i.e., single 

parent, grandparent caregiver, and family of four. Parent questions were directed at how 

they believe their children experience social emotional learning at the YPS.  

Four teachers were interviewed ranging in experience from less than one year as a 

lead teacher to more than 20 years’ experience. Teachers (see Appendix H for set of 

semi-structure teacher interview questions) were asked about how they understand, 

facilitate, and foster aspects of social emotional learning. The researcher’s desire was to 

use the two perspectives to explore how social emotional learning was addressed in the 
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classroom to encourage whole child development.  The program director (see Appendix I 

for interview questions) was asked questions about the YPS’s role in social emotional 

learning and the CEO (see Appendix J for questions) was interviewed about the YMCA 

organization’s commitment to social emotional learning. The interviews were audio 

recorded on a lap top computer and transcribed using Scribie.com. Brief notes were also 

taken to remind the researcher of important information. The interview was first saved on 

the iCloud then transferred to an external hard drive designated for the research.  

Observations. Classroom observations were conducted over a two-week period 

in a context that was open for public view meaning that any visiting parent, YMCA 

employee, service worker, student observer, volunteer, or approved visitor could observe 

behavior without personal interaction. Prior to the first observation the researcher 

conducted a practice session in a classroom not scheduled for observation. The researcher 

determined the form needed to be condensed to one page for speed and convenience in 

marking.  

Tally sheet. The observation tally sheets were organized using four pre-

determined social emotional domains: (1) self-regulation encompassing qualities of 

attention, focus, emotional control; (2) interpersonal relationships representing qualities 

of friendship, sharing, language, teacher relationship; (3) outlook characterized as 

curiosity, perseverance, resilience, grit; and (4) problem solving including conflict 

resolution, and challenge. In the classroom three symbol tally marks were kept when the 

researcher observed modeled and verbalized behavior: (1) Tally “S” indicated that a child 

modeled or verbalized harmonious social emotional behavior;  (2) tally “$” indicated that 

a child modeled or verbalized non-harmonious social emotional behavior; and (3) tally 
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“T” indicated social emotional behavior exhibited by the teacher. The check list was peer 

reviewed and committee reviewed for reliability. 

In room. The researcher spent 10-minutes with the class, prior to the first 

observation, to allow the students and teachers to become familiar with the researcher; 

therefore, the first observation in a classroom was 55-minutes in total. Observations were 

conducted in three different classrooms, on three separate occasions for a total of 9 

observations. Observations were made during the same activity in each classroom but on 

different days. Times were scheduled with the program director’s approval and based on 

the classroom daily schedule. Observation 1 reviewed center activities for about 45 

minutes, Observation 2 reviewed large group activities with a transition to small group 

for about 45 minutes, and Observation 3 reviewed art for about 30 minutes in each of the 

three classrooms. I looked for staff-to-student interactions using the semi-structured tally 

mark worksheet (See Appendix K) to note the number of times the staff modeled social 

emotional appropriate skills or verbally engaged in instruction - intervention to correct or 

reinforce social emotional appropriate skills.  

Specifically, in each of the four domains I looked for words and actions, including 

body language, facial expressions, eye contact, and vocabulary used. For example, in the 

first domain, self-regulation encompassed qualities of attention, focus, and emotional 

control, words like slow down, pay attention, watch, or take a deep breath were tallied. 

The research also assessed body language, like avoidance and off task behavior. 

Secondly, interpersonal relationships represented qualities of friendship, sharing, 

language, teacher relationship; such as, can you share, did you ask, and use your words. 

Student behaviors were also evaluated for grabbing materials, physical confrontation, and 
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crying. In the third domain, outlook was characterized as curiosity, perseverance, 

resilience, and grit was primarily observed through body language that demonstrated 

frustration, i.e., stomping feet, or crossing arms, or excitement, i.e., raising hands high in 

the air or legs and hands moving quickly, as well as tone of voice, such as the high or low 

pitch used and speed of the communication. In the fourth domain, problem solving 

included conflict resolution and challenge, I looked for teacher intervention between 

student disagreements, student actions upon conflict, and words that encourage student 

problem solving like, how do you feel, how do they feel, or asking children to 

communicate about the conflict. Each social emotional domain was observed for teacher-

to-student and student-to-student interactions. During the observation period and 

immediately after each session, the researcher took notes about trends, patterns, and 

themes that emerged in the researcher’s mind about the students, teachers, and 

interactions to add some qualitative information to the observations that supplemented 

the quantitative tallies.   

 Document sources. Documents were examined using content analysis that 

addressed social emotional learning at the YPS. First, YMCA publicly published 

materials that influence or educate parents influencing parental decisions to enroll in the 

program specifically mission, values, and initiatives were reviewed. Written documents 

including lesson plans and social emotional student evaluation reporting categories were 

examined. Each document was scoured for words, references, and context that 

transmitted understanding and education directed at social emotional learning for staff, 

parents, and children. 
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Information was requested from the program director about enrollment data and 

demographics to address the setting. The information requested was ethnic make-up of 

the student body and income range of paid tuition to subsidized tuition. The YPS does 

publish publicly that financial assistance is provided for families for household income 

up to $62,000 with 6 family members which is about 38% above the county average. 

Federal funding covers up to $32,900 for 6 family members. 

Research journal. Finally, I kept a research journal separate from the observation 

journal that encompassed all aspects of the researcher journey, including recruitment, 

data collection methods, tools, and insights gleaned throughout the process. The purpose 

of the research journal was to reduce bias by providing a reflective opportunity to 

evaluate information as opinion or fact. The researcher wrote in the journal in order to 

recap the day’s research, observations, thoughts, and feeling as a means to self-reflect and 

critically think about the days captured experience. In addition, it was a measure to help 

the researcher separate the opinion from emerging themes collected despite their support 

or contradiction to the research question. The research journal was not analyzed but 

provided the researcher a lens for reflection. 

Data Analysis Plan  

 Qualitative data. Following the guidelines established by Creswell (2014) a six-

step process was used for each of the written data sources: survey, interview, and 

observations notes. The six-steps used were: 

 (1) Data was collected and organized using notes books, files, and computer 

records.  
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(2) The three data sources were read through as a whole unit one time to gain a 

sense of the entire scope of the project case study.  

(3) Each of the three data sources were read again as an independent entity to 

begin chunking. Next, the survey, interviews, and observation notes were each read 

implementing chunking and bracketing through annotation. Finally, the material was read 

line-by-line to establish initial codes.  

(4) The coded data was further dissected, chunked, and irrelevant data discarded 

to form descriptions, categories, and final themes. Examples of discarded material 

resulted from parents or teachers falling off topic such as discussion their personal child 

rearing practices, parents talking but straying from the interview, teacher crying, and 

distractions.  

 (5) The dissection led to a decision to present material based on stakeholder.  

(6) Interpretation of the findings was the final process.  

Survey. The first set of data was derived from the online survey which 

established setting, understanding, and social emotional development. The demographic 

information gathered in section one from the surveys helps to describe the environmental 

setting of the parents and staff. Sections two and three of the survey were designed as a 

Likert scale and are reported separately for parents and staff responses. Section two 

addressed understanding and was reported descriptively as the level of importance to the 

development of social emotional learning in children. Section three addressed fostered 

skills in the domains of self-regulation, interpersonal relationships, problem-solving, and 

outlook that were reported descriptively under these headings. Survey responses about 

social emotional learning offered a larger school view for understanding of social 
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emotional learning, how students gain the necessary skills and the process for instructing 

students in social emotional learning.  

Interviews and observation notes. When data collection was complete, the audio 

recordings were converted to text file by Scribie.com. The data collected was reviewed as 

a whole product over several days. From the transcribed interview data and observation 

field notes, coding was done by hand, using colored ink, highlighter, annotation, hand 

drawn spread sheet, colored and shaped stickie notes, and stickie arrows.  

Analysis began by looking at whole paragraphs and responses, drilled down to 

sentence by sentence and single words if needed using open coding to segment the data 

into meaningful expression. Axial coding (Babbie, 2014) was applied to themes, sub-

themes, and categories and described using one word or short phrases that indicate the 

concept (Creswell, 2014) aligning themes between the survey, interviews, and 

observation notes. Relevant information was categorized into codes from surprising 

thoughts, repeated phrases, information the interviewee referenced as important, and 

information connecting pieces of literature. The transcripts were scoured for patterns in 

participant thinking. Codes were then read, and decisions made to keep, toss, combine, or 

add new codes. Themes emerged to link the categories together. Level of importance was 

considered based on frequency of concept or interviewee affirmation of the importance.  

Document analysis. I reviewed photos documenting social emotional materials 

displayed, fliers, newsletters, and pamphlets, as well as the layout of the facility and 

classrooms. I also reviewed YPS documents for instructional practices. Lesson plans 

were scoured for social emotional lessons and practices to inform the themes. Written 

materials were analyzed in support of the already emerging themes with an open-mind 
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for new developments. The program director provided two manuals from the State 

Department of Education: (1) The Guidelines Manual and (2) The Preschool Learning 

Foundations Manual and applied and labeled stickie notes for reference points. The 

lesson plans, written, published, and online materials were reviewed for content analysis 

to assess parent education, staff development, and child learning strategies for social 

emotional learning. I looked for key words such as respect, responsibility, caring, focus, 

self-control, and friendship to gather ways the program structure supports social 

emotional learning.  

  Observation tally. Selective coding (Babbie, 2014) was applied to bridge the 

surveys, interviews, and observation notes supported by the observation tallies.  Data 

tallies contribute to the existing codes and themes supporting frequency of learning 

opportunity. The tally of observations explained the frequency in which social emotional 

learning is addressed, taught, and modeled for students by students and teachers as well 

as negative student displayed behaviors.  

Synthesized analysis. After analyzing each source of evidence independently, the 

final step was to analyze the entirety of the research and bridge the gathered data pieces 

as a whole story. The strength of a case study is the ability to use a variety of sources of 

evidence to explore a phenomenon in its real-world context (Yin, 2018). I looked for 

converging lines of evidence between each of the sources, i.e., interviews, surveys, 

observations, notes, and documents. The corroboration of information strengthens the 

construct validity and allows the evidence to demonstrate multiple measures of the same 

phenomenon (Yin, 2018). The themes that flowed through multiple sources guide the 

researcher to report findings in the case description based on pattern matching. The 
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research question governed the researcher when discovering patterns, insights and 

concepts uniting the sources.  

Open-hand coding with pencil annotation in the margins revealed patterns across 

data sources. Hand-coding of data derived from interviews and observational notes 

identified twelve initial codes for understanding social emotional 

learning: communication, citizenship, interpersonal relationships, outlook, problem-

solving, self-help, independence, self-regulation, recognizing emotions, well-being, 

friendship, and for all, diversity. Fourteen initial codes were identified for how social 

emotional learning is facilitated at the YPS: visual aids, modeling by teacher, modeling 

by peers, noticing, in-the-moment intervention, lesson plans, scaffolding methods, 

feedback, instructional materials, routines, expectations, cooperation, queuing, and for 

all, diversity.  

Next, axial coding merged like codes into themes from the semi-structured 

interviews and observation notes, with additional support from materials and survey data 

sources. I realized that interviewees do not differentiate social emotional learning into 

individual terms or concepts but express a consensus or desire for particular student 

outcomes therefore, reporting was not divided by theme but led to topics reported by 

organization, teacher, and parent, understanding and facilitation.  

Researcher practices. As a new researcher I looked to Roberts (2004) for 

suggestions on practices to reduce my risk of bias as I carried out this DIP. One 

recommendation was to keep a research journal. I was mindful to write in a clear and 

concise manner, so I could use my journal entries during the writing phase of the DIP. I 

used my research journal entries to remind myself of the procedures I used throughout the 
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study so I could report enough detail in the DIP so that the study could be replicated. A 

data source chart (see Appendix B for a sample template) helped with organization and 

explanation. Time of year was considered since the study was working with children in a 

preschool setting, I conducted the survey and interviews prior to the winter break and 

observations after the winter break.  

Reliability is the degree to which the study consistently measures social emotional 

learning for each participant taking the survey or being interviewed (Roberts, 2004). The 

surveys and questions for both parents and teachers were the same except for asking 

about “your child” or “your students”. For interviewer reliability Babbie (2014) suggests 

conducting a practice interview which I conducted with a teacher not being interviewed 

and conducted a practice observation in a room not to be utilized in the observation 

process. This allowed me to make adjustment to my question reading, tone, body 

language, and to my observation worksheet, specifically making it one sided. Yin (2018) 

states reliability requires the potential for the study to be replicated, which the assessment 

could be used in another preschool setting. Interrater reliability was not be used because 

only one researcher conducted the study. 

Multiple resources are a strength to establishing validity (Yin, 2018). By design 

this case study used multiple resources to establish validity i.e., surveys, interviews, 

observations, and materials. These survey questions, interview questions, and the 

observation tally sheets were committee reviewed and peer reviewed, and member checks 

of transcripts were offered. The survey was taken by an educator to check for friendliness 

to the user.  Internal validity is created through pattern matching and explanation building 

(Yin, 2018) attained through triangulation of the four data sources I utilized.  
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Summary of Methods 

 This chapter opened with a brief explanation and restated the research question. 

The research design was a holistic qualitative case study exploring the understanding and 

facilitation of social emotional learning in a YMCA preschool that services an array of 

SES students. Understanding and facilitation were explored through parent and teacher 

surveys, parent and teacher interviews, classroom observations using tally marks and 

researcher notes, and finally material investigation related to social emotional learning. 

One YMCA in the Western U.S. was the target organization, specifically the preschool 

arm of the YMCA that services 3 to 5 years-old children. Ethical considerations were 

highlighted and the measures to minimize the impact; such as, researcher bias, no harm to 

the participant, anonymity, and confidentiality. Survey information was analyzed using 

mean calculations of each of the social emotional factors included in the data. Interviews 

and thick description observation notes were analyzed using coding techniques to 

establish themes and subthemes supported by frequency tallies of modeled behavior.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS 

 This chapter reviews the research results of a case study exploring the question, 

“How is social emotional development understood and facilitated in a subsidized, non-

profit YMCA child development center in the western United States that services 

students from a diverse range of socioeconomic backgrounds?” Organizational materials, 

parent and teacher surveys, interviews with the CEO, program director, staff, and parents, 

as well as observational field notes, provide four different sources of data that make up 

the heart of the findings. Unique to the program director, her interview was considered 

through three lenses: as a Y program director, YPS leader, and teacher. 

The research question that guided this case study poses two distinct components: 

how social emotional learning is (a) understood and (b) facilitated. To answer both of 

these question components, the chapter is organized into four main sections: (1) 

description of the organization context, (2) description of teachers and parents, (3) 

description of observations, and (4) the case site analysis. Within these four sections, 

there are multiple subsections. The description of the organization context section 

includes subsections on the national YMCA parent organization; the local Y; and YMCA 

Preschool (YPS) demographics; the mandates, frameworks, and foundations that guide 

the functioning of the case site; and context gleaned from interviews with the CEO and 

program director. The description of teachers and parents section includes subsections on 

how social emotional learning is understood and facilitated. The description of 

observations section includes subsections on materials and visual aids, teacher learning, 

parent learning, and student learning. Finally, the case site analysis section summarizes 

how social emotional learning was understood and facilitated at the case site.   
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Description of Organization 

Descriptive data about the specific YMCA preschool that is the focus of this case 

study was obtained through print and online materials, as well as interviews with the 

CEO and program director. The printed and online materials provided contextual 

information for the interviews with the CEO and program director. During the CEO 

interview, I asked him to respond to questions that would provide descriptive and 

contextual understanding of the national and local Y organization, as well as specific 

information about the YPS. The program director interview served two descriptive goals: 

first, to provide information about the YPS, and second, to provide context around the 

rules, regulations, and guidelines the leadership of YPS are required to follow. A total of 

three print materials and three online sites were analyzed for this study. The print 

materials included those provided by the local Y and two published manuals produced by 

the state agency in charge of overseeing preschools. Online information was gathered 

from the National YMCA, local Y, and state Department of Education websites. 

To maintain the confidentiality of the research site, the specific name of the 

preschool is not provided in this dissertation in practice; instead, the name YPS is utilized 

where needed. In this section, information from the print and online materials about the 

National YMCA parent organization, i.e., Y-USA, and the local YMCA, i.e., local Y are 

used as descriptors. Information contained in the printed materials provided by the state 

described the mandates, frameworks, and foundations that guide the functioning of the 

YPS. The mandates, foundations, and frameworks are state-provided materials and were 

not directly cited to maintain state anonymity. Finally, contextual information from the 
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interviews with the CEO and program director were provided to describe the YPS-

specific context.   

YMCA Organization 

Based on the Y-USA website, the mission is “…to put Christian principles into 

practice through programs that build healthy spirit, mind, and body for all.” The 

organization considers itself cause-driven, deeply rooted in the core values of caring, 

honesty, respect, and responsibility. The website provides a link to two focus areas 

related to the mission of the YPS: social responsibility attained through diversity and 

developing good citizens. 

The CEO was asked, “How does the YMCA express social emotional 

development?”  The CEO stated, “The two most important words in the mission 

statement are ‘for all.’” He contends that the emphasis is on the whole person, and the Y 

values that are implemented in everything they do are done so in order to develop good 

citizens and residents in the community. The CEO states that, “The YMCA’s calling and 

responsibility is to instill good character.” He also pointed out that the Y goes beyond 

programing for childcare and sports, offering youth leadership development through 

curriculum available through Y-USA. He explained that the skills and values taught and 

learned at the YMCA are important for child growth and development.  

The CEO was asked about the Y movement and he explained: 

The new Y-USA marketing campaign is ‘One number can make a difference’ and 

they’re talking about zip codes. So, one number of a zip code can make a real 

difference of the future of the people in that area. Those kids in that area, they 

have all the opportunities in the world, or they have none. We’re looking at those 
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areas where we are not reaching as many but making sure that they have the 

opportunities as well.  

He continued, “We are looking for opportunities where we can reach out to the public 

and service areas that are underserved.” 

The ability to reach various communities is only possible through well trained 

staff. When the CEO was asked about professional development and staff training, he 

responded about opportunities Y-USA offers through program schools and trainers.  

The career staff are offered a tremendous amount of training opportunities. They 

receive training curriculum, online opportunities, and attend conferences 

supported through the training leadership program. Y-USA provides an abundant 

number of trainings and certifications not found in other non-profit organizations, 

which they can pick and choose based on what the local Y wants to endorse. The 

programs are dependent upon how the trained leaders implement and preach what 

they have learned on a daily basis, which is then built into the culture. 

In short, Y-USA provides the foundational training and expectations that are adopted by 

the local Y and in turn implemented in the YPS.     

The Local Y. Based on a website review, the areas of focus for this specific local 

Y are (1) youth development to nurture the potential of every child, (2) healthy living to 

improve the nation’s health and well-being in communities, and (3) social responsibility 

to give back and provide support to our neighbors. To meet community needs, the local Y 

offers a variety of social programs for individuals, families, and communities. They offer 

a wide range of services, including legal services, child-care, parenting classes, sports, 

and family activities. All of the services offer financial assistance, whereby one in four 
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families receive assistance. The local Y’s intention is that no one is turned away due to an 

inability to pay. 

The Y provides social emotional learning for YMCA families and community 

members at the local level, as advertised through the website, flyers, and posters. These 

materials demonstrate a commitment to social programming that spans a lifetime, from 

parent-child classes to a Senior-Senior Prom. Learning opportunities “for all” are offered 

at the local Y through special events, clinics, conferences, and ongoing programs. During 

the time period when I was conducting observations at the YPS, the local Y website, 

calendar, flyers, and posted materials in the facility demonstrated that a variety of 

programs focused on building family relationships and social emotional development. 

For example, the local Y offered a family camp, a parent-child dance, the Y Girls Vibe 

retreat for middle school children focused on social emotional health, and a program 

called 24/7 DAD Fatherhood. All programming was open to families and community 

members as a fulfillment of the mission to bring people together and include all.  

The CEO continued to explain about the Y movement as it pertains to the local 

association and the diversity of members. He stated: 

When you step into any of our programs, there’s a variety of different 

backgrounds: there’s diversity among race and populations, socioeconomic 

backgrounds, and yet, most of our staff don’t understand the diversity, except for 

what they see. There are people who can’t afford our services that are being 

provided those opportunities by donors and the involvement of the community, 

but they come from all different sides. I don't think we have a healthy Y unless we 

have that. So, when you walk into one of our fitness classes, you have no idea 
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about who's who and all, but everybody is communicating, and everybody’s 

friendly to each other. They could be from all kinds of different backgrounds, 

whether they just moved here from a foreign country, they’re homeless, they’re a 

lawyer, they’re blue-collar. It just doesn’t matter once you get into our programs. 

It’s almost like those labels fall away, and we have this unique opportunity, a 

laboratory to work with kids in that kind of environment.  

The CEO concludes his statement by emphasizing the fact that he and his staff are 

constantly looking for opportunities to serve more citizens of the community. 

YPS  

The website and brochure explain that the YPS mission is to build well-rounded 

learners and prepare children to enter kindergarten by focusing on enrichment of all 

academic and social development subjects. The program director described the YPS 

community by explaining each classroom takes on its own community because of the 

backgrounds, outside experiences, and home life of the students and the staff. It is 

important for them to get to know one another and learn about their experiences. Social 

emotional development is “…something that’s routine, it’s happening every day. We are 

communicating with the children through daily transition, morning group time, and 

consistent expectations. It is the back and forth conversations we have through 

interpersonal relationship, during mealtimes and being intentional about providing 

communication opportunities that are not written into a lesson plan.” The next 

subsections describe the YPS organizational structure, hiring practices, how the program 

helps students, and who attends the YPS, taking into consideration how diversity and 

mixed-age classrooms set the stage for understanding and facilitation.  
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Organizational structure. The program director expressed the importance of the 

Y mission and its effects of teacher modeling for students.  

I think unique to the Y, in our mission and what we are creating with regards to 

‘healthy mind, spirit, and body,’ if we feel confident in our abilities, we are able 

to communicate effectively with directors, teachers, and families. Children see 

how we communicate respectfully with one another; it’s modeled. The kids see 

we have healthy relationships; we work together and share duties in each other’s 

classrooms. 

This modeling is a collaborative effort shared by all who interact with the program. 

The program director articulated that the YPS is a business that is dependent upon 

the mindful use of resources and stewardship of finances. Creating a system for staff to 

cover one another’s breaks is not only a good use of the resources, but an educational tool 

as well. Staff travel between rooms to provide breaks. The program director explains that 

the break rotation promotes a sense of community and teamwork but, more importantly, 

it is vital to the learning. By experiencing different classrooms, teachers learn all YPS 

student names, witness a variety of student behaviors that their peer teachers might be 

dealing with, and see how other rooms function. This widening of perspective sparks 

dialog, inspires collaboration, catalyzes problem solving, and provides diverse learning 

opportunities for staff.  

Hiring. The CEO as the head of the organization empowers executives or 

program directors to manage facilities and programs. The YPS has a program director 

with several part-time and full-time support staff managing various aspects of the 

program, such as administrative duties, enrollment, funding, and compliance. The YPS 
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has six lead teachers and nine teaching assistants. Also, working from the YPS facility 

are managing staff for the after-school program that at times step in and support YPS 

children and teachers.  

The program director explained that new hires for the YPS are screened 

specifically for a flexible nature and open view on individual child and family 

differences. New teachers attend traditional new hire orientation, and they are also 

provided with a mentor. The program director and staff work alongside the teacher to 

model and ensure that Y values and expectations are implemented. For new staff, their 

peers and the program director are tasked with providing support.  

According to the program director, in fostering staff to teach with respect and 

ensure child social emotional learning, she explains:  

We intentionally work with new staff to gain the necessary skills to help children. 

For instance: we provide laminated cue cards for staff to help them with parent 

and child communication. We have them practice the phrases because it does not 

become habit without practice. We discuss effective communication and phrases 

to avoid. Then the staff are asked how it sounds in a sentence, and it is our job as 

lead teachers to ensure they are following through with it. 

This reinforcement ensures alignment with staff across the spectrum. 

The program director reports low turnover with teachers, with some who have 

been there for 20 years. This provides a wealth of knowledge and experience. Teachers 

collaborate as to how they might implement the themes prescribed by YPS such as 

character development or holidays and how they will tailor them for particular students or 

ages. This happens through strong verbal communication between teachers and staff. The 



YMCA CASE STUDY IN A DIVERSE SES                                                                 83                           
   

program director explains, “We have an open dialogue that allows us to see the needed 

curriculum changes. We have to keep our ears and minds open to see where adjustments 

are needed.”  

Helping students. Despite the fact that the Y must follow state expectations and 

regulations, YPS programs firmly adhere to their mission of a healthy spirit, mind, and 

body for all. The preschool isn’t just childcare; it is child development that is dependent 

upon the collaboration between the school, parents, and children. The Y is unique 

because families have access to family activities, healthy cooking classes, camps that 

expose families to nature, and organized sports. These activities all work because of 

social interaction. The programs provide opportunities so “…the children can use what 

we have taught them in the community.” The program director states, “Our goal is for the 

children to leave us and think ‘I’m ready to be a learner,’ with a healthy, ‘I think I can’ 

attitude, and healthy social emotional interaction with their peers. That’s where it all 

begins.” 

The program director states that, “Learning can’t happen until children can 

express themselves, play well with others, and understand themselves and their own 

feelings.”  She went on to add that teaching young children requires a basic level of 

understanding children and the responsibility to meet their needs. She explains, “As 

educators, it is our responsibility to understand children come with emotional baggage 

and may not have a healthy relationship with adults. Understanding the family and their 

challenges helps us reach them better.”  

The program director also emphasized the importance to learning as a team 

between administrators, teachers, parents, and the child. She shared a story about a very 
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difficult child that the director, teacher, and parent could not see eye to eye on how to 

interpret or address his exhibited behaviors, which were impacting the class community. 

The teacher wanted him expelled; the parent was unable to understand the magnitude of 

the challenging behaviors; and the behavior modification strategies were not effective. 

Many tears were shed by all parties in an effort to help the child, who was finally 

diagnosed with a significant hearing impairment. For the teacher, it is a consistent 

message of “…no child wants to be this way,” and for the parent, the thought is “…there 

is a bigger problem at hand.” The conflict took a year to resolve. With treatment, the 

child’s behavior was like night and day but as the director explains, “Imagine not being 

able to hear, not being able to communicate with your peers, and not having the language 

to express yourself. The child is still with us and flourishing. Our goal is to help children 

be successful in the environment and space that is provided.” She also explained that an 

optimal learning environment occurs when, “… they feel safe and secure in our care, and 

their teacher’s care, and then we can do some learning.” The children’s curiosity and their 

approach to learning are dependent on how comfortable they are in the classroom.  

Who attends YPS. According to the program director, the YPS uses multiple 

methods to ensure the student body of the school is diverse. The waiting list is structured 

for three kinds of enrollment: (1) fully funded by federal supports, (2) financial assistance 

from the YMCA, and (3) full pay by the family. YPS gives preference for (1) children in 

foster care, and (2) siblings of currently enrolled students. The YPS does not enroll based 

on ethnicity but does has an observable diversity of students from different ethnic 

backgrounds.  
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Student diversity. The YPS makes an effort to enroll all students in order to fully 

represent the diverse make-up of the community in which the local Y is based. According 

to the Y-USA website, their Diversity and Inclusion Initiative states: 

For all is a simple but powerful phrase. Without it, the Y mission is incomplete. 

Our commitment to inclusion creates better communities, a better country and a 

better world. We know that the key to effectively nurturing the potential of 

children, improving the nation’s health and well-being, and supporting our 

neighbors is a passionate, experienced and diverse array of staff, volunteers and 

members who value what everyone brings to the table. 

Simply stated, the Y aims to reflect and serve the community in which it is based. 

According to documents provided by the program director, families are enrolled 

from 17 different zip codes. On the parent completed YPS enrollment forms, parents are 

asked to report about their child’s background by ethnicity and race, which are listed 

separately on the enrollment form. The options included: African-American or Black, 

Hispanic or Latino, White or Caucasian, Asian, Pacific Islander, and unspecified or other. 

Based on the interviews with the CEO and program director, it was revealed that the 

organization’s commitment to diversity and “for all” is represented by how the YPS 

setting is structured.  

Mixed classrooms. The preschool has one room for children ages 18 months until 

their third birthday. These children’s parents were not included in the survey, interview 

process or observations. When the child turns three, they move into a mixed age 3 – 5 

year-old classroom. The facility has five classrooms for the 3 – 5 year-old students. The 

program director states that they manipulate classrooms to keep a balance of each age. 
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Periodically, a child may be asked to change rooms as a measure to meet specific needs 

or help with age placement.  During the two months of research, the YPS was not at 

capacity and called children from the wait list. They maintain an 8:1 student to teacher 

ratio, and the YPS was also in the process of hiring a new staff member in order to 

increase class size. Student counts in each of the five rooms were 16, 17, 23, 17, and 18, 

for a total of 99 students.  Each room had a lead teacher, with an additional eight teaching 

assistants. The assistants are assigned a classroom but move between classes based on 

daily attendance to maintain ratio.  

The program director explains why mixed age classrooms are important for the 

YPS environment. She states: 

We do mixed age groupings for our children, so we are having those children ages 

3 to 5 working in the same classroom. I just think it gives older preschoolers an 

opportunity to have a sense of pride of helping others, but at the same time…for 

our younger children… a big positive is that they get exposed to so much more 

complex language and just advanced play skills that they may not receive when 

they are in a classroom with only a group of three-year-olds…that leads to 

problem solving. 

The exposure to enhanced language and behavior is a learning component in this 

approach. 

The classrooms purposely include mixed ages, cultures, socioeconomic levels, 

ethnicities, and a variety of family units (different family units include single parent head 

of household, two parent head of household, grandparent head of household, same sex 

parents, foster parents, and multi-generational family dynamics). The YPS does not have 
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an accurate picture of the percent ethnic-racial makeup of the school, due to a significant 

number of parents not answering the ethnic-racial question on the enrollment form. Given 

the nature of the categories used by the YPS on the enrollment form, i.e., the provided 

options only allow selection for one ethnicity/race; families may be leaving it unanswered 

due to an inability to answer as more than one ethnicity/race.   

The program director was asked about the school environment and to elaborate on 

the importance for student learning. She stated: 

We're also seeing a huge mix in the socioeconomic status of families that are 

within our facility, and that makes a difference in the classroom. It makes a 

difference in the experiences that children have, so teachers have to build on that, 

and that means teachers taking the time to get to know the families, what 

experiences they bring, and what experiences teachers can bring into the 

classroom. The YPS sees differences in language; maybe more affluent families 

who are coming in and their children coming in with maybe better language, 

which are definitely going to help in a classroom with maybe some three-year-

olds and giving them those more advanced skills. It is a big range of different 

experiences: what they've been exposed to in their own home, and when you 

bring them in and mix them all together, I just think it enriches their classroom 

community, and they're able to share that with one another. 

As exemplified here, the YPS leverages the differences in its student population to foster 

additional learning experiences for its students.   

When the CEO was asked, “Tell me about the preschool,” he explained that, “The 

relationship with a preschooler depends on the relationship with the parent, and we are 



YMCA CASE STUDY IN A DIVERSE SES                                                                 88                           
   

programming for a unit.” He continued to explain that it is a “triad [YPS, parent, child] of 

dependency” and “…it is our job to ensure the parents understand the Y values, mission, 

and safety. More than baby-sitting, we are here to build relationships. It goes beyond 

supporting teaching and education. It is learning how to deal with each other, get along, 

and be fair to one another.”  

The final question to the CEO was, “Do you have anything else you would like to 

add?” 

He stated that:  

Child-care is certainly a competitive field… It’s necessary for us to gain the trust 

of a parent in the community in what we do. A risky, potentially high-risk 

program, but it’s just so worthwhile. We can see the impact that we make on 

young children and school- age children that they’re going to remember those 

programs for a very, very long time. They’re going to remember their teachers for 

a very long time. They’re going to remember the lessons and the fun stuff that we 

did for a very long time. To see those children kind of blossom from the kid who 

sits in the corner and doesn’t want to talk to anybody, to the kid now that’s a 

leader in high school and on the debate team – those things just don’t happen by 

accident. So those are the joys that we take out of running those kinds of 

programs. 

Both the CEO and the program director are aligned on the value of diversity and structure 

that the YPS program brings to its participants. 

Mandates, and Manuals that Guide the YPS 
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Mandates. The federal and state mandates the YPS must follow include laws, 

rules, and expectations that if not followed, can result in fines, loss of license, or closure. 

The YPS and all childcare facilities are periodically audited by the state Department of 

Education. These audits are conducted by a team of officials that look into evidence of 

compliance through: records, surveys, written and published documents, reports, and data 

pertaining to the areas of planning for parent education, family eligibility requirements, 

child need requirement verification, attendance, inventory, payment policies, grievance 

procedures, desired student results profile and data, annual evaluation plan, licensure, 

staffing and professional development, staff qualifications, ratios, educational access, 

refrain from religious instruction, services responsive to family needs, teaching and 

learning, health and social services, and nutritional needs. In addition to material review, 

classroom observations and teacher interviews are conducted to determine if the school is 

in compliance with the mandates. The state provides two manuals available on their 

website in order to help schools comply with the mandates: (1) The Guidelines Manual 

and (2) The Preschool Learning Foundations Manual. The Guidelines Manual is designed 

to help all preschool administrators, teachers, and staff understands current issues in early 

childhood education and children ages 2-5 years, as well as set expectations for 

organizational practices. The Preschool Learning Foundations Manual is designed to help 

administrators and teachers strengthen the schools’ early childhood education practices 

and set different levels of school readiness development that children can be expected to 

achieve. In addition to these manuals, the state website provides legal parameters for 

preschools and resources to help achieve and maintain compliance 
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The state has established several accountability points, which the YPS is required 

to follow. The YPS must complete a desired results profile on each child and have at least 

two parent-teacher conferences per year. With that in mind, the YPS is required to keep 

portfolios on each child and report progress and outcomes to the state in the Desired 

Results Developmental Profile. Every few years, the program is audited, and several state 

examiners inspect documents and program effectiveness.  One monitored result is 

suspension and expulsion. The program director stated:  

The state has cracked down on early education when it comes to suspending or 

kicking children out of programs for behavior problems because it had become an 

epidemic. This [not expelling children] has always been the Y philosophy. We 

cannot manage kid behavior outside the classroom.  We fail our community when 

we kick them out, and if we are not giving them the tools and the opportunity. 

YPS takes seriously the need to work through behavioral issues, rather than removing a 

child altogether from its program. 

Additionally, examiners look for offerings including parent services, social 

emotional health education, professional development, and health education. Examiners 

provide the YPS with technical support and help the YPS network with other state-

funded providers. The state also regulates permitting and teacher education. Teachers are 

required to earn 105 hours in five years to satisfy the continuing education mandate.  

According to the program director, the subject matter of the required 105 

continuing education hours is chosen by the teacher, but the program director may 

recommend or encourage material for gaining skills in specific areas. The Y provides in-

service; in addition, teachers can access training online or attend outside opportunities. 
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The individual must be responsible for their own learning, and the organization is 

responsible for providing staff training. The program director states that she researches 

online learning opportunities and resources, which align with their model for social 

emotional learning. She further explains staff collaborates to determine needs: “We talk 

about what we are working on and then consider additional learning needs. It might be 

giving resources to our parents or engaging our families.” In addition, the program 

director prioritizes staying up-to-date on the latest research and techniques and sharing 

that information with the staff.  When staff attends training, they are asked to share the 

material with their peers upon their return. 

The guideline manuals. This manual is designed for administrators and teachers 

to improve understanding of early education and provide best practices for preschools. 

The 51-page Guidelines Manual has three main sections. The first section addresses 

program quality improvement opportunities by highlighting current issues, such as brain 

development and English language learner, preschool learners, and the role of teachers 

and administrators in understanding and applying best practices in these areas.  The 

second section of the Guidelines Manual goes into best practices for learning and 

curriculum development by providing a framework for planning and consideration of 

dual language learners. Additionally, the framework provides guidelines for 

incorporating technology and interactive media for preschoolers. The final piece centers 

around operating guidelines for childcare facilities. 

The YPS follows the state provided materials to align their early childhood 

developmental milestones, themes, and student learning abilities. Monthly themes are 

used because it is the easiest way to organize facilitation, but each week it is adjusted to 
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meet student needs addressed in creative learning centers or group time. The themes are 

designed for a calendar year beginning in August, as children move on to kindergarten, 

opening availability for new students.  

The foundations manual. The state provides a preschool learning Foundations 

Manual to inform preschools, like YPS, with learning foundations and curriculum 

framework, in order to present strategies for educators to enrich learning and child 

development. Within the frameworks and foundations are four domains specifically for 

preschoolers: (1) social emotional learning, (2) language and literacy, (3) English-

language development, and (4) mathematics. The frameworks are designed and published 

in a state-provided 191-page manual to encourage high achievement and offer a guide for 

instructional quality. As a state-supported preschool, the YPS must follow the 

frameworks and foundations provided; however, the YPS can modify the curriculum 

throughout the year based on student need, specifically to address social emotional skill 

development.   

State Department of Education website. The published materials available on 

the state Department of Education website inform the reader that the materials are 

constructed by the child development community within the state, citing research-based 

curriculum and strategies. The foundations are age-related, assessing the end result of 

development for a child at age 48 months and age 60 months and not designed on a 

continuum of development, leaving room for interpretation. 

According to the website, the body of research on social emotional skill 

development is intricately linked to academic success and life success. Social emotional 

learning, according to the website, is defined as the development of a range of skills 
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children need for school and life, these skills include setting and achieving positive goals; 

feeling and showing empathy for others; establishing and maintaining positive 

relationships; making responsible decisions; and understanding and managing emotions. 

When asked to define social emotional learning, the program director focused mainly on 

the understanding and managing emotions skill, without mentioning the other skills from 

the website definition, explaining, “I think a big part of that social emotional 

development is the child being able to express how they feel and doing it  ̶  expressing it 

in an appropriate way.” 

For preschools in this state, social emotional learning is broken down into 11 

development domains for infant and toddler learning: (1) interactions with adults, (2) 

relationships with adults, (3) interactions with peers, (4) relationships with peers, (5) 

social understanding, (6) empathy, (7) expression of emotion, (8) identity of self in 

relation to others, (9) emotional regulation, (10) impulse control, and (11) recognition of 

ability.  

Also available on the website is a document that can be downloaded by 

administrators and teachers to help address social emotional learning that is specifically 

related to family partnerships and culture.  In this document, the state recommends 

teaching a variety of perspectives on culture, ethnicity, family experiences, and family 

differences. The state intends to cultivate good citizens who are socially responsible and 

mindful of one another’s differences.  

When the program director was asked about the mandates, she explained the Y 

follows stricter standards because of its mission to build healthy families. She said: 
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It is what is not mandated that sets the YPS preschool apart from other programs 

and makes us unique. Because we are part of a Y, we have resources available to 

our families that bridge them into the community, as well as provide financial 

support if needed to participate alongside non-assisted families. 

The Y’s mission provides tools such as the core values, areas of focus, and other 

programming opportunities other childcare facilities may not have established or have 

access to, allowing YPS an opportunity to go a step beyond in this area. 

Summary of Description of Organization 

The YMCA organization has a commitment to serve all people within geographic 

service areas, enabling the unification of individuals from a variety of communities, 

specifically allowing YMCA’s to engage a diverse socioeconomic population through a 

sliding financial scale. The YPS serves families from 17 different zip codes. This 

combination of Y-USA, the local Y, and YPS results in a unique facilitation of social 

emotional development through the vision of spirit, mind, and body. The local Y then 

upholds the YMCA’s commitment to community well-being by providing financial 

assistance, social programming, and specifically diversifying their preschool. 

The YPS organizational structure diversifies student population through three 

tiers of payment opportunity and mixed aged classrooms. The YPS hires based on teacher 

qualifications and an open attitude for family differences. The program helps students 

learn social emotional skills through teacher empathy, specific skill development, and 

teamwork between the teacher, parent, and child. 

The state government institutes laws, rules, mandates, guidelines, and a 

foundation for the safety of children, as well as measures to support healthy development. 
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These ordinances are designed to provide preschool leaders with the tools to best serve 

early education students. Schools are then held accountable through periodic and 

extensive auditing for program quality and adherence to set provisions. 

Description of Teachers and Parents 

This section of Chapter 4 is reported in four subsections using teacher and parent 

surveys and interviews including the program director from a teacher perspective because 

she also teaches in the classroom. The first subsection describes the demographics of the 

interviewed and surveyed teachers followed by a description of interviewed and surveyed 

parents. The second subsection describes how social emotional learning is understood by 

teachers and parents. The third subsection describes how social emotional learning is 

facilitated by parents and teachers. Finally, the fourth subsection presents the challenges 

parents and teachers expressed as the attempt to understand and facilitate the social 

emotional learning of the children in their care. 

Demographic Descriptions  

Interviewed teachers. Five teachers were willing to be interviewed. The first 

three teachers who provided availability were selected to be interviewed. A fourth teacher 

was also interviewed because she had recently, with less than a year of experience, 

accepted the position of lead teacher. She had unique circumstances and insight into 

teacher learning beyond professional training. The four interviewed teachers were female, 

and each was assigned a numerical name to protect their identities. Teacher 1 had nine 

years of teaching experience. Teacher 2 had 21 years’ experience. Teacher 3 had 13 

years’ experience. As mentioned previously, Teacher 4 had less than one year of teaching 

experience. 
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Surveyed teachers. A total of 12 teachers or teaching assistants responded to the 

survey; however, not every teacher answered every question. The responses are reported 

in Table 1. They ranged in experience from less than two years to more than 11 years. All 

teachers had completed at least high school, with the highest degree attained, a master’s 

degree. Teachers and assistants were not consistent with their responses to professional 

development. The question was posed as to how often they received professional 

development; however, the question did not provide examples. Based on a conversation 

upon completion of the survey, Teacher 2 thought professional development only 

pertained to outside training. According to the program director, it also comes in the form 

of staff meetings, online training, materials provided by peers and administration, and 

speakers brought to the Y. Either they did not receive the same opportunities, did not take 

advantage of the same opportunities, or were not clear on when or how professional 

development was presented. 

Table 1.  

Teacher Experience and Training 

Question Answer Choice Number of responses 
Position Teacher 

Teaching Assistant 
5 
5 

How long have you worked 
with children? 

Less than 2 years 
2 – 5 years 
6 – 10 years 
11+ years 

4 
2 
1 
3 

How long have you been 
teaching at the YMCA? 

Less than 2 years 
2 – 5 years 
6 – 10 years 
11+ years 

6 
0 
1 
3 

What is your level of 
education? 

Less than HS 
HS Diploma 
As. Degree or Trade school 
Bachelor’s 
Master’s Degree 

0 
1 
7 
2 
1 
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Table 1 (Continued) 
How often do you receive 
professional development 
at the YMCA? 

Weekly 
Monthly 
Quarterly 
Each Semester 
One time per year 

2 
1 
1 
0 
5 

How often do you receive 
professional development 
outside the YMCA? 

Weekly 
Monthly 
Quarterly 
Each Semester 
One time per year 
Every other year 

2 
1 
0 
1 
3 
1 

 

Interviewed parents. The first three parents who provided availability were 

interviewed. These parents were assigned numerical names to protect their identities. The 

parents were all women. Parent 1 was a single, African-American mom who received 

YMCA financial assistance for her one child to attend the YPS. Parent 2 was a Hispanic 

grandmother who received federal subsidy for her one child to attend the YPS. Parent 3 

was a married Caucasian mom, who paid full tuition for her one child to attend the YPS.  

Surveyed parents. Parents were surveyed to gain an understanding of who 

attends the YPS and responses are reported in Table 2. A total of 41 parents participated 

in the survey; however, not every parent answered every question. Three parents were 

foster parents and skipped questions for which they did not know the answer. The survey 

parents represented 14 three-year-olds, 20 four-year-olds, and six five-year-olds. 

Household income was comprised of 20 families below $25,000 annually; 12 families 

between $25,000 and $55,000 annually; five families $56,000 and $99,000 annually; and 

one family above $100,000. Parents were asked “What best describes you?” and at least 

one response was reported in each domain, with the exception of Asian White; however, 

specific numbers are not denoted because families could mark more than one domain 



YMCA CASE STUDY IN A DIVERSE SES                                                                 98                           
   

related to race-ethnicity. The mother’s birth age was requested and reported as one parent 

under 21, 11 between the ages of 21 and 29, 17 between the ages of 30 and 35, and one 

parent 36 or over.  Parent’s education level ranged between less than a high school 

diploma to a master’s degree for caregiver one and caregiver two.  Ten families noted 

“No second caregiver in the home.” Parents could choose more than one response for 

why they chose the YPS. Convenience (24) was the number one reason but financial 

support (21), reputation (20), and recommendation from a trusted person (22) were in 

close proximity. Individual research (3) and other (5) were reported as a reason that 

families choose the YPS. 

Table 2.  

Family Demographics 

Question Answer Number of responses 
Child’s Age 3 years old 

4 years old 
5 years old 

14 
20 
6 

Household Income Below $25,000 
$25,000 – $55,000 
$56,000 - $99,000 
$100,000  

20 
12 
5 
1 

Ethnicity 
 
(Could choose all 
that apply) 

American Indian or Native Alaskan 
Asian White 
Black or African American 
Hispanic or Latino 
Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander 
White 

4 
0 
7 
20 
1 
14 

Age of mother Under 21 
21 – 25 
26 – 30 
31 – 35 
36 

1 
11 
17 
8 
1 

Caregiver 1 
Gender 

Female 
Male 

38 
2 
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Table 2 (Continued) 
Caregiver 1 
Level of Education 

Less than HS 
HS Diploma 
As. Degree or Trade school 
Bachelor’s 
Master’s Degree 

2 
13 
14 
9 
1 

Caregiver 2 
Gender 

Female 
Male 
No 2nd caregiver 

21 
9 
9 

Caregiver 2 
Level of Education 

Less than HS 
HS Diploma 
As. Degree or Trade school 
Bachelor’s 
No 2nd caregiver 

4 
16 
5 
4 
10 

Why did you 
choose the YMCA? 
 
 
(Chose all that 
apply) 

Convenient Location 
Financial support 
Reputation 
Recommendation from trusted 
person 
Research 
Other 

24 
21 
20 
22 
3 
5 

 

How Social Emotional Learning is Understood by Teachers 

Teachers (n=12) rated the social emotional domains from very important to not 

important as reported in Table 3. Results revealed the majority of teachers believe self-

regulation (86.67%), problem solving (83.33%), outlook (82.5%), and interpersonal skills 

(80.0%) are very important.  Only 33% of teachers believed that academic development 

was very important. In fact, between 10-20% of teachers indicated that some forms of 

academics (math, letter knowledge, and writing) are only a slightly important domain of 

preschool learning. Making friends (40%) was the element with the lowest “very 

important” rating and grit (10%) was the only element receiving a “not important” rating 

by a teacher. 

Table 3  
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Teachers Understanding of Importance of Social Emotional Learning Domains and 
Academics 
 Very  

Important 
Moderately 
Important 

Important Slightly 
Important 

Not 
Important 

Self-Regulation Total 86.0     
Self-control 90.0 10.0    
Impulse Control 90.0 10.0    
Control Aggression 80.0  20.0   
Interpersonal Total 80.0     
Empathy 100     
Make and keep friends 40.0 20.0 30.0 10.0  
Teamwork 90.0 10.0    
Communication skills 90.0 10.0    
Outlook Total 82.0     
Self-help 90.0 10.0    
Resilience 80.0 20.0    
Grit 60.0 20.0 10.0  10.0 
Diversity 100.0     
Problem Solving Total 83.0     
Self-responsibility 70.0 20.0 10.0   
Resolve Conflict 90.0 10.0    
Cooperation Skills 90.0 10.0    
Academics Total 33.0     
Math 40.0 10.0 40.0 10.0  
Letter knowledge 40.0  50.0 10.0  
Writing 20.0 10.0 40.0 20.0  

Note. Numbers represent percent of teachers reporting in each category. 

Teacher interview understanding results. Four YPS teachers were interviewed 

to gain insight into how social emotional learning is understood at YPS. Teacher 1 

explained social emotional learning as the ability of the child to understand each other’s 

feelings, be respectful of each other’s feelings, and help each other. Teacher 2 said social 

emotional learning is the ability to interact with others, whether that is peers or adults in a 

“positive and constructive manner” and have good social skills. Teacher 2 added, “You 

have to have good social skills to build positive relationships.”  Teacher 3 said, “It means 

the well-being of the child emotionally, and the way they interact with adults and peers,” 

and, she added, “…their character development.” Teacher 4 said, “It means the child’s 
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emotions and the ability to understand the feelings of others, getting along with others, 

also controlling their own feelings.” The question was also posed to the program director 

from the lens of a teacher. When asked, “What is social emotional learning?” the program 

director stated: 

 We're looking at their capabilities and fostering those capabilities, so in turn, they 

can be self-sufficient. Get to that point where gentle reminders will get them back 

on task. And I think a big part of that social emotional development is the child 

being able to express how they feel and doing it ̶ expressing it in an appropriate 

way. 

Collectively, teachers and the program director understand social emotional learning to 

be the ability of the child to understand, control, and be respectful of their own and other 

people’s feelings, to interact with others in positive and constructive ways, and to 

develop character and emotional well-being. 

Summary of teaching understood. Considering the survey responses and teacher 

interviews, teachers believe empathy for one another is the most important concept for 

children to gain in preschool ̶ 100% of the teachers report this as very important. They 

also reported diversity as very important with a 100% response rate. Teacher interview 

responses corresponded to referencing children’s need to understand and relate to one 

another through empathy and diversity in order to develop as good citizens. Interestingly, 

making friends was the lowest rated domain besides academics. Less than half of the 

teachers understand academic development to be even moderately to very important.  

How Social Emotional Learning is Understood by Parents 
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YPS parents (n=41) completed the survey indicating how important they rated 

each domain of social emotional learning as represented in Table 4. The overwhelming 

majority (97%) of parents believed that empathy is a very important component of social 

emotional learning. Parents rated all domains including academics between 80-89% as 

“very important” for social emotional learning: problem solving (89%), closely followed 

by self-regulation (89%), interpersonal skills (86%), outlook (82%), and academics 

(82%). Parents reported making friends (69.23%) with the lowest certainty that it 

contributes to social emotional learning and the only element reported by any parents as 

“not important” was diversity (2.56%).  

Table 4 

Parents Understanding of Importance of Social Emotional Learning Domains and 

Academics 

Parents Very  
Important 

Moderately 
Important 

Important Slightly 
Important 

Not 
Important 

Self-Regulation Total 89.85     
Self-control 92.3  7.69   
Impulse Control 89.74 2.56 7.69   
Control Aggression 87.5  12.5   
Interpersonal Total 86.06     
Empathy 97.5  2.5   
Make and keep friends 69.23 15.38 12.82 2.56  
Teamwork 85.0 10.0 5.0   
Communication skills 92.5 7.5    
Outlook Total 82.73     
Self-help 92.31 5.13 2.56   
Resilience 82.5 12.5 5.0   

Table 4 (Continued) 
Grit 73.6 15.79 7.89 2.63  
Diversity 82.5 2.56 7.69 5.13 2.56 
Problem Solving Total 89.89     
Self-responsibility 90.0 5.0 5.0   
Resolve Conflict 92.5 5.0 2.5   
Cooperation Skills 87.18 5.13 7.79   
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Table 4 (Continued) 
Academics Total 82.50     
Math 77.7 12.5 5.0 5.0  
Letter knowledge 87.5 5.0 5.0 2.5  
Writing 82.5 7.5 7.5 2.5  

Note. Numbers represent percent of teachers reporting in each category. 

Parent interview understanding results. Three YPS parents were interviewed to 

gain insight into how social emotional learning is understood at the YPS. Parent 1 said 

that social emotional learning is “…how he interacts with his peers,” and it is the ability 

to “…interact with kids.” Parent 1 continued that it is the “…connection to others not just 

peers but staff and trusting.” Parent 2 said it is learning how to interact with others and to 

communicate. Parent 3 stated that it is the ability to make new friends, being able to talk 

to people, and being able to be away from parents. Collectively, the parents reported the 

understanding of social emotional learning as positive relationships, ability to 

communicate, and interact with peers and adults.  

Summary of parent understanding. Parents reflect upon understanding social 

emotional learning in relation to their individual child looking at how they grow and 

develop. Learning who they can trust, choosing friends, and communicating with others 

are all critical facets of child upbringing. The survey revealed that parents believe 

empathy (97.5%) is a key component to social emotional learning. All three parents 

referenced social emotional learning as interaction and communication between peers and 

adults; however, the survey results rated making friends as lowest in importance at 

69.23%. Communication rated at 92.5% by parents was a very important element within 

the domain of interpersonal social emotional learning and was also stated in some 

interview responses.  

Survey Summary Comparisons of Social Emotional Learning Understood  
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Problem solving was the domain understood by parents to have the highest 

collective importance, which was different than teachers, who understand self-regulation 

to be collectively highest. Surveys reveal self-control is very important with better than 

90% support from parents and teachers. Parents do not report diversity as “important,” 

whereas 100% of teachers rate diversity as “very important.” Two domains showed that 

parent and teachers varied by more than 25 percentage points in the category of “very 

important.” First, in the domain of interpersonal, 69% of parents reported making and 

keeping friends as very important, while only 40% of teachers reported this item as very 

important. Second, in the domain of problem solving, 90% of parents reported self-

responsibility as very important, while only 70% of teachers reported this item as very 

important. Both parent and teacher interviews noted getting along with peers was 

something they felt was important when understanding social emotional learning. 

Overall participants feel all areas of social emotional learning are important. Plus, 

unlike teachers, the majority of parents understand academic development to be as 

similarly important (i.e., very important) as the other social emotional learning domains. 

For example, parents report outlook as less important than the other domains and only by 

.23 percentage points above academics. Whereas teachers rated interpersonal relationship 

the lowest of the the social emotional domains, but this was still 47 percentage points 

above academics.   

How Social Emotional Learning is Facilitated 

This section of the results describes how teachers and parents perceive how social 

emotional learning is facilitated at YPS. Surveys and interviews from teachers and 

caregivers provided data from which insights could be gleaned. In the survey, participants 
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were asked the frequency and method by which they helped students with each domain of 

social emotional learning. The frequency options were from daily to monthly. The 

method by which they helped the students included peer modeling (create opportunities 

for leadership, purposefully led desired behaviors); direct instruction (purposeful 

guidance from the teacher to learn a skill or steps to succeed); materials (can include 

printed materials like books, posters, charts, or electronic materials such as, emails or 

websites); intervention (opportunity learning situations in which a teacher provides in-the 

moment intervention to support skill development); and nurturing (positive support, 

reinforcement, and encouragement by a peer or teacher). 

Survey data of teachers. The survey data of teachers is presented in Table 5, 

representing the frequency teachers instruct students in the four social emotional 

domains. Teachers reported the four social emotional domains are facilitated daily and 

collectively teachers believe problem-solving to receive the most frequency of daily 

facilitation. Table 6 reports the method of instruction that is facilitated daily for each 

social emotional learning domain. The data represents five methods in which social 

emotional skills are taught to children.  

Table 5  

Reported by Teachers - Frequency of Teacher Facilitation of Each Social Emotional 
Learning 

Domain Daily Multiple x/wk 1 x/wk Monthly 
Self-Regulation 70.59 31.28 0.74 2.79 
Interpersonal  64.22 22.46 10.96 2.36 
Outlook  73.67 17.86 4.11 4.36 
Problem Solving 76.45 12.56 0.0 5.0 

Note. Numbers represent percent of teachers reporting in each category. 

The majority of teachers reported that social emotional learning across all 

domains is facilitated daily. However, the method of teacher facilitation for each of the 
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learning elements varies within each domain. In the domain of self-regulation teachers 

report nurturing is the main method for skill development of self-regulation, and 

managing emotion, whereas; intervention is the main method to facilitate attention and 

focus. Peer modeling is the main method for facilitation of the domain interpersonal 

relationships through making friends, and student-teacher relationships. In the domain of 

outlook, teachers reported direct instruction as the main method to facilitate curiosity, 

grit, and resilience. Nurturing is the main method for facilitation of the problem-solving 

in the elements of developing problem-solving skills and self-help skills. 

Table 6 

Reported by Teachers - Method of Daily Teacher Facilitation of Each Social Emotional 
Learning Domain Element 

Teacher Reported 
Domain Element 

 
Peer Model 

Direct 
Instruction 

 
Materials 

 
Intervention 

 
Nurturing 

Self-regulation Domain 
Self-Regulation 50.00 50.00 57.14 66.67 77.77 
Manage Emotions 70.00 70.00 66.67 66.67 77.78 
Attention / Focus 80.00 90.00 66.67 90.0 80.00 
Interpersonal Relationship Domain 
Making Friends 80.00 40.00 50.00 44.44 77.78 
Student-Teacher 
Relationship 

80.00 77.78 55.56 66.67 70.00 

Outlook Domain      
Curiosity 80.00 88.89 60.00 60.00 60.00 
Resilience / Grit 65.50 87.50 77.78 80.00 80.00 
Problem Solving Domain 
Problem solving 66.67 90.00 60.00 90.00 100.0 
Self-help 90.00 90.00 60.00 77.78 100.0 
Mean 
Percentage 

73.57 76.02 61.53 71.36 80.37 

Note. Numbers represent percent of teachers reporting in each category. 

Summary of teacher survey. Based on the survey data, teachers believe they 

provide learning opportunities using all methods to reach children and facilitate social 

emotional learning daily. It is believed by surveyed teachers that social emotional 
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learning is facilitated most often through nurturing teachers. Teacher’s agree that social 

emotional learning is facilitated daily, reporting 76.45% toward problem solving, 73.67% 

outlook, 70.59% self-regulation, and 64.22% interpersonal learning. Specifically, 100% 

of teachers believe problem solving and self-help skills are facilitated daily through 

nurturing.  The least utilized method that was used daily by teachers to facilitate social 

emotional learning was direct instruction for making friends (40.00%). 

Teacher interview facilitation results. During the interviews, teachers were 

asked how they continuously learn how to facilitate social emotional learning; how social 

emotional learning is facilitated for caregivers’ social emotional development and 

understanding; and finally, how social emotional learning is facilitated for the children’s 

development. Because children are the focus, the description of social emotional learning 

is described by method of facilitation: use of program materials, structure, and 

expectations; scaffolded learning opportunities; and social modeling.  

Facilitating teacher learning. The program director is an essential part of 

providing intervention for learning. She must recognize areas of need and assess the best 

method to provide intervention. She states, “As the Director, I rotate in and out of classes 

to provide breaks. This helps me understand where teachers are struggling and what 

additional support is needed. It creates a positive working community.” She went on to 

explain that teachers are evaluated and have a chance to debrief their evaluation. She also 

stated, “When a teacher is struggling, we can model how to work through it and best 

practices. When teacher to student communication breaks down, it becomes a coachable 

moment, and we model how it should look and sound.” 
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Beyond modeling and intervention, the staff need verbal reminders. The program 

director explains to the staff, “We have to give the children the opportunity, and see what 

they can do.” Then she would remind the staff, “We'll work on letting them [children] 

learn how to do that, and we'll coach and guide them [teachers] to do that, and then they'll 

[teacher] be able to do that.”  

The Y facilitates social emotional learning using direct instruction for staff 

through professional development, peer modeling, collaborative learning, and in-service 

opportunities. In-service trainings are provided at least twice a year, along with team-

building workshops. Teacher 3 confirmed that the program director keeps staff informed 

about upcoming trainings and online opportunities. Teacher 2 stated the Y has 

“…brought in trainings from the outside…” but mostly “…we have to pick our 

continuing education and look for trainings on social emotional development.” Teacher 3 

said that when teachers do attend conferences, “They bring back the materials…” and 

share information. Teacher 2 also responded that when staff attends training, they are 

asked to share the material upon their return.  

Based on the interviews, it is clear that teachers learn through experiences. 

Teacher 2 reported a shift in student need. She explained she has been teaching for 21 

years, and “…the need is different now… kids come from broken homes, single 

moms…and they [parents] are not able to provide or help them develop these social 

emotional skills.” Teacher 3 states, “We have learned a lot about different cultures and 

backgrounds because of the differences in the families that we see.” Teachers must 

recognize family diversity in order to cultivate empathy regarding family differences. 
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Through shared experiences, collaboration and nurturing, staff can create a 

community of learning where they feel safe to ask for help. Teacher 1 said, “We do team-

building workshops…” to learn how “…to get along well with…” staff peers and support 

collaboration among the staff. Teacher 3 remarked on the high level of experience of 

their peers, saying, “We can get tips or advice and ask what works for [our co-workers].” 

Teacher 4 expressed that when she has trouble with a child’s behavior, she confides in the 

program director, who “…will come in and guide us through something or show us 

different ways.” She added that, “When I have a problem, everyone is willing to help.” 

They just come in and “…show me.” Teacher 4 also explained that until she became 

confident, she only had eight children in her classroom. This gave her the opportunity to 

go to different rooms to learn and gain confidence. She said, “Then I would see how 

other teachers did their routine.” 

Teachers recognize the importance of social emotional learning and value the 

learning provided within the school day. However, they also desire training outside the 

YPS. One teacher reported that not enough social emotional training is provided. She 

says she knows teachers in the public-school system, and “they go to trainings and 

conferences all the time.” “Being in a non-profit it is harder. Our trainings often focus on 

upcoming events. We have webinars offered, but they are often during business hours, 

and we do not like to be out.”  

Facilitating caregiver learning. The program director states that by the design of 

mixed age classrooms, “Students might remain with the same teacher for three years, thus 

giving the opportunity for the teacher and family to become very close. We are a family, 

we know our kids and their parents well, and this opens the lines of communication.” The 
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teacher-to-parent interpersonal relationship provides a safe environment for 

communication. She explains, “Our policies and procedures are set up where we're going 

to work with the family, we are going to find them the resources, especially if it’s 

behavior.” The program director goes on to detail, “In a program where maybe you have 

children who can be aggressive, which often comes from not knowing how to express 

that anger, it may be learned behavior they have been exposed to at home, so we work on 

it in the classroom, and parents can see a difference in them in the home, then we can 

then reach the parents. We can say, ’Okay, let's talk about this. This is how it's affecting 

your child.’ This is only achieved through trust and strong parent teacher communication.  

The program director explains that the YPS has a responsibility to coach and 

explain to parents about child abilities to achieve independence. She states: 

We frequently tell the parents you'd be surprised your preschooler is very capable 

of doing many things on their own. We hear parents say, ‘Oh my gosh, they can 

serve themselves, they don't do that at home.’ We explain if you want them to be 

independent maybe they need to be provided with the opportunity to do that. They 

can pour their own milk. They can feed themselves. There's no reason to spoon-

feed them anymore.  

They're very capable.”  They're very capable of learning these things and putting on a 

jacket and being respectful and responsible for themselves and the materials. 

All four teachers reference the ability to talk with parents directly. Teacher 1 

explained that pick-up “…keeps open communication…” and helps to maintain 

“personal” parent interaction. Children often tell stories in an incomplete fashion, and 

direct parent-teacher communication is the most effective method to fill in the gaps. 
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Teacher 2 spoke about a winter workshop for parents that “…addresses social emotional 

skills…” and provides information and personal engagement to foster parent-child 

development. Parents approach teachers directly looking for information and support. 

Teacher 1 described a time when a parent asked about potty-training and they discussed 

implementing a “…reward system or sticker chart.”  Teachers referenced casual 

conversation as an important piece of education for parents. Teacher 1 was also able to 

recommend that the parent explore print materials to take home.   

Teacher 3 said that parents are provided a variety of printed resources and are also 

offered “…places where they can get information [and] share strategies.” The program 

has resources on most topics in the library or in leaflet form. All four teachers 

interviewed noted that monthly newsletters tell “…what is going on…” and provide 

“…extra information on certain topics…” related to understanding of social emotional 

learning development in children. When a child is struggling in a particular area, the 

information may be given directly to the parent or distributed to the entire class to avoid 

singling out one family and to provide resources for all parents.  

Parents attend parent-teacher conferences at least twice a year. During this period, 

teachers provide one-on-one information about the child’s development in all areas. Each 

child has a portfolio with documentation of their growth and learning in developmental 

areas, including social emotional, cognitive, language and literacy, and physical 

development.  

In addition, one-on-one instruction might be accessed for specific issues. Teacher 

3 reports that “…kids have very strong emotions, and if we are unable to solve the issue, 
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we will bring the parent in to problem-solve the problem together, like if a child is 

disruptive and refuses to nap.”  

Facilitating student learning. Results from the teacher interviews indicate that 

teachers facilitate student’s social emotional learning using four main methods.  First, 

they use program materials to structure expectations. Second, they use scaffolded 

learning opportunities to provide step-wise guidance that nurtures the child’s continuous 

growth. Third, problem solving is developed through inquiry. Finally, they model social 

emotional learning with in-the-moment lessons and feedback.  

Use of program materials to structure, expectations.  The program structure and 

organization help students understand expectations. Students who have been in the 

program support new children and model the expectations. Teachers reported clear 

expectations and routines are critical to child development, so they use a daily schedule 

with the children to help guide them through the routine. For instance, bathroom routines 

are big part of a child’s daily expectations. Teacher 1 relayed a scenario of children and 

bathroom procedures. The older ones told the younger ones, “Just try,” and by observing, 

the little ones followed the older child’s lead. They followed along with hand washing as 

the older kids sang the ABC song to model hand washing time. These routines are written 

into lesson plans early in the year and then the practice drops off as children master the 

procedures well enough to model for new students.  

According to the program director, even though classes individualize, many 

aspects are uniform throughout the school to establish routines. The program director 

spoke about the children having daily jobs to instill responsibility and pride. It sets the 

tone that “…we all belong and need to work together to keep the class functioning 
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effectively.” The jobs develop a safe and secure set of established routines that help make 

everyone happier and healthier. They become young leaders ready for kindergarten and 

continued learning. 

The program director said, “By nature, we are trying to encourage independence 

all the time. We spend a lot of time in the very beginning with ‘this is how we do it.’ and 

then little by little back off, giving them space and opportunity.” She goes on to explain, 

“We lay the foundation, and we give them the expectation and the tools to be 

successful… and go back and praise, and again, a gentle reminder of what needs to be 

done.”  

Teachers plan for a calendar year with themes and seasonal topics, including 

social emotional learning. Teacher 2 stated that each classroom is different, so “…we 

don’t necessarily…focus on one aspect of development.” Each teacher develops plans 

“…based on classroom [and] student need…” and thus individualizes plans as needed. 

Teacher 3 explained, “We provide lessons on a specific social emotional behavior, and 

we talk and work on the theme all week.” Teacher 1 set a classroom goal of kindness at 

the beginning of the year. She said her class “…read stories, used question and answer 

cards, discussion cards, and sang songs…” related to being kind. Teacher 3 said that 

when “…we read a book, we talk about the words…and the facial expressions…” that are 

present in the text and illustrations. As practice, Teacher 3 reported that “…two kids 

stand in front of the mirror and make faces…” while the class observes, and the teacher 

asks, “What do you see?” Teacher 4 also uses books and provides time to discuss 

character emotions and help kids understand the feelings involved. Teacher 4 also uses 
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puppets to talk about emotions or behavior. Teacher 3 noted that when a behavioral or 

emotional concern is “…very important, we discuss it one-on-one.”   

Classrooms use jobs to develop community responsibility. Teacher 1 explains, 

“When children struggle with their job intentionally or show true distress, others step in 

to help, often unprompted.” Teacher 2 said mutual assistance builds a community within 

the classroom. This community atmosphere creates a safe environment for children. 

Teacher 2 expresses that children have to feel safe to develop a positive outlook, to be 

able to try new things and be unafraid of failure.  

According to the program director, they must take into consideration the time of 

year and degree of learning. Teachers work all year to establish routines and rules. Then, 

for example, when a new three-year-old joins the class, they have to determine how that 

child will gain the necessary skills and what adjustments need to be made to 

accommodate and facilitate their individual development. For this reason, a buddy system 

has been implemented. which really works for two reasons, according to the program 

director: “Those children who are older, who have been in the classroom, become 

leaders, because now I think it instills a sense of pride and importance to the older 

children, because now they’re helping a younger child navigate through daily tasks, 

knowing the rules.” She further explains that, “Children need to take responsibility for 

one another [and model] ‘This is how we put away the dramatic play area, this is how we 

get in line, this is how we wash our hands.’” 

Use scaffolded learning opportunities to provide step-wise guidance that nurtures 

the child’s continuous growth. According to the program director, there is a lot of back 

and forth conversation between teachers and students, such as, “I see you are upset, do 
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you want to talk about it?” This gives kids the opportunity to feel that their feelings are 

important, they are being heard, validated, and it is okay to feel like that. This interaction 

develops a healthy outlook and when they can express [emotions] effectively in a safe 

space, then they can learn. 

The program director continued by explaining teacher intervention. If a child 

cannot communicate effectively, if they’re constantly disrupting the flow of the 

classroom, transitions, and activities, it disrupts the overall community of the class. She 

says, “Teachers are very intentional in trying to come up with strategies to learn a 

concept. Teachers strive to catch childhood challenges and utilize the moment to foster 

appropriate development and find different ways to reach each child.” 

Independence is fostered through scaffolded learning opportunities and nurturing 

caregivers. Teacher 1 explained that “…with the younger kids, they come in and they get 

attached to their parents and don’t want them to leave…Over time they cry when the 

parent comes to pick them up.”  

Teacher 1 noted that problem solving requires a child to use their words and 

communicate what is needed so they don’t need the teacher to intervene. Teacher 2 said, 

“We try to let them figure it out themselves, and it depends on who it is.” Teacher 2 went 

on, saying that teachers “…try prompting them [or] encourage them to ask for help.” 

Teacher 3 discussed perseverance and grit saying, “We have to help them push through 

the conflict, then we help a little ‘you try’ and back and forth, like when dressing a doll.” 

Even when a child asks for help, it is the teacher’s job to help nurture independence, not 

fix the problem. 

Problem solving is developed through inquiry. Teacher 2 said: 
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If the conflict is between two kids and we intervene we’ll say, ‘ask if he’ll share’ and 

sometimes the other child says, ‘no’. Then, we help the child understand 

explaining you can ‘wait, maybe next time, or set a timer to trade.’ Kids need 

positive reinforcement with their actions, and we encourage them to help each 

other.  

Teacher 1 said, “We ask, what do you think, is fair?” and [say] “give me your 

ideas, give me your solutions.” Another method is to “put the timer on for five minutes.” 

This gives them time to brainstorm a solution together. Teacher 2 described “using 

positive reinforcement” such as telling kids to “keep trying” to let kids gain confidence 

through challenge. Teacher 2 remarked that, “We need to recognize the good…not focus 

on the negative,” in order to, “build their character.” Teacher 4 described resilience and 

grit as centering on supporting the child and their feelings and then teaching them how to 

work through it. “We just try and guide them” to complete the task, said Teacher 4. 

Teacher 3 said “We require teamwork” because it promotes kindness and problem 

solving. Teacher 3 stated that on the playground staff profess to “include everybody,” and 

“sometimes [students] don’t know how to do that, so we show them how... This might 

require changing games, getting more supplies, or taking turns.”  Teacher 3 adds, “How 

about we try this, do you think it’s going to work” this allows the child time to think 

about the solution. For example: “Why doesn’t she want to play with him? What 

happened? How did that make you feel?” Then the teacher and friends can encourage 

kindness and working together.  Students need to recognize adult emotion, too, and were 

encouraged to build empathy through questions like, “How do you think that made me 

feel?” Empathizing like this is necessary “to function in society,” according to Teacher 2. 
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Teacher 3 relayed that “when children are not nice, we identify that behavior as well and 

assist the children in making amends “can you help him rebuild the castle?”  

Model social emotional learning in-the-moment lessons and feedback. Teachers 

recognize that kids are very observant; teachers must also watch for opportunities to 

model appropriate behavior and teach appropriate behavior through plans, as well as 

notice in-the-moment teaching opportunities. As an example, Teacher 2, said: 

We may not be intentionally doing or planning…but the way we speak within the 

classroom, they are watching. How we regulate our own feelings, they are 

watching. It is also what we model between adults. It’s not just the words we use 

but the tone, even though they are little they deserve respect, too. Our behavior 

affects the kids. 

Teachers model actions and words, as well as give kids words to use when asking for 

help and for effective expression. Teacher 1 said that when children “…don’t know what 

to say, they just act on impulse, and cry, hit, or snatch a toy, so initially teaching them the 

tools of what to say helps.” To that end, Teacher 1 might suggest, “Tell them that you 

were playing with it first, and when you’re finished, you’ll share.”  She also shared, 

“We’ll see a kid walking around and when asked what is wrong, they say someone won’t 

play with them. We help them by providing suggestions, ‘ask someone,’ ‘let’s do a 

puzzle,’ ‘play with the teacher,’ or ‘find something else to do.’” 

Students also exhibit peer modeling and in-the-moment support. A teacher 

recounted a story of two little girls comforting a new student missing her mom. One 

student reassured the new student, reminding her that she would be okay. The second 

little girl said, “Don’t cry, you’ll mess up your make-up,” which was obviously a learned 
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heard response. Teacher 1 recounted that children recognize others’ emotions, and when 

a child is crying the others are good about “…getting the box of tissues for their friend,” 

and “…wiping their tears and giving them a hug.”   

Teacher 1 facilitated a conversation about recognizing emotions, such as 

“…crying, or tears, or boogers…” and “…what to do when you see your sad friend.” 

Teacher 1 went on to explain, “One of my students is non-verbal at school [and had] a 

hard time making connections, [so] I intervened and had the other kids approach her.” 

Teacher 2 noted that when kids are on the playground “…they get comfortable with the 

same kids…” but it is “…important we teach them to socialize outside…” their group and 

recognize when someone is alone. Teacher 2, said “It’s part of building confidence in 

being social…it’s kind of hard to verbalize with other people [they don’t know] so we 

have to teach it.” Teacher 2 said, “We play interactive games” in a positive manner to 

practice interacting and “…include new friends.”  

Teacher 4 expressed the importance of “…caring for one another and for the 

children as well, showing we care and then by being honest…” to show them respect and 

responsibility. Teacher 2 further explained:  

Everybody is entitled to feel the way they want to feel. We need to apply empathy 

and know that some families discourage crying, or don’t allow ‘boys to cry’ in 

their cultures…this has to be taken into consideration when helping children 

understand and deal with their emotions.  

Teacher 2 recounted a story about her students when one child referred to another child 

by color:  
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  I asked the student, ‘Are they the color of my pants?’ [Student replied,] ‘No, well 

what color is he?’ I then explained that technically, we’re kind of all brown. Some 

of us are just a little lighter and some of us are just a little darker, and we’re not 

different. Some are taller and some are shorter.  

She then went on to remark, “We are a collective everybody and shouldn’t be 

differentiating by characteristics but character.” This demonstrates that empathy and 

understanding play a role in developing a child’s social emotional outlook.  

At the YPS, teachers create opportunities for empathy and peer-family 

understanding. Teacher 3 states that as students interact with one another they learn 

“…things about each other that may be different from what they do at home. We provide 

opportunities to talk about their experiences, holiday traditions, and what foods they 

like.” Parents are invited to participate and further share family traditions to include the 

“for all” Y expectations. 

Summary of teacher beliefs of how social emotional learning is facilitated. 

Based on the survey results teachers believe all social emotional domains are facilitated 

daily. Teachers report some methods of learning are more utilized toward facilitation of 

specific social emotional learning elements. Based on the survey, teachers report with 

90% or greater agreeance that social emotional learning is facilitated with each method 

except materials. Peer modeling facilitated the element of self-help skills. Direct 

instruction facilitated daily instruction of attention and focus, problem-solving, and self-

help. Intervention facilitated problem solving and nurturing facilitated problem-solving 

and self-help. 
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Based on teacher interviews, teachers believe students learn by doing and 

watching. Staff provide social emotional learning through planned and in-the-moment 

opportunities and stand by the program director’s explanation that a child’s struggle is a 

learning opportunity. Self-regulation is developed through in-the-moment intervention, 

nurturing, and direct instruction using materials. Interpersonal relationships are 

developed through multiple years in the classroom, provided safe environment, and 

opportunity to try and fail. It is the teacher’s ability to nurture a child through challenges, 

providing scaffolded learning strategies and expectations to try again which develops 

problem-solving and independence. Outlook is facilitated through centers, materials, and 

peers. In addition, teachers believe diversity is an important aspect of social emotional 

development teaching inclusion, acceptance, and promoting empathy.    

The program director’s vision of fostering an inclusive environment and culture 

standing on the “for all” focus is cited in interviews as a key to the children’s 

development. The director takes the time to model desired behaviors and verbiage and 

instill a system of practice to educate and inform her staff. Teachers report a desire for 

more outside training but do not acknowledge the term professional development with the 

in-the-moment teaching and modeling that actively shapes behavior.  Based on 

interviews, teachers gain social emotional expertise through longevity at the YPS 

allowing training, modeling and a barrage of YMCA values woven through their daily 

work environment to shape their beliefs and practices. 

Teachers believe parents learn about social emotional learning through provided 

materials from the YPS. Teachers convey a close bond with parents because they have 

the same children for multiple years. This interpersonal relationship allows parents to feel 
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safe and comfortable to talk to the teachers about sensitive problems and listen openly to 

child concerns. 

Survey data of parents. The survey data of parents is presented in Table 7, 

representing the frequency parents believe teachers instruct students in the four social 

emotional domains. Parent’s agree that the four social emotional learning domains are 

facilitated daily, with little variation between percentages rated at 57% and slightly high 

Outlook rated at 59%. Table 8 reports the method of instruction that is facilitated daily 

for each social emotional learning domain and their supporting elements. The data 

represents five methods in which social emotional skills are taught to children. 

Table 7 

Reported by Parents - Frequency of Teacher Facilitation of Each Social Emotional 
Learning Domain 

Domain Daily Multiple x/wk 1 x/wk Monthly 
Self-Regulation 57.26 32.14 7.93 3.32 
Interpersonal  57.08 37.37 3.54 2.02 
Outlook  59.58 31.77 4.05 3.59 
Problem Solving 57.27 33.30 4.23 2.0 

Note. Numbers represent percent of teachers reporting in each category. 

In the sub-domain of self-regulation and managing emotions, parents reported 

learning is supported daily through peer modeling, direct instruction, intervention and 

nurturing; however, they believe materials are only utilized multiple times a week.  

Parents reported attention and focus, and self-regulation are most frequently learned 

through teacher nurturing, whereas a child’s ability to manage emotions is learned 

through peer modeling.  Parents believe making friends is most often facilitated through 

peer modeling and student-teacher relationships are most often facilitated through direct 

instruction.  



YMCA CASE STUDY IN A DIVERSE SES                                                                 122                         
   

In the domain of self-regulation parents report nurturing is the main method for 

development of skills for self-regulation while managing emotion is mainly facilitated 

through peer modeling, and a student’s attention and focus is facilitated through direct 

instruction. As reported by parents, developing interpersonal relationships by making 

friends is mainly through peer modeling, whereas; student-teacher interaction is 

facilitated mainly through direct instruction. Outlook as reported by parents is facilitated 

through materials for curiosity and peer modeling for learning grit and resilience. 

Nurturing is the main method for facilitation of the problem-solving skills and self-help 

skills in developing the domain of problem-solving. 

Table 8 

Reported by Parents - Method of Daily Teacher Facilitation of Each Social Emotional 
Learning Domain Elements 

Parent 
Reported 

 
Peer Model 

Direct 
Instruction 

 
Materials 

 
Intervention 

 
Nurturing 

Self-regulation Domain 
Self-Regulation 54.29 53.33 39.39 46.67 64.52 
Manage 
Emotions 

68.97 59.26 34.48 62.07 67.86 

Attention / Focus 53.33 72.41 53.57 66.67 62.07 
Interpersonal Relationships Domain 
Making Friends 58.82 52.00 32.00 47.83 57.14 
Student-Teacher 64.52 69.23 58.33 65.38 65.52 
Outlook Domain 
Curiosity 63.64 69.70 74.41 67.74 70.97 
Resilience / Grit 53.85 52.00 37.50 56.00 50.00 
Problem-solving 
Problem solving 55.17 64.52 57.14 66.67 70.97 
Self-help 54.29 53.33 39.39 46.67 64.52 
Mean 
Percentage 

58.51 52.95 47.35 58.41 63.73 

Note. Numbers represent percent of teachers reporting in each category. 

Summary of parent survey. Based on the survey data, parents believe children 

are provided opportunities for social emotional development daily through all five 
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learning methods. It is believed by surveyed parents that social emotional learning is 

facilitated most often through nurturing by teachers. Parents rated materials as the least or 

nearly least used method to facilitate skills for social emotional learning, except in the 

area of curiosity. Curiosity taught through materials received the highest rate of daily 

instruction agreed upon by parents (74.41%). Parents agreed and rated peer modeling as 

most frequently used to facilitate learning to manage emotions (68.97%); direct 

instruction frequently was used to facilitate learning attention/focus (72.41%); 

intervention was frequently used to facilitate learning curiosity (67.74%); and equally 

rated for nurturing and problem solving (70.97%).    

Survey Summary Comparisons of Social Emotional Learning Facilitated  

Both parents and teachers rated social emotional learning as facilitated daily and 

agree that nurturing by teachers is the most utilized method of facilitation of social 

emotional learning. Several elements were rated with more than a 30-percentage point 

difference between parents and teachers. Overall, teachers rated each domain as taught 

daily at a more frequent rate than parents. Parents indicated that each domain of social 

emotional learning as facilitated multiple times per week more frequently than parents. 

Parent interview facilitation results. Parents were asked the same questions as 

the teachers about how they see the YPS developing the social emotional learning skills 

of teachers, how they see the school facilitating the social emotion development of 

parents/caregivers, and how the children’s social emotional development is being 

facilitated. Unique to the parent interviews was the parents’ discussion of how the 

YMCA organization and the setting of the YPS impacted their children. It must be noted, 

several times throughout the parent interviews, parents resorted to speaking about their 
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child’s academic development and were unable to reflect or stay on topic regarding on 

their child’s social emotional development. This could speak to a parent’s lack of 

understanding or ability to articulate specific examples related to social emotional 

leaning. However, parents were easily redirected through prompting to get back on track 

and express facts about their students social emotional learning. 

Facilitating student learning. Collectively, parents indicated that they believed 

their child’s social emotional learning was being facilitated in three distinct ways. First, 

teachers used routines and structure to foster child independence. Second, teachers 

intervened with gentle guidance and feedback when children were demonstrating either 

appropriate or incongruent social emotional skills. Third, parents believed that the school 

environment provided facilitation for social emotional learning where older or more 

mature students model social emotional skills for their child to learn from. 

Teachers use routines and structure to foster child independence. Student 

independence at school translates into student independence at home. Parent 3 said, 

“Over the last few weeks [my child] has become very independent…I’m not sure if it’s 

something at school, because they tell her she has to do things by herself. By doing more 

things independently here, she wants to be more independent at home.” Parent 1 

explained that the students have routines at YPS, like putting their plates in the sink and 

cups in the trash, that carry over to the child’s behavior at home. The teachers want the 

students to be independent citizens. Parent 1 remarked, “[My child] does things I didn’t 

know he could do, that he did not learn from me…One day, he made a picture then asked 

for scissors and cut it out. I did not even know he knew how.” 
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Parent 3 explained that the use of “…centers, different activities, art activities, 

singing songs, and reading books…” makes students curious and want to learn. Staff and 

parents expressed that a big factor in independence is for a child to become “self-

sufficient.” According to Parent 2, a child was having difficulty learning to tie his shoe, 

so the teachers “…cut cardboard and [put] strings on them…” to take home so he could 

practice, or in learning how to write their name, they “…trace their name.” Parent 3 

defined independence as “My child’s ability to be away from her parents and feel safe.” 

Parent 2 described her child as “…slow in speech,” and the YPS helped her figure out 

how to “…interact with others…” without needing to talk. Parent 2 talked about her 

child’s trouble communicating and how teachers helped her “…learn how to interact with 

others,” and how, after time, her “…speech came along.” 

Self-regulation and managing emotions are a big part of independence. Parent 1 

talked about how her son sang songs to help him deal with his feelings, but that it could 

“…get annoying.” Parent 1’s child “…has learned a lot about managing emotions,” and 

he recognizes other’s emotions, saying “Everybody comes in everyday with different 

emotions.” Parent 1 went on, saying, “He’ll tell me somebody was sad today or happy 

today,” and “He will ask if I am mad.” Parent 1 reported the class has an emotions chart 

on the wall to help kids express how they feel. The teachers “…don’t ignore the kids’ 

emotions,” according to Parent 1. They help students tell each other things like, “You 

hurt my feelings,” or “You made me feel…” Parent 1 said her child told her, “He says he 

has to listen too.”  

Teachers intervene with gentle guidance and feedback. Parent 1 described when 

the kids are struggling, the teachers talk the kids through the process: “Take your 
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time…there’s no rush…calm down…” and reassure them “…it’s only a puzzle.” Parent 2 

said teachers help with managing student emotions by “…just talking her through it, 

comforting her [and saying phrases like] ‘Mommy will be back…’’You know you’re not 

alone…’ [and] ’We’re gonna have fun,’” which helped her feel at home.   

According to Parent 3, teachers use “repetition” to instill learning “…for a couple 

weeks straight…” so “…if it’s frustrating in the beginning, they tell them to just keep 

practicing.” Parent 1 said after kids finish something challenging, the teacher helps them 

see “…it was nothing [and you] did it on your own.” 

Parent 3 said, “My daughter tries to have one-on-one time…” with the teacher 

sitting right next to her, and if there aren’t too many people around, “She will talk”. 

Whenever possible, “The teacher pulls her over to help her with stuff…” to give her the 

opportunity to talk, and slowly she is beginning to talk when others are around. 

Parent 2 remarked that the “…teachers have so much patience for all the kids…” 

She further explains that the teachers are “…calm and they talk to the kids. If a kid’s 

doing something he’s not supposed to do, they talk to them, give the reason why.” Parent 

2 observed that the teachers “…take the time with each child…to see if there’s a problem 

or an issue.” Parent 2 went on: “I think it’s a really big help to kids, because I think 

they’re gonna remember that.” 

Parent 1 explained how when kids have a conflict and a child apologizes, the 

teachers ask the student to clarify why they are sorry, and explain the action and pain 

caused in more detail. The recipient is not encouraged to respond with “It’s okay,” 

because it’s not. The child is encouraged to tell how they really feel after a painful 

interaction. 
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Older or more mature students model social emotional skills. Parent 3 said, “My 

child really gets along with everyone, but she looks up to the big kids and wants to do 

what the bigger kids are doing.” Parent 2 noted as they age through the class, “I know 

what that was like to be little, and now they want to be the big person.” When Parent 2 

was asked about the setting, she reflected on her child’s developmental stages and the 

impact of seeing other children ahead of her, which she said helped her child “catch on” 

and get “caught up.” When they get older, the kids “…want to be like the teacher, they 

want to be the role model.” 

Parent 3 said, “My daughter doesn’t talk at a school, so her teacher tells the other 

kids that are more outgoing to approach her…if she’s staying off by herself.” Parent 2 

spoke about when new kids begin, the teacher will remind the kids that, “It’s a new 

friend, let’s play with him or her.” Parent 2 went on: “Now my kids know how to interact 

with new people they meet outside of school.” Parent 3 described a strength in her child 

being welcomed, wherein “…she didn’t really have to try…” to get to know the kids 

because the teacher encouraged participation. Parent 3 said, “We’d only been coming a 

couple weeks and the other kids knew [her child’s] name…” and would invite her to 

come along. Parent 2 said, “They introduce the new kid when the kid walks in,” and my 

child tells me, “We have a new friend and their name is…” The kids would ask that other 

kid to come play with them. 

   Modeled social emotional learning and in-the-moment feedback. Parent 3 spoke 

about her child having difficulty with a peer, and how the teacher explained, “He’s 

having a bad day. If you don’t want to play with him tell him nicely.” The teacher gave 



YMCA CASE STUDY IN A DIVERSE SES                                                                 128                         
   

the child the words to use and added, “Tomorrow will be better.” This kind of instruction 

helped the kids understand things are always changing. 

Parent 2 stated that her child “…struggled to be a little bit more wild and wanting 

to jump around out of her seat.” The teachers “…explained to her that she’s in the class 

with other kids,” and they “…sat and talked to her.” She had problems “…staying intact 

with the big group,” but she “…started watching the older kids that already grasped 

onto…” the behaviors that were expected in the classroom. Parent 2 expressed that when 

her child plays too rough and hurts others, the teachers might say the child needs to “…sit 

for a minute…” but they explain to the other kids that “…it wasn’t on purpose,” and “…it 

was accidental.” Teachers work to help the other kids understand.  

Parent 1 related that “…all the kids have a great relationship with their teacher. 

My son copies his teacher and does everything the way she does,” including mimicking 

actions down to the way “…she crosses her legs.”  His teacher is on a diet, and he tells 

me, “No you can’t eat that. It’s not Keto.” Parent 3 said, “My child doesn’t really 

socialize…” with the other kids but when she comes home “…she says she had a blast 

and she has all these friends.” She has a strong view of friendship. Parent 3 went on: “My 

daughter likes all the teachers but only talks to her lead teacher. She’s the only one she’s 

ever talked to at all.”   

Parent 1 stated that, “The Y sticks to their motto…they are for the kids, the 

families, and the communities, and they are really big on this. They believe and practice 

that you can’t give up on kids.” She supported the Program director’s explanation of 

keeping children in school, saying “…some children have behavioral issues,” but the 
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YPS administrators “…are not going to kick them out of school; they want to help [and] 

work with [students] and parents.” 

Parents 1, 2, and 3 expressed the importance of diversity in the school 

community, but none elaborated as to why it mattered. Still, parents provided examples 

alluding to the importance. Parent 1 said, “This preschool is a very diverse 

preschool…kids come from low income families and different backgrounds, some foster 

kids, so I think they’re really good at that for the kid’s emotional development. They do 

an awesome job; I love them.”  

Parents were asked about the school setting. Parent 1 expressed her concerns with 

the multi-aged classrooms and explained that her child missed the kindergarten cut-off 

date and is now five. She begins by saying, “I do think ... he’s not really learning 

anything because he already learned it, and he’s been here so long. I bring him still for 

the socialization.” However, she continued by stating that the modeled behavior and 

influence of younger kids is not always positive: “Sometimes he comes home and he’s 

trying to baby talk.” On a positive note, the parent then addressed culture and diversity by 

saying, “…even the teachers have different backgrounds [and some] come from other 

countries.  My son will come home and say he’s supposed to be friends with everybody.” 

She further explained that, “…one time they did different colors of skin, different sizes, 

and weight…” to emphasize similarities and differences, in friendship. 

Parent 2 told a story about her child who came home and said she “…had a 

different color white boy…” in her class. She further explained that “The teacher 

communicated with her and so did I at home…we all come in different colors, sizes, 
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shapes, and it’s all really good.” When asked about the school setting, Parent 1 remarked, 

“I think they are too young…” to realize the impact of being in a diverse program.  

Facilitating teacher learning. The parents were unable to articulate how the 

teachers were educated about social emotional learning. However, Parent 2 said, “I’m not 

behind closed doors when they do training, but evidently they are learning something 

because they come out with so many different things and so many ideas…to help [the 

children] learn.” 

Facilitating parent learning. Parent 2 said about the teaching staff, “They don’t 

just act like teachers; they act like friends, really good friends.” Parent 1 said, “The 

teachers are really good at verbally communicating directly with us at drop off or pick up, 

as well as using little notes.” Parent 3 states, “We get little flyers that say what they are 

working on.” Parent 3 continued, “At Thanksgiving, we had a project to do at home to 

talk about what we are thankful for.” 

The Y is required to offer parent-teacher conferences twice a year but will also 

bring parents in as needed. Parent 1 said, “The teachers let us know where our kids are 

getting along with others and with their skills.” Parent 2 says teachers communicate about 

her child “…where she’s struggling and…where she’s doing good.” Parent 3 expressed 

her gratitude for the welcoming environment and said, “They tell us what they are 

working on [and] I know I can go up to any teacher to get help.”  She emphasized the 

staff’s approachability, saying, “Everyone’s nice.” 

Parent 1 described her sense of nervousness the first time she left her child at 

YPS. She would linger and peek into his class. She would even call during the day, and 

the teachers and staff would reassure her and go look in on him. Parent 2 stated if she was 
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having an issue with one of her children, the teachers would “…tell me what I could do to 

help out at home.”  

The three parents interviewed all noted that monthly newsletters tell what is going 

on and provide “…extra information on certain topics…” related to social emotional 

learning. Parent 1 referenced that the newsletters help them stay informed about 

everything from new students to reminders about sensitivity to the variety of challenges 

children face. Parent 1 described a time her son reported multiple times that one kid was 

mean to him. She said: 

The teachers don’t tell the family’s business but simply explain the kids all come 

with different experiences and personal challenges; this can make them act out. 

This helped me a lot as a parent. Then I knew what to say: ‘don’t call the kid a 

bully, he is just struggling.’ It helps me as a parent to check myself and not tell 

my kid to go punch them in the face. I tell him, ‘Tell him how you feel, still try to 

be kind.’ 

Parent 1 was able to reinforce at home the same message YPS teachers were 

communicating to her child. 

Summary of parent beliefs of how social emotional learning is facilitated. 

Based on the survey results many parents believe all social emotional domains are 

facilitated daily. Many parents agree that certain methods of learning are most utilized 

toward facilitation of specific social emotional learning elements. Unlike teachers, 

parents did not report any method with 90% or great agreeance. Looking at the three 

highest percentages in each domain, parents reported curiosity as being facilitated by all 

five methods. Peer modeling is most frequently used to facilitated managing emotions 
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and student-teacher relationships. Direct instruction is most frequently reported to be 

used to facilitate daily instruction of attention and focus as well as student-teacher 

relationships. Materials are used to facilitate learning in student-teacher relationships and 

problem-solving. Interventions are used to facilitate problem solving, and attention and 

focus. Finally, nurturing is used to facilitate problem-solving and managing emotions.  

Parents revealed through interviews they believe self-regulation is developed 

through nurturing by teachers, in-the-moment intervention, and expectations. Strong 

interpersonal relationships are facilitated through modeling by peers and teachers, and in-

the moment intervention to help children get along. Parents believe children gain a 

positive outlook through teacher nurturing, a welcoming environment, and feeling safe. 

Skills in problem solving are facilitated through intervention, supported by parental 

scenarios wherein teachers intervened in order to keep kids trying, songs, mantras for 

independence, and set expectations. Parents speak to the importance of mixed aged 

classrooms to promote learning for younger children and leadership for older children.  In 

addition, parents noted exposure to a diverse population provides learning opportunities 

to recognize commonalities when children see differences, as well as practice acceptance.  

Parents believe teachers nurture their children to develop empathy.  

Description of Observations 

Over the course of one week, I conducted three activity observation in three 

classrooms. During Observation 1, I watched teacher/child and child/child interactions 

during center activities for about 45 minutes. During Observation 2, I watched 

teacher/child and child/child interactions during large group activities, with a transition to 

small groups for about 45 minutes. Finally, during Observation 3, I watched teacher/child 
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and child/child interactions during art for about 30 minutes. The observations focused on 

gleaning a picture of how social emotional learning is facilitated at YPS. The four social 

emotional learning domains provided a structure for the observations, but not every 

action during an observation could be recorded, so I selected actions and words that stood 

out to me and recorded them in my field notes under each domain. After each observation 

I paused to write additional details from memory, both in my field notes and research 

journal.  

My first impression centers around the friendliness of the students greeting 

teachers, staff, and peers. The children clearly have the ability to communicate with a 

friendly smile or gesture; they look at people face-to-face in conversation and verbally 

articulate their wants and needs with staff and peers. Overall, there is little-to-no crying, 

fighting, or melt downs. People are happy, teachers arrive early, and you get a sense of 

the joy in the classrooms. This is not by accident, and it is evident that measures have 

been taken in staff development, program organization for a cooperative work 

environment, and the presence of YMCA values to help the YPS community develop 

strong interpersonal relationships.   

During each observation, there were anywhere between 10-20 individuals in my 

line of sight. I was able to document 10 - 15 unique examples during each observation 

time frame and then I would document the frequency of those examples throughout the 

observation window. Placing each observation under the social emotional domain that 

seemed to fit best. For example, under the Outlook domain I documented as one unique 

example a student showing another student where certain toys belong. Then I would 

count how many other children were doing that same behavior. Similarly, I documented 
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specific quotes from one child or teacher and then count how many others spoke of 

something similar. 

Table 9 

Frequency and Examples of Observed Actions and Words Used with Each Social 
Emotional Learning Domain  

Modeled Verbal Action 
Self-regulation 

Student, Mastered - 30 
-Student’s building structure breaks, she 
throws a building piece, sits quietly and 
calms herself 
- Student leaves play area when others 
become too rough 
- Student takes himself to quiet reading 
area to take a break 

Student, Mastered - 39 
- “Hey, we don’t throw things like that, I’ll 
show you how to clean up.” 
- “You are ruining our castle, stop ruining our 
castle.” Student 2 stops without fussing 
- A toy broke and the teacher couldn’t fix it. 
“That’s okay, we’ll pretend.” 
 

Student, Learning opportunity - 7 
-Student pushes tower over 
- Off task behavior, disruptive to others 
 
Teacher - 12 
-Teacher places hands in lap 
- Teacher begins talking and lowers her 
own voice to demonstrate volume control 
- Models walking on the line 
 

Student, Learning opportunity - 10 
- “She’s a grump today.” 
- “It was my turn!” in an angry tone. 
 
Teacher - 49 
- “Do you hear her she’s trying to tell you she 
doesn’t like that.” 
- “Show me you are ready, not tell me.” 
- “What do you need to do to go to a new 
center?” 

Interpersonal 
Student, Mastered - 37 
-Younger students look for approval of 
older kids when they complete an activity 
- Sharing with younger child 
- Child drops a toy another picks it up 
 
 
Student, Learning opportunity - 0 
 
 
 
Teacher - 10 
-Hand shake 
- Teacher rubs student’s back who was 
distressed 
- Model’s body language to look in 
student’s eyes 

Student, Mastered - 55 
- Student compliments another “Wow! That’s 
tall!” 
- Asks teacher, “What happened to your 
hand?” 
- “You can do it!” 
 
Student, Learning opportunity - 6 
- “You’re not my friend.” 
- “You can’t play.” 
 
Teacher - 21 
- “Were you trying to help?” 
- “What are we going to do throughout the 
day? Remind each other to make good 
choices.” 
- “Excellent job, good work.” 



YMCA CASE STUDY IN A DIVERSE SES                                                                 135                         
   

Table 9 (Continued) 
Outlook 

Student, Mastered - 15 
-Student says “like this” then show the 
other how to draw 
- Students show excitement toward 
dancing activity 
- One student models to another how to 
make an oval while drawing a penguin 
 
Student, Learning opportunity - 5 
-Whining over not being able to do the art 
project 
- Student pouting not getting her way 
- Student crying because another won’t 
share 
 
Teacher – 5 
-Smiles to encourage a child, over 
emphasizing an upbeat attitude 
- Show genuine excitement for upcoming 
activity to encourage kids 

Student, Mastered - 30 
- “I can!” 
- “You can do it!”  
- “We got it!” 
 
 
 
 
Student, Learning opportunity - 8 
“I can’t.” 
 
 
 
 
 
Teacher – 23 
- “Slow it down, do it again, try again, great 
job!” 
- Upset student. “Do you need a hug? Maybe 
tomorrow can be your turn first.” 
- “I appreciate that; thank you.” 
 

Problem-solving 
Student, Mastered - 31 
-Students carry bins together 
- Shows a younger child how to put the 
Legos together using specific sizes and 
colors 
- Students work together to carry giant 
notebook 
 
 
Student, Learning opportunity - 2 
-Throwing, hitting 
 
Teacher - 14 
-Teacher sits next to a frustrated child and 
helps the child with the blocks 
- A child is struggling to get the toy box 
put away. The teacher puts a container 
away then removes it for they child to try. 
- Teacher models the words and has the 
child say, “Can you please move?” 

Student, Mastered - 41 
- “Think about it,” after a student said 
something unkind to another 
- “That’s enough,” referring to amount of paint 
- “She doesn’t know what you’re saying,” and 
intervenes to help another understand the first 
 
Student, Learning opportunity - 0 
 
Teacher - 51 
-One student is pulling on another student’s 
arm, “What happens if you let go of him?” 
- Children are off task, “Where are you going 
to play” 
- “That’s yours, you make it,” allowing another 
student to do his work 
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Observations of Facilitation of Child’s Social Emotional Learning. 

The classroom observations provided a window into the facilitation of social 

emotional learning methods used by teachers and students as they modeled, instructed, 

intervened, and nurtured. This section of the results reports on my observation of the use 

of materials that were hanging on the walls, distributed to students or parents, lesson 

plans, and other instructional aids used in the YPS. Also described are behaviors and 

words exhibited by teachers and students. When analyzing the observed behaviors, the 

rate of learning opportunity classroom behaviors is very low, with only 42 recorded 

incidences of learning opportunity verbal and modeled behaviors versus 278 positive 

observed verbal and modeled behaviors over nine observation periods, equating to 

roughly six hours of observation. The observations support the YPS teaching and student 

acquisition of social emotional learning. Children demonstrated their understanding 

through actions and words, with prosocial interaction or mastered social emotional 

learning skills greatly exhibited versus learning opportunity behaviors: prosocial modeled 

behavior where 113 incidences vs. 14 learning opportunity behaviors observed; prosocial 

verbal behavior was observed 165 incidences vs. 28 learning opportunity verbal 

interactions by children.  

Description of materials and visual aids. In halls and classrooms, the local Y 

prints visual aids and reminders of each of the YMCA values. Teachers reference the 

signage as they pass by. Classroom wall coverings, books, posters, signs, and pictures 

highlight the “for all” belief of the YMCA. Visual art represents a variety of faces, 

cultures, disabilities, and family dynamics. I observed posters depicting children with 

Downs Syndrome, using wheelchairs, using hearing aids, and wearing a variety of 
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cultural attire. Posters represent a variety of family units, such as mixed-race families, 

same-sex-parent families, and grandparent dynamics.  

A library of resources is available at the YPS, and several non-instructional staff 

are available to help staff locate resources via books and online information. The Child 

Development Permit Professional Growth Manual is posted on the wall in the break room 

to support teacher quality. The hallway and each classroom have a parent information 

board with health information, upcoming events, and educational materials. A wall of 

more than 25 pamphlets supplies information on a variety of topics to help parents meet 

their family’s needs, teach their children skills, and gain access to valuable resources. 

Topics include picky eating, abuse, vaccinations, and growing up healthy. Bulletin boards 

display art projects and pictures of YPS children representing family, friendship, and 

community. Posters present helpful hints and tactics to help improve social emotional 

communication, for instance one hall poster listed examples of language teachers use to 

help children identify their emotions, saying, “Let’s think of a word that matches your 

feeling.” 

Lesson Plans. Reviewing lesson plans and observing classes revealed that social 

emotional learning is intertwined throughout lessons and daily routines. Six months of 

plans were examined for each of the five classrooms. The months of August and 

September are heavily focused on social emotional learning to establish expectations then 

holiday programming surfaces applying character values to the focus. Especially of note 

were lessons emphasizing respect for one another, materials, and self. Lessons on 

manners focus on questions, such as “How does it look, feel, and sound?” Teachers 

directly teach social emotional development skills, including respect, patience, and 
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manners. The lesson plans reflected teaching feelings through pictures, a grouchy 

ladybug, a feeling scale, and songs. The curriculum facilitates friendship through games, 

songs, a friendship web, a friendship match, friendship necklaces, puppets, and a 

friendship toss. Teachers have moved away from written lessons, as they have 

incorporated more and more practice and instruction into their daily routines to help kids 

recognize and mange emotions during daily whole group activities. The plans clearly 

layout facilitation of self-regulation, and interpersonal development domains whereas 

outlook and self-help were alluded to when stating what books and materials would be 

utilized meeting the domains of outlook and self-help.  

Use of stories, songs, and nudges. I observed a planned lesson that each 

classroom implemented. It was a story about a penguin that is being made fun of, and the 

lessons and activities for the week centered on the story. One class drew penguins, one 

painted, and one used markers, but all the teachers asked the students to include the 

penguin’s emotions. The penguin changed emotions during the story, and each student 

narrated to the teacher how their penguin was feeling in their piece, using words like sad, 

crying, embarrassed, and happy to have friends. 

Teacher 1 started the morning routine with a welcome chart showing greeting 

choices. The children can point to or verbally choose a fist bump, high five, hug, or 

handshake. Children spontaneously sang songs they have learned to help remember 

appropriate behaviors. Song lyrics included, “…listening and following directions,” and 

“…our shoes are walking…” rather than running. Students sang the ABC’s while 

washing their hands. One classroom sang a song to get kids back on task entitled, “Who’s 

Not Paying Attention?” These traditions have become a staple to help students maintain 
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emotional stability. When a child struggled to problem solve, they needed direction to 

solve it and support to keep trying without the caregiver simply fixing the problem. I 

observed all four teachers and several staff tell the students, “[You] try by yourself. [You] 

try three times. If you can’t do it, then ask a friend, then ask the teacher.” This method is 

recited almost as a mantra. 

Teachers often used gentle reminders rather than strong directives to help children 

remember expectations. Teachers used open-ended questions to help the children recall 

and execute appropriate behavior, asking questions such as, “Where are we allowed to 

play with the cars?” and “Use your words first; if that doesn’t work, then tell the teacher.” 

Teachers provided replacement behaviors to help manage behavior and gave suggestions 

such as, “If you are having trouble keeping your hands to yourself, put your hands in your 

pockets or hold them together.” 

Teacher 2 used emotional cards and provided inquiry for the kids including, 

“How does this person in the card feel?” The class would discuss their answers to the 

question. To teach emotions, classrooms used face charts, posters, emoji faces, and 

mirrors to help children recognize and identify their own feelings. This helps children to 

develop the language to communicate how they feel so teachers can help them effectively 

express and manage their feelings. Teacher 1 said that “…in the beginning, many 

children cry and cannot tell us why. The posters help the children point out what might be 

the problem.” Teacher 3 used a face chart to help children point and identify emotions. 

Kids don’t always have the words to describe their emotions. Teacher 2 used a set of 

cards for the kids to choose a feeling that identifies how they are feeling, because it is 

“…important to validate their feelings.” 
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Teacher 3 talked about what to do if a friend is upset and isn’t talking, asking the 

others to think about why that friend could be upset, or how it might feel to be in that 

friend’s situation. The children practiced answering questions and empathizing.  This 

afforded children the chance to practice recognizing emotion in others. 

I observed Teacher 1 asking the kids, “What should our focus be today?” Students 

chose “…community, feelings, and emotions.” Each child received a card with a picture. 

One picture read “Who is feeling loved?” and the child was asked to identify how they 

know the person in the picture is feeling loved. The children said, “hugging together.” 

The children were also asked to make personal connections to their own experiences.  

The child with the hugging card responded about feeling loved “…when my brother is 

nice.” The same process was followed for the other children holding cards.  

Kids are provided leadership opportunities throughout the day. For example, 

during whole group calendar time, if the leading child is having trouble, peers offer 

assistance, while teachers provide guidance for students to protect the opportunity for the 

leading student to succeed on their own. Teachers instruct the peers to ask the leader if 

they want help. 

Teachers recognized the importance of teamwork to develop cooperation. 

Teachers instructed children to carry boxes, toy tubs, and a giant pad of paper together. 

They had to figure out how to pick it up, move at the same time, and navigate the 

furniture all while communicating with one another to accomplish the task. Sometimes 

one child takes the lead in communicating, or the task was accomplished through parallel 

actions.  
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Use of order, routine, and expectations. Students were expected to clean up after 

playing, and toys had very specific places where they belong, often fitting into the 

shelves like a snug puzzle. The older kids helped the younger ones. On one occasion, one 

student asked another, “Where does this go?” After being helped, the first student went 

on to address the other by name and asked, “Will you help me clean?” When everyone 

finished and returned to the carpet, the teacher asked, “Who is the center helper?” The 

center helper inspects the areas and notices small imperfections and either quickly fixes 

the problem or asks for assistance. Sometimes assistance comes from volunteers, in order 

to reinforce the notion that the community is everyone’s responsibility. Sometimes the 

student that was playing in the area was asked to try again. They discussed how it looked 

and how it should look. In one case, the inspector noticed the animals had fallen over and 

began to fix them, and another child hopped up to help. The teacher later asked, “Who 

organized the books? Good job! Very neat!” She gestured with a thumbs-up and several 

kids clapped.  

I observed the teachers asking open-ended questions to encourage the children to 

develop their own solutions to problems. Directives were related to how two students 

could create solutions. I observed the teachers asking the children questions that required 

a standard, fill-in-the-blank answer, such as, “What do we do with cars?” The kids 

responded with: “Cars are for rolling.” Teacher 4 reminded that “only four students” are 

allowed in a center. The children looked around and counted, then looked at other centers 

to determine where they could go. Students could also quickly be redirected by a teacher 

asking, “Did you count?” 
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The children used phrases that showed a positive view of learning and curiosity, 

such as, “I woke up smart”. The calm engaged demeanor of the children spoke volumes 

about their openness to learning. I observed that outlook was positively developed by 

support from teachers to try new things. 

Use of choices, cooperation, and message of acceptance. I observed teachers 

noticing a child having trouble and encouraging that child to ask for assistance, or that 

she prompted others to help the lagging student. I observed the teachers spending a great 

deal of time giving the children words to practice in order to express their wants and 

needs effectively.  

Great care in communication was observed to zero in on the heart of student 

challenges and come to resolution through conscious efforts. Throughout the nine 

observations and additional time at the school I observed no punitive measures like 

yelling, raised voice, time out, removed from class, negative parent report, or threats of 

negative consequences. Rather, students were occasionally asked to choose something 

different or to make a better choice. The teachers were very good at offering replacement 

behaviors for unwanted actions. On one occasion, a child was spitting saliva (a “zerbert”) 

out of boredom or a desire to entertain, and the teacher simply said, “If you need to do 

that, go by the trash can.”  

Teachers set up opportunities to address social emotional learning through 

cooperative actions and sharing. In one classroom, students were required to share black 

and white paint. There were enough brushes for each child, but students would have to 

trade brushes in order to use the other paint color. Another classroom only set out a few 

of each color of crayons so that children would have to communicate to ask for the color 
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they wanted. This scarcity led to an instructional opportunity about communication and 

sharing. 

Diversity was addressed regularly in relation to helping a new student or younger 

students. Subtle direct instruction is used to teach acceptance of others. Teachers selected 

and utilized books and posters that represent a variety of ethnicities, disabilities, and 

cultural backgrounds. This approach did not highlight differences but instead presented 

inclusion and acceptance as normalcy. 

Use of cues and modeling appropriate behaviors. I observed the first day for a 

new three-year-old. Teacher 1 asked the students, “What will we do to help her?” The 

students responded to this cue with their ideas: find a job, sit, show her the ropes, show 

her where things go, be helpful, and be respectful. The kids referenced time out as a 

possible repercussion for not helping the new student, but the I never observed any 

children in time out. 

Students have been taught to respond to cues with the appropriate actions and 

verbal communication for successful relationships. I observed a class reading a story, and 

the kids made a face to represent the character on each page. I observed Teacher 1 say to 

a student, “When it’s an accident, we say sorry. Was it an accident? Did you say sorry?” 

The student replied with, “I said sorry.”  

Teachers built resilience by acknowledging and managing a challenge. On one 

instance, children were arguing over a marker and board. The teacher supported both 

children by having student 2 wait with the teacher and discuss the first student’s drawing, 

all while using a two- minute timer. After two minutes elapsed, the students traded roles. 
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When it was time to switch again, the teacher hugged the struggling student and thanked 

her for sharing, taking turns, and waiting. 

To help students with self-regulation, Teacher 3 used the cue, “Take a deep 

breath. Let’s sit down and figure this out together.” She then helped the students by using 

the words that match how they are feeling so they can identify their emotions. The 

classroom also had a mirror, which helped the child physically see their own emotion. 

I observed a child randomly scream with excitement during small group. No one 

said anything, but the kids looked at the little girl with disapproval on their faces. She 

became quiet and quickly went back to work.  

Teacher 3 made sure to give cues of time remaining at a center and gave warnings 

around clean up time and transition time. I observed teachers encouraging students to 

“Work a little longer,” or “It’s almost time to switch.” These cues helped them manage 

expectations and prepare for changes. 

Teachers purposefully modeled peer interaction. It was not in a plan but exhibited 

frequently. Teachers asked about each other’s day and responded to one another. An 

assistant dropped papers, and the teacher went to help, inviting another child to help, too.  

Teachers expressed comfort and compassion for one another; the observer did not witness 

the stressor, but one teacher hugged another that was visibly upset. On several occasions, 

the teachers set up modeled behavior specifically to demonstrate sharing. When teachers 

visited another room to communicate or borrow supplies, they always took one or two 

students with them. This provided the children the opportunity to practice greetings, 

farewells, and manners. They learned to wait their turn to talk and practice patience. 
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Modeled behavior was an important aspect of student learning and was directly 

taught. The teachers reminded students to model behavior and verbalize when necessary. 

Teacher 1, for example, suggested, “Help your friends, and if you see them having a hard 

time, remind them of the rules.” I observed the children practice and model positive 

social behaviors while playing in the centers. The children spoke softly to dolls and 

stuffed animals. The observer heard words and phrases like “Don’t be scared,” “Be 

careful,” “Are you okay?” and “It’s okay.” In another center, the children played in a 

store setting and kids said phrases such as, “Please,” “Thank you,” and “How may I help 

you?”  

The key to problem solving was often communication. If the children could not 

come to a peaceful resolution, the teacher intervened. For instance, students fighting over 

a toy were asked, “What can we do so that it’s fair?” If needed, the teacher provided 

several suggestions, then set a timer to resolve the issue. Without the timer, the kids 

simply moved on without learning to develop solutions.  

I observed a teacher helping a student problem-solve how his actions affected 

others. 

 S1 is throwing toys saying, “flying pig.” A toy hits S2, and S1 blames S3. 

 T intervenes: “What happens when the pig flies?” “How does it make him 

feel?” 

 T directed at S2 “Tell him you do not like that.” 

S2 repeats what the teacher said 

T “What’s going on?” 

S1 “It flew.” 
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T “Feel the pig.” “It is made of a very hard plastic.” 

S1 describes the pig 

T “Would that hurt?” 

S1 shrugs his shoulders 

T “Go find something soft” 

S1 brings a softer plastic pork chop 

T “It is softer.” “Get the doll on the bed”. 

T “Squeeze the doll, squeeze the pig.” They discuss hard and soft, and the 

pain caused by a harder toy. 

Observations of Facilitating Teacher Learning of Social Emotional 

Techniques. I observed teacher collaboration on upcoming events and lessons. Books 

from the library were used to help with lesson planning, teaching strategies, special 

education, and behavior. Teachers and assistants support one another through sharing 

responsibilities in the classroom and covering breaks and lunches. Teachers instructed 

assistants how to implement best practices, and assistants asked questions about said best 

practices. For example: A book was about to be read by the assistant, and Teacher 2 

reviewed with her the scared emotion the character would feel, as well as discussion 

points for the students. When a teacher arrives to cover a break, they get a briefing about 

activities and child behavior. In the transfer of duties, teachers explain how behaviors 

have been addressed and what the consequence will be if the child engages in the 

behavior again. For example: In Classroom 1, a child had knocked a building down and 

was instructed to help rebuild. The expectation was if it happened again, he would have 



YMCA CASE STUDY IN A DIVERSE SES                                                                 147                         
   

move to a new center. When the teacher returned from break, the conversation about 

student behavior was revisited.  

Teachers freely ask for help and advice from other teachers and the director. From 

simple information, “What do you think?” to closed door conversations with the director, 

support was provided and accepted. The director rotates through the classrooms most 

mornings, noticing student and teacher behavior. In a positive tone she compliments, 

encourages, and redirects behavior, usually through modeling. On three separate 

occasions, she stated to a teacher, “I’ll model,” then she addressed the student. 

Observations of facilitating parent/caregiver social emotional learning. The Y 

offers child development workshops for parents, although none took place while I was 

present. However, during the period I observed the YPS, a parent social afterschool event 

was held. Prior to the parent event, teachers signed up to focus their classroom’s activities 

for the evening in support of specific developmental domains. Teachers selected activities 

to promote social emotional development. 

I observed rich conversations between parents and teachers addressing child 

issues, such as scared children, student sadness, and sibling rivalry. Face-to-face 

interaction is how most of the social emotional information is disseminated, based on 

individual child need.  Teachers share, ask questions, and provide support through 

interpersonal connections. I observed that teachers are able to spend a few minutes each 

day speaking with parents as they trickle in to gather their children, because there is not a 

specific designated time that all parents must arrive to pick up their children. 

Parents are asked to volunteer once a semester. This provides teachers an 

opportunity to get to know the parents, and parents a chance to observe modeled behavior 
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of working respectfully with children. Parents also have an opportunity to read the word 

choice posters and develop connections. At the winter program, parents were able to 

socialize and interact with other parents in the school, giving them the opportunity to 

observe other parenting styles and behaviors, as well as teacher styles and behaviors. The 

families and teachers played games, did a science experiment, and participated in art 

activities. Teachers modeled ways to speak with children and handle behavior, as well as 

educate on the independent capabilities of students. 

Observation Summary. Teacher learning is dependent upon collaboration, peer 

interaction, modeling, and resources offered through the YPS. Learning is reinforced 

through practice, shared expectations, and sharing of materials. The parent’s biggest asset 

to learning is the close relationship with a consistent teacher that is developed over time 

and years at the preschool. I observed children and teachers in the YPS setting behaving 

in ways that allow them to freely display the use of social emotional capabilities and 

learnings. At one point, I remarked to the program director, “The children are so well 

behaved, little disagreement or crying.” She replied, “We get that comment frequently,” 

and added, “The few field trips we have taken, they are always impressed by our student 

behavior.” Teachers facilitated social emotional learning through demonstration and 

modeling of routines, cooperation, and expectations, rather than teaching the child to 

abide by a list of rules and fearing consequences. When kids falter, teachers view this as a 

learning opportunity and provide gentle reminders to get back on track. Explanations 

were provided for “Why we do what we do,” such as, to be kind or to help. I did not 

observe punitive actions to correct negative behavior, as indicated by the program 

director and teachers this lack of punitive action was intentionally designed to instill in 
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the children an intrinsic desire to be kind. The YMCA commitment to social 

responsibility was observed in teaching kindness through intrinsic learning of 

expectations rather that extrinsic punishment.  

Case Study Analysis 

 The final section of this chapter brings together the results of the surveys, 

interviews, document analysis, and observations to get a comprehensive sense of how 

social emotional learning is understood and facilitated at the YPS. This section will 

identify areas of corroboration or tension, to greater or lesser degrees between the 

different data sources used in this case study. For example, a comparison between teacher 

and parent views will be described, and a comparison between what was revealed based 

on the interview and observation data will be described. This section will pull together 

the evidence from the different data sources to present a comprehensive summary of how 

people at YPS believe social emotional learning is understood and facilitated. 

How social emotional learning is understood at YPS. At the YPS, social 

emotional learning is understood to be the process by which all community members 

model and develop the social responsibility, independence, and social skills that lead to 

good citizen behavior. Although the teachers and parents at YPS do not differentiate 

social emotional learning into the specific labels used by scholars, from state mandates 

down to the behaviors of the children, social emotional learning is observable in multiple 

facets of the program. Citizenship is a Y-USA focus and aligns with the YMCA’s 

character values of respect, responsibility, honesty, and caring with the focus “for all.”   

Social responsibility. The state describes and understands social emotional 

learning related to social responsibility as the ability to feel and show empathy for others 
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and to establish and maintain positive relationships. One of the Y focal points is social 

responsibility; teachers and parents want children to be accountable for behavior, get 

along and empathize with others, and mature into good citizens. Teachers and parents 

rate empathy with the most consensus as “very important” to a child developing social 

emotional skills. Teachers use words such as good citizens, positive relationships, getting 

along, helping, and character development. Parents use words such as friendship, 

citizenship, helping others, getting along with peers and teachers, helping others, and 

manners. Students demonstrate this by getting along, sharing, comforting others, and 

helping others, as well as following through on assigned jobs in the classroom. 

Independence.  The state describes and understands social emotional learning 

related to independence as the ability to set and achieve positive goals and make 

responsible decisions. The YMCA provides programs for children to experience 

independence from their parents because they believe in the development of social skills 

and confidence. More than 90% of parents and teachers report that self-control and self-

help are very important. Teachers describe independence using words such as foster 

capabilities, independence, and self-help. Parents use words including making decisions, 

knowing who to trust, learning to be away from parents, and being self-sufficient to 

describe their expectations around independence. Children demonstrate independence by 

demonstrating activities that include daily living, grit and resilience, functioning in 

school, and surprising parents by what they can accomplish by themselves. 

Social Skills. Social emotional development is necessary for developing social 

skills that enable future success. The state describes and understands social emotional 

learning related to social skills as understanding emotions, managing emotions, and 
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addressing diversity. Surveys reveal self-control is very important with more than 90% 

support from both parents and teachers. Parents and teachers use words such as 

understand their own feelings, controlling emotions, and expressing the importance of 

diversity through the sharing of stories. Students demonstrate social skills through their 

ability to make decisions about how to handle conflict, communicate with one another, 

and exhibiting minimal crying and frustration in the classroom. 

Surveys from teachers and parents rated all areas of social emotional learning as 

very important. Although teachers and parents do not agree on which social emotional 

domains they believe are “very important”, there were no meaningful differences 

between what parents and teachers spoke about during their interviews. Both parents and 

teachers emphasized the importance interpersonal relationship, empathy, and citizenship 

as elements of social emotional learning. The YPS operates with a belief and 

understanding that social emotional learning will be developed as internal character 

values lived in the community through social responsibility, independence, and social 

skills of good citizens not dependent on consequences or punitive actions. Parents, 

teachers, nor observations reveled punitive measures to guide behavior but relied on 

systematic functions, routines, modeling, and expectations to foster citizenship. 

How social emotional learning is facilitated at YPS. At the YPS, social 

emotional learning is facilitated using strategies developing intrinsic motivation: (1) that 

are dependent on modeled and practiced behavior, (2) that create an inclusive learning 

environment welcoming for teachers, parents, and students of different ages, ethnicities, 

and SES groups, and (3) that set clear expectations, create routines, and develop strong 

families and community through shared responsibilities. From the top, federal and state 
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mandates prescribe their views and expectations that support the delivery of quality 

education in child development centers, as well as expected teaching and learning 

practices for subsidized programs. The Y, guided by a strong mission and values, 

facilitates programs to bring people of all walks of life together uniting zip codes in an 

environment without labels. The YPS accentuates these traits through expectations 

fostered in interpersonal relationships to expose families to diverse relationships and 

experiences. Families in turn, support the Y and its values, to help children gain social 

emotional learning. Given that at YPS, social emotional learning is understood to be a 

process by which all members model and develop good citizenship behaviors, it is no 

surprise that social emotional learning is facilitated in a way that helps all Y community 

members grow.  

Modeled and practiced behavior. The YPS facilitates social emotional learning 

through modeled and practiced behaviors developing intrinsic motivation. The surveys 

reveal that all strategies (peer modeling, direct instruction, materials, intervention, and 

nurturing) are used daily to help children with social emotional learning. The program 

director emphasizes the importance of modeling behavior for people (teachers, parents, 

and kids), followed by nurturing practice for development of social emotional learning. 

Modeling is provided through planned opportunities and in-the-moment actions. Parents 

and teachers report the influence of different age children provide opportunities to lead 

and learn from others. I observed planned opportunities and nurturing in-the-moment 

experiences for social emotional learning from teachers and peers.  

Welcoming inclusive learning environment. The survey revealed 100% of 

teachers agree that diversity is very important to social emotional learning, 100% of 
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teachers also agree that empathy is very important. Parent’s highest agreeance rate was 

also empathy (97.5%) but only rated diversity with 82.5% of parents saying it was very 

important for social emotional learning. Having an inclusive environment that exposes 

children and families to diverse people and experiences provides opportunity to develop 

empathy for others unlike oneself. The CEO stated the “for all” words are the most 

important phrase of the mission, and the program director expressed the importance of 

diversity as crucial to social emotional learning for children and adults. Parents may not 

rate or be able to explain the impact of diversity but say it is important to development. 

They do clearly explain the welcoming environment for families and peer-to-peer 

acceptance to bring new kids into the mix as vital to child social emotional learning. 

Additionally, observations demonstrated a safe friendly environment where teachers and 

children cooperate without raised voices, or harsh words to create a community of 

teamwork and responsibility. 

Expectations, routines, responsibilities. The YPS facilitates and functions 

through consistent well-established routines, expectations, and verbal lingo to develop 

social emotional learning for children and families. Parents and teachers agree social 

emotional learning is facilitated by nurturing teachers which are necessary for 

establishing expectations, routines, and responsibilities. This is attained through peer 

modeling, direct instruction, materials, intervention, and dependent upon nurturing 

teachers. The CEO explained the mission and values are woven into all programs, and the 

program director described the facilitation of social emotional learning uses direct 

instruction, modeled behavior, and prompting for internalized learning. Teachers use 

consistent phrases to reinforce expectations and set routines, while shared job 
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responsibilities create community and good citizens. Parents report children transfer the 

learned abilities to home. Teachers were observed modeling and nurturing children to 

help them with expectations, routines, and responsibilities. Children teach, model and 

check up on one another to instill the norms of expectations, routines, responsibilities.   
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Complex Real-world Problem 

Poor families participating in federally-funded early learning programming 

experience a complex problem due to curriculum standards and enrollment restrictions. 

Federally-funded preschool programming must align with measurable K-12 standards, 

thus the curriculum is heavily influenced by academic achievement measures versus 

social emotional development, which are difficult to measure (US DOE, 2017; US DOE, 

2016). Federally-funded programs (Head Start is the largest recipient) registers students 

based on zip code and highest level of economic despair (U.S. DHHS, 2017); creating 

homogeneous campuses of low SES student populations. Research postulates children 

from low SES households experience changes in brain architecture, toxic stress, reduced 

levels of vocabulary and language development, reduced social skill development, and 

reduced levels of appropriate modeling especially when only exposed to others who also 

experience the same hardship (Berliner, 2009; Evans & Kim, 2013; & CDHD, 2018). 

Conversely, early education centered around social emotional development mitigates 

many of the challenges experienced by low SES children and promotes foundational 

development necessary for future positive educational and life outcomes (Campbell et al. 

2012; Lillard et al. 2017; Reynolds, Temple, Ou, Arteaga, & White, 2011; Schweinhart, 

Barnes, & Weikart, 1993). Because learning is based on exposure to previous snippets of 

knowledge and experience, it would make sense that programs that increase exposure to 

diverse populations promote understanding, empathy, positive attitudes, reduced bias for 

those of unlike characteristics, and can enhance a child’s literacy, numeracy, and social 

emotional development. If a child’s knowledge contains positive beliefs toward learning, 
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peer differences, acceptance, and empathy, their capacity to build on these foundations 

may be unlimited. However, a child developing in a homogeneous community, who is 

only exposed to beliefs and experiences of individuals more like them than not, they may 

gain limited social emotional development.  

Discussion 

To investigate the real-world problem, I chose to conduct a case study evaluating 

a non-profit preschool that serves a diverse grouping of children. Using a qualitative, 

holistic case study, the purpose was to explore how a subsidized, non-profit organization 

servicing preschool students from varying cultural and ethnical backgrounds, which also 

purposefully diversifies its population by SES, facilitates social-emotional development. 

The aim of this Dissertation in Practice was to explore the understanding and practices 

used to foster social-emotional development in the YPS community. 

The research presented in the literature review highlighted the developmental 

challenges children from low SES homes encounter, i.e., changes in brain architecture, 

cognitive development, behavior, learning, and language development (Berliner, 2009; 

Evans & Kim, 2013; & CDHD, 2018), resulting in lasting effects that contribute to 

cyclical poverty. Avenues to break this cycle include early education founded in social-

emotional learning, which is fostered through intrinsic learning (Campbell et al., 2012; 

Lillard et al., 2017; Reynolds et al., 2011; Schweinhart, Barnes, & Weikart, 1993), 

diverse experiences (Bodrova & Leong, 2005; Mathieson & Banerjee, 2010), modeled 

behavior by more skilled peers and caregivers (Bandura, 1977), and nurturing caregivers 

(CDHD, 2018). The discussion will connect the YPS practices observed in this study 

with literature that supports the use of these practices to help stop the poverty cycle. 
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Three of the four longitudinal studies reviewed homogenous populations of low 

SES, and culture-ethnic children (Campbell et al., 2012; Reynolds et al., 2011; 

Schweinhart et al., 1993). The fourth, a Montessori project (Lillard et al., 2017), had a 

more diverse population; however, the design was not intentional but occurred due to a 

lottery. All programs reported lasting outcomes due to the emphasis on social emotional 

learning which was not experienced in the Head Start Longitudinal studies focused on 

academic driven programming which experienced a fade out phenomenon (Head Start, 

n.d.; Wolff & Stein, 1966; Zigler & Styfco, 2010). The gap in research centers around 

understanding the impact children from culture-ethnic and high-low SES families have 

on one another’s development when programming is designed to foster social emotional 

learning. The YPS program offers a view of the impact experienced in diverse 

programming for social emotional development. 

The mediator, diverse experiences, is the Y-USA National focus “for all,” which 

the YPS purposefully implements through enrollment practices to create diverse 

experiences. Social responsibility is dependent upon empathy and exposure to diversity, 

which fosters a capacity for understanding of those unlike oneself. A longitudinal study 

of young children found that children exposed to diverse people in preschool have 

improved racial attitudes and use more social inclusion skills (Gaias et al., 2018). 

Intergroup contact in preschool improved the likelihood of future cross-race relationships 

and reduced racial bias (Gaias et al., 2018). At the YPS I observed interpersonal 

relationships where children were not excluded and were encouraged to mingle beyond 

their immediate friend group either through play, cooperative activities, job-related 

classroom community building, or instigation by teachers. Teachers, the program 
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director, and CEO attribute one the YPS strengths to be collective diversity and “for all” 

expectations, which limit isolating factors between individuals and groups. The inclusive 

environment becomes the norm for children and families, subsequently observed in 

media, with an emphasis on citizenship and minimizing labels i.e., color, race, ethnicity, 

and SES. The “for all” praxis is supported by Bandura’s Social Learning Theory (1977) 

and Social Cognitive Theory (1986) noting the importance of socially accepted norms, 

and strategies for dealing with different situations which are taught, nurtured, and 

observed at the YPS through practices and expectations where diversity is the norm.  

Social Cognitive Theory (1986) emphasizes the importance of learning rules to 

establish norms and aligns with the strong behavioral routines and mantras established at 

the YPS. Utilizing older children who have mastered the social emotional skills to lead 

and teach younger children through modeling is noted by parents and teachers during 

interviews, as well as observed by myself as older children verbally instruct younger 

children or lead by simply being a role model. Bandura (1977) also contends that children 

are more likely to adopt behaviors if they identify with models like themselves, whether 

it be through gender, ethnicity, age, associated activity, or interests. This emphasizes the 

importance of offering opportunities in a heterogenous setting, which allows children to 

assume appropriate behavior from older children and mastering skills. Child association 

is then based on a child’s natural desire to be a “big kid” and through like activities, 

rather than emphasizing ethnic, culture, race, gender, or similar SES qualities.  

Furthermore, Bandura’s (1977, 1986) ideas contend that the more commonalities 

and emotional attachment, the stronger the likelihood for the observer to reproduce the 

behavior. Diverse exposure provides opportunities for children to identify with one 
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another through shared activities, as well as internalizing similarities where ethnic, 

cultural, and SES differences exist. This is observed as a child assumes the role as the 

model, where internal learning manifests in leadership development and social 

responsibility for others. Probing the consistency, all the reviewed longitudinal studies 

incorporate strategies to internalize and teach cooperative skills and empathy rather than 

rely on extrinsic motivators.  In this case study, the YPS intentionally promotes student 

intrinsic learning as reported by parents, teachers, the program director and me by 

establishing routines, modeling, and teacher-student intervention to instill social-

emotional development rather than consequences to manage behavior and social 

emotional learning. 

The final mediator, nurturing caregivers, correlates to Bandura’s (1986) concept 

that behaviors are developed based on feedback control systems and repeated, 

increasingly challenging exposures to stimuli, and repeated based on reinforcement. This 

leads to the importance of nurturing caregivers to support children navigating new and 

different experiences. Nurturing caregivers can mediate the effects of poverty through 

experiences of social-emotional learning and stability that impacts a child’s brain 

development (CDHC, 2018; Bodrova & Leong, 2005). As noted in surveys, interviews, 

and through my observations, teachers foster in-the-moment learning for child 

independence, scaffolding social-emotional learning, friendship, and empathy. The YPS’s 

strength is the stability developed through the multi-year cultivation of the interpersonal 

relationship with families. Additionally, the teachers in the previous studies (Campbell 

et.al., 2012; Lillard et al., 2017; Reynolds et al., 2017; Schweinhart et al., 1993) indicated 

receiving additional training to meet continuing education needs; these studies also relied 
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on well-trained teachers in child development to provide safe, nurturing, and supportive 

environments rooted in social emotional development. Besides traditional professional 

development, the YPS uses specific learning strategies for educator learning; i.e., model-

practice by the director and peers, and mentoring which provides in-the-moment learning 

for teachers. The most unique learning strategy is in the design of teachers supporting 

teachers by relieving one another for breaks opening the door for observation and shared 

experiences as well as developing community for staff, parents, and children.  

Proposed Solutions 

Previous research and the findings from this DIP at the YPS program help to 

inform and guide possible solutions to help address the problem related to the vicious 

cycle of poverty. Specifically, the challenges related to practices of federally-funded 

early childhood education centers utilize to educate young children living in poverty may 

serve to perpetuate, rather than address this problem. The noted problem stems from a 

limited focus on social emotional learning due to funding criteria being based on 

academic outcomes that are easier to count rather than social emotional outcomes that 

may not be as easy to evaluate. The next most important question to ask to help find 

plausible solutions to this problem is, how do policy makers and educators use what is 

known about healthy child development and progressive educational practices to create 

diverse early learning school communities.  

The U.S. Department of Education (n.d.) offers grants through Diversity and 

Opportunity and Charter Management Organizations. Several governmental initiatives 

have been instituted over the last several years to promote diversity in schools, which is 

subsequently addressed through the incorporation of culturally diverse curriculum, 
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standards, and sensitivity verse actual experiences. Federally-funded grants enable 

schools and programs to offer diverse opportunities. In addition, funding is provided for 

students through school voucher options, charter schools, and magnet school programs, 

providing student access to high quality programming. Unfortunately, some of these 

initiatives serve a limited number of students, who may only gain access through lottery 

systems. However, there are few alternative options in early education beyond state-

funded preschool and federally-funded Head Start programs. In 2014, the U.S 

Department of Education did extend funding to grants for early education programs, but 

not all states qualified: Race to the Top Early Learning Challenges, Development Grant 

Competition, Expansion Grant Competition, and Pay for Success are all directed at low-

income and moderate-income communities (US DOE, n.d. e).  

According to the Office of Administration for Children and Families, expanding Head 

Start is a priority (U.S. DHHS, n.d. a). Another policy initiative, Preschool for All, aims 

to support families in low- and moderate-SES households by proposing parents pay on a 

sliding scale (U.S. DHHS, n.d. b). Three benchmarks and five standards are proposed in 

the Preschool for All initiative. The intent is to support high quality programs and require 

students and programs to meet quality benchmarks, which are defined as “(B1) State-

level standards for early learning, (B2) qualified teachers for all preschool classrooms, 

and (B3) plan to implement comprehensive data and assessment systems” (U.S. DHHS, 

n.d. b).  The preschool would need to meet common and consistent standards for quality: 

“(S1) Well-trained teachers, who are paid comparably to K-12 staff, (S2) small class 

sizes and low adult-to-child ratios, (S3) a rigorous curriculum, (S4) comprehensive health 

and related services, and (S5) effective evaluation and review of programs” (U.S. DHHS, 
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n.d. b). These benchmarks and standards perpetuate the long tradition of student isolation 

by SES, zip code, and implementation of quantitative standards. While these policies 

propose partnerships with vendors that provide early childcare and learning services, the 

geographic limitations will continue to affect long term social emotional gains. To note, 

standards (S2) small class sizes and low adult-to-child ratios and (S4) comprehensive 

health and related services will not be discussed in the solutions as these standards 

positively impact early education.  

The solution proposed is to provide quality early education founded in social 

emotional learning, supported with well-educated nurturing teachers, in a diverse setting 

or integrated with diverse educators. The solution was derived from the current proposed 

policy and informed by the YPS case study, as well as reviewed research on brain 

development (CDHC, 2018), ideals established through Social Learning Theory 

(Bandura, 1977), and the multiple longitudinal case studies of early childhood learning 

environments (Campbell et al., 2012; Lillard et al., 2017; Reynolds et al., 2017; 

Schweinhart et al., 1993). In the section that follows three solutions are offered to address 

(1) policy, (2) student diversity and reduced family stressors aimed at metropolitans, and 

(3) diversity in educators aimed at rural communities.   

Solution 1: Update federal and state early education policies. The proposed policy 

establishes that funding will provide support for programs of high-quality which are 

addressed in two of the three benchmarks (B1) state-level standards for early learning, 

and (B3) plan to implement comprehensive data and assessment systems. Benchmark 3 is 

defined more specifically in two of the five standards (S3) a rigorous curriculum, and 

(S5) effective evaluation and review of programs. The first challenge is to truly discern 
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what is considered high quality, and as Chapter 2 research explains, programming 

centered in social emotional learning yields lasting results. Soft skills are more difficult to 

assess than quantitative academic expectations. Research must inform state-devised 

expectations and standards. The YPS case study reveals curriculum set in routines, 

expectations, with nurturing caregivers in a diverse community facilitates intrinsic social 

emotional learning.   

Benchmark 1, state-level early learning standards need to expand the importance 

of social emotional learning within their guidelines, frameworks, and foundations for 

establishing the term “quality”. Standard 3 rigorous curriculum, is also up for 

interpretation much like quality. Research should inform curriculum selection that is 

geared towards social emotional learning. The High Scope program utilized by the Perry 

Preschool Project (Schweinhart et al., 1993), Montessori practices (Lillard et al., 2017), 

or the research-based curriculum Conscious Discipline (Bailey, 2019), help teachers and 

children understand learning through intrinsic motivation rather than extrinsic action. The 

process to implement early learning programming in social emotional learning has been 

the difficulty in evaluating program success and accountability determining if a program 

is worthy of funding. The YPS case study helps to inform ideals of quality based on the 

observed behaviors in the YPS specifically noting the strength of interpersonal 

relationship between the Y-staff and families across diversity lines as well as the 

cooperative environment. The YMCA weaves its mission and core values into all aspects 

of programming. Teaching skills of social emotional learning daily through a variety of 

methods establishing the YPS standards and expectations. Teachers and the program 

director support learning by flowing in and out of each classroom improving practices in 
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teaching and learning. The YPS institutes an action plan to model desired behavior 

between peer teachers and the program director. 

Benchmark 2, plan to implement comprehensive data and assessment systems, 

which should be focused on child development rather that quantitative academic 

expectations, assessing programming and not repetitious student assessment i.e., 

letter/number knowledge. One well-established and researched based program for social 

emotional assessment has been created by The Center on Standards and Assessment 

Implementation that has established measures for social emotional learning through 

collaboration with University of California Los Angeles and the National Center for 

Research of Evaluations, Standards and Student Testing (n.d.). The center provides 

research, technical assistance, tools, and other resources to inform programs and agencies 

regarding standards, assessments, and accountability. The YPS utilizes a mentoring 

system to teach and assess progress allowing a variety of teachers to review child 

development. Standards for YPS beyond the guidelines and frameworks that are 

determined by the leadership and teacher partnership to meet classroom, family, and 

student individual needs. 

 Standard 5, the effective evaluation and review of programs, should focus on 

program design such as intent to diversify the student population by SES and multi-age 

classrooms alongside curriculum choice, experience of teachers, and teacher turn-over. 

The evaluation leads into the next two solutions of diversifying the population and 

teacher quality. The argument against increased social emotional education is the ability 

to assess development which is often based on assessor judgement of soft skills opening 

the door of bias. Research reveals that many teachers have a propensity to stereotype 
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students based of ethnicity as it pertains to learning and behavior (Change & Demyan, 

2007) which may impact behavior assessment and student outcomes. Early education 

programming set in community schools inherently becomes more academic driven 

aligning with academic standards. A shift in curriculum and assessment to an already in 

motion policy would delay implementation and be costly. Few programs intentionally 

diversify SES populations. Beyond financial enrollment, classes are mixed aged to 

promote modeling and inclusion, and is not bound by zip code thus creating a 

heterogeneous population that promoted diversity as the norm as well as empathy.  

  Solution 2: Create workplace childcare sites through collaboration. Policy to 

address low income education is determined by zip code and those with the greatest 

financial need are served first creating homogeneous populations. Parents in low income 

communities are challenged with finding quality programming options and middle to 

lower middle-class families struggle to find affordable programs when they do not 

qualify for federal subsidy. The YPS case study revealed the importance of facilitating 

heterogeneous population as a measure to improve capacity, empathy, and generate 

diverse experiences. Baring the question what can be implemented to foster affordable 

early education in a diverse setting.  

Metropolitan areas where large groups of people congregate have the most access 

to SES diversity and cultural-ethnic diversity. For example, in a large office building 

housing several companies, where the early learning center could be accessible to all 

individuals employed within the facility, children are enrolled in the same nurturing 

environment. Therefore, the learning center may include children from families of the 

building employees, contracted custodial staff, as well as the highest paid executives.  
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This could also be accomplished when parents work in a community with a variety of 

employees from different SES groups and their children attend the early learning center; 

for example, domestic help in an affluent neighborhood. In order to better serve smaller 

businesses in a metropolitan community, several small businesses could collaborate for 

on-site or near-site care.  

The Harvard Business Review (Beck, 2017) published a piece noting the 

challenges parents face attaining childcare. Childcare costs range from about $8,500 to 

upwards of $28,000 a year, leading families to ask if it is financially worthwhile to 

continue working. Guilt and the stress of placing an infant in childcare is almost too 

much to bear for many families. On-site care allows parents to visit on breaks and even 

breastfeed their babies (Beck, 2017). Many Fortune 500 and several Fortune 100 

companies already offer on-site preschool. For example, Patagonia’s CEO, Rose 

Marcario, explained their companies benefits. Patagonia provides an on-site preschool 

wherein Patagonia receives about $150,000 in tax credits and can deduct about 35% of 

the costs, resulting in 30% recouped costs. Besides recouping costs, the reduction in 

turnover and savings for her company is anywhere from 35% for an entry-level employee 

to 125% for management employees. Additionally, employee engagement, defined as 

how individuals feel about their jobs, is up 11%. Leaving one to conclude that providing 

on-site preschools is a win-win. 

Parents participating in on-site preschool programs have improved morale, work 

attendance, productivity, and job satisfaction (Bureau of Labor, 2015). Parents will 

engage with other children’s parents, opening their exposure to individuals unlike 

themselves. Parents can regularly check in on children, breastfeed, eat lunch with, and 
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commute together with their children. Reducing costs to childcare through workplace 

support may improve parental income (“The White House”, 2014). 

Besides parent-child interpersonal development, children would be exposed to 

diverse experiences that can open a lens for acceptance and empathy. Providing mixed-

aged classrooms give children an opportunity to self-identify with other children through 

shared activity and to follow and learn higher-level social emotional and language skills. 

Diversity in early education is a promising solution inclusion because preschool children 

that are educated in a diverse early education center have cross-cultural relationships later 

in school (Gaias, Gal, Abry, Taylor, and Granger, 2018). The YPS case study results 

revealed the importance of diversity on a child’s exposure to others unlike oneself and the 

capacity for understanding, acceptance, and empathy. Through child friendships parents 

may have the opportunity to diversify their own intermingling. Building opportunity 

helps to diversify both in ethnic-culture and across SES lines. Additionally, exposure to 

higher level developmental skills may change the trajectory of a low-SES child. 

The chief concern for a workplace-based facility will be the bottom line. Offering 

space for a childcare center can provide the landlord with guaranteed income that is 

federally supported. The landlord can also relish in the opportunity to better children, as 

well as contribute to society; they can then advertise their community service to boost 

their personal brand reputation. Building owners would receive subsidies or tax breaks 

for providing space.  

The Bureau of Labor and Industry conducted a study investigating workplace 

childcare in the state of Oregon (2015). The findings revealed that employers were able 

to leverage workplace childcare as a recruitment tool and improve employee retention. 
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Employers report improved employee production, reduced sick leave, and improved 

moral. Businesses would receive tax breaks and funding support to share in the 

responsibility of early education.  

Partnerships between private and public organizations is also mentioned in the 

President’s “For All” proposal. This could provide the opportunity for YMCAs or other 

childcare professionals to manage early learning centers inside buildings and 

corporations, taking the burden away from the building or company hosting the facility. 

Healthy competition could stimulate high-quality childcare practices.  

The question landlords may ask is, “Is it my responsibility to take on the task of 

childcare and education?” Educating children comes with a lot of responsibility beyond 

learning and development. Considerations for child safety and extra measures to adapt 

and improve building safety would also need to be addressed. In addition, parents with 

long commutes to employment may not want to subject their children to lengthy car rides 

or daily public transportation challenges. Another consideration would be for children 

educated in a high-rises, what opportunities and options are available for outdoor play. 

Children educated in a building may not experience nurturing or safe environments. 

Finally, as early education expands what is the process for expanding the workforce with 

qualified educators to meet these demands.   

Solution 3: Diversify Educator Workforce Through Teacher Opportunity. 

The proposed policy establishes that funding will provide support for programs of high-

quality aimed at quality teachers which are addressed in one of the three benchmarks 

(B2) qualified teachers for all preschool classrooms. It is more specifically addressed in 

one of five standards (S1) hiring well-trained teachers, who are paid comparably to K-12 
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staff, will help with attracting and maintaining educators while decreasing turnover. The 

question to be solved is determining high quality teachers that promote diversity 

specifically in suburban and rural communities.  

Families that live and work in the same neighborhood and geographically isolated 

communities may not reap the benefits of workplace diversity. This would require 

strategic planning to set facilities on the border line between communities of varying 

incomes increasing zip code enrollment. Creating a model in locations that border SES 

divide lines, increases opportunities for children and families to come together. Taking a 

lesson from Celestine Porter’s interview with Malcolm Gladwell (2017), this solution 

proposes initiating integration through teacher desegregation because providing education 

from diverse teachers (ethnically, culturally, globally, and SES) could help expose 

children to new experiences and expose children to others unlike themselves to build 

capacity for diversity, understanding, and empathy. Rural communities, due to location 

challenges, could benefit from programs, such as Teach for America, where highly 

qualified teachers integrate into schools providing multicultural exposure and 

experiences. Other options follow models similar to contracted traveling nurses and 

doctors for rural communities which incentivize or provide student loan forgiveness upon 

completion of 5 years of service. 

The first step if teachers are to be paid comparatively to K-12 staff, is the 

requirement that all lead preschool teachers have a bachelor’s degree from an accredited 

university in child development or a related field. The second challenge that will need to 

be overcome to fulfill this solution is diversifying the profession. According to the U.S. 

Department of Education a 2015-2016 survey estimated that 77% of teachers are female, 
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80% are white, 9% Hispanic, 7% Black, and 2% Asian. It may be unlawful to hire based 

on race and ethnicity; however, attempts can be made to attract and recruit from diverse 

populations into teacher education programs and school campuses through targeted 

community awareness; i.e., recruit students from high school cadet programs from 

underserved communities to encourage them to become teachers.  

During integration in the 1960s mass firings of black teachers negatively 

impacted the growth of the minority teaching workforce due to lack of job opportunity 

and job security (Gladwell, 2017). Therefore, recruitment for a diverse workforce that is 

representative of our global population is also crucial. Utilizing programs, such as Teach 

for America, can support classrooms, schools, and communities with diverse exposure. 

Local and state education agencies could develop teacher exchange programs to better 

equip their own teachers and bring in global perspectives. Federal grants could transition 

from contests to improving teacher diversity and quality, while also attracting bilingual 

educators or foreign-born naturalized teachers.  

Prejudice continues to exist and impact education today. Schools set on zoning 

lines that instigate integration might be avoided by many families. Transportation could 

also be an issue, especially if parents were required to put their child on a bus. In many 

cases, communities would be hard pressed to influence a wealthy parent to take their kid 

to a poor neighborhood. Parents not understanding or having a belief in a growth mindset 

for those in a different category would limit enrollment in such schools. Parents may feel 

that their child will suffer if teaching is directed at the lowest to middle range of student 

skills. Parents may also fear that children will suffer developmentally if placed within a 

diverse school.  
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The increased implementation of social emotional learning in a diverse cultural-

ethnic and SES setting for young children is not a fix to the great issues of our time 

however it may penetrate the lived experiences and outcomes of all children and begin to 

chip away at the poverty cycle. Bullying in America has risen to the extent of death and 

increased occurrence of school shootings, being nice and embracing empathy cannot be 

under-valued. The adage “we are only as strong as our weakest link” rings true, young 

children impacted by poverty should be a societal concern due to social responsibility and 

cost. Thus, addressing current policy specifically related to curriculum and assessment, 

zip code-based education, and desegregation by teachers leads to the next question on 

implementation. 

Role for Interdisciplinary Leadership Practice, Implementation of Proposed 

Solutions 

 The YMCA campaign in the 1920’s read “Building Boys is Better than Mending 

Men” (U of M, 2018). Flash forward almost a century later and the Y mission reads 

building strong kids, families, and communities which falls on the shoulders for social 

responsibility. The social responsibility for children requires an interdisciplinary 

response. Education is considered an equalizer and benefits society; however, school 

funding continues to rely on tax-based support and is not equal for all students, nor are 

policies applied equally. A report by the Alliance for Excellent Education (2014) stated 

that a single ninth grade suspension doubles the risk for dropping out of high school, 

resulting in unemployment and reduced wages up to $330,000 less in a lifetime. The U.S. 

Department of Education Department of Civil Rights (2018) reported white males make 

up 25% of the enrollment in U.S. public school with a 27% expulsion rate; black males 
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make up 8% of the enrollment 23% of the expulsion rate; and Hispanic males make up 

13% of the enrollment with a 16% expulsion rate. The U.S. Department of Education 

Department of Civil Rights (2014) reported only 18% of children in preschool are black 

but 48% of children expelled are black. Zero tolerance policies and the increased use of 

school resource officers specifically placed in underfunded and in majority-minority 

campuses has resulted in a rise in school expulsion rates and underscores a growing 

concern for research on the school-to-prison pipeline. Social preschool programs, 

specifically referenced in the Perry Preschool Project, report that by age 40, children who 

went through such a program were 46% less likely to serve jail time or prison (28% vs. 

52%) and experience a 33% lower arrest rate for violent crimes (32% vs. 48%). In the 

DIP case study as reported by parents the YPS works with families and does not kick 

students out. Instead, they help other families understand a child’s social emotional needs 

which in turn help parents learn. Teachers reported the YPS does not suspend children 

and staff must be culturally sensitive in order to help the children and the family.  The 

program director explains the importance, “We cannot manage behavior outside of 

school.” In addition, previously noted research describes the importance of early 

intervention for children from poor homes to improve brain architecture, cognitive 

development, and social-emotional development. Therefore, this proposed solution 

requires an interdisciplinary approach because such a long history of segregation exists, 

parents feel their children need to be protected, and education reform is slow.  

Four stakeholders must be considered in this interdisciplinary approach: (1) 

educational researchers, (2) parents, (3) businesses people, and (4) politicians. Each 

stakeholder has their own agenda, and their roles will be described, followed by an 
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implementation strategy that considers the interdisciplinary nature of the problem. 

Educational research in practice is critical in providing techniques, strategies, and 

practices for infiltrating cyclical poverty. What has been presented in the literature review 

and the findings of the YPS case study emphasizes the importance of social-emotional 

learning to help foster lasting results. However, it is important that educational research 

continue, in particular within early childhood education environments, and that this 

research continues to be disseminated to both scholars and practitioners who are willing 

to put new knowledge into action.   

It is human nature to want the very best for one’s own child, and many parents 

still believe that the best entails a degree of segregation either by race, ethnicity, culture, 

or SES. Forced integration throughout the preceding decades continues to result in “white 

flight.” Therefore, it is important to add a component of internal understanding and 

education. Parents in higher SES groupings have the option of when and where their 

child attends school, or if they attend, thereby impacting the SES diversity. In short, 

parents need to understand the value of diversity and the impact it has on all children in 

order to fully comprehend the importance of its role in social-emotional learning – not 

only for those children coming from low SES households but for children from high SES 

households. 

Politicians hold the ticket to legislation that can implement changes to current 

funding systems for education. They have a fiscal responsibility to fund education 

systems. While they are held fiscally accountable to all citizens, cuts to education 

typically come first. Due to the inherent nature of politics, politicians often have an 

underlying agenda to stay in office, meaning they tend to hold themselves more 
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accountable to organizations that will help their re-election campaign, rather than to the 

citizens they represent, often to the detriment of state educational systems.  

For profit businesses hold two roles in the solution. First, property or building 

owners have the physical brick and mortar facilities in which to house learning 

environments. Their interest lies primarily with tax breaks and an opportunity for 

guaranteed rent that cannot be at a significant loss over higher paying tenants. Second, 

companies within a given building or multiple companies can collaborate to provide 

employee and employer benefits for hosting on-site childcare facilities. This provokes the 

discussion of how these stakeholders can be brought together.  

Direction, Alignment, and Commitment Needed to Implement the Solution 

This solution is not a single component solution of school reform but rather a 

montage drawing from campaigns centered around public awareness, social welfare 

support, school policy reform, and private industry support. Our globally growing 

society, and rapid development in connection through social media, allows people to 

work together over a span of time and space. This phenomenon diminishes the 

functioning of typical leader follower, opening the process to an ontology of leadership, 

emphasizing each leader’s capacity to lead in a natural way fostering their beliefs (Drath, 

McCauley, Paulus, Van Velsor, O’Conner, & McGuire, 2008).  

Building direction through a collective goal is the first of three steps (Drath et al., 

2008). In consideration of improvements to early childhood education, interest groups 

come from a variety of angles, to include social justice, homelessness, poverty, public 

education, special education, and inclusion, cost of childcare, and financially minded 

citizens. These individuals have collectively united for a cause of individual interest, 



YMCA CASE STUDY IN A DIVERSE SES                                                                 175                         
   

known as the, relational approach (Drath et al., 2008). But, over time or through social 

connections, they have begun to assimilate with other groups, finding common ground. 

These intertwined paths or webs converge seeking solutions or defining a unified goal. 

Bringing stakeholders together requires a common goal through consistent messaging 

that is not necessarily brought on by a single leader. In this early education solution, a 

few of the key entities consist of parents, employers, and researchers following a specific 

agenda. This common goal to penetrate cyclical poverty is nestled in Americas 

competitive nature where we fall behind other nations in rate of childhood poverty, and 

quality of education (UNICEF, 2017) and the subsequent financial burden (Executive 

Office of the President, 2014). 

As the nexus forms, the second step is revealed: alignment (Drath et at., 2008) 

and a quest for understanding. Support from current research can result in swaying public 

opinion and perpetuate support from interest groups, which foster shared beliefs in turn, 

strengthens the growing common goal. This is a living nexus with ever changing 

individuals and beliefs exposing the importance of a goal (Drath et at., 2008). Kraft and 

Furlong (2015) explain that public opinion is a major force in policy making, including 

special interest groups, lobbyists, and the media. Research like the YPS case study can 

inform and stimulate further research on heterogeneous populations in early education 

centered around social-emotional learning. Research plays a key role in child 

development practices as it is related to poverty, toxic stress, and brain development. 

University research is pivotal in establishing best practices, curriculum, standards, and 

assessment tools key to the proposed solutions. Messages from academia are spread 

through lectures, courses, publications, media hype, and fellowships. This begins to 
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trickle into people openly talking about the issues as public awareness increases. Parent 

and community support increase the demand for workplace opportunities and early 

education choices opening the market for more research about early education mindful of 

integration/ desegregation. This collective alignment binds groups together toward the 

importance of early education, workplace opportunities to create heterogeneous education 

communities, and curriculum designed for social-emotional learning.  

The third leg to this triad is commitment (Drath, 2008), solution driven. Published 

research and media-driven success stories that focus on programming in diverse early 

education centers utilizing social-emotional curriculum spark public awareness. The 

commitment grows beyond the initial interest group, spreading to the benefit of a greater 

dynamic including businesspeople that attract the attention of politicians as well as the 

bigger voting population. Special interest groups can influence public opinion with their 

ability to recruit, message, and empower policy support, serving as the pilot light for the 

lobbyists and politicians with whom they work.  The collective message has three tiers to 

teach: benefits of heterogenous populations; early education fosters social-emotional 

learning, which influences all; and lasting impact on children and society. The tie that 

binds is social responsibility for improved community. This collective idealism grabs the 

attention of political change agents. Providing solutions to the three tangible goals that 

could impact children and society is easy to get behind.  One group alone may be easy to 

turn away, but multiple groups strengthen the cause and increase the size of the voice. 

This snowball effect of gathering interest can result in the biggest changes derived from 

politically supported legislative solutions, resulting in subsidies penalties to incentivize 

resistant employers or building owners to comply.  
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Considerations for Evaluation and Assessment of Outcomes of Proposed Solution 

Kraft and Furlong (2015) suggest five steps in the policy analysis process, with 

the first two described throughout the DIP, (1) define the problem, and described in the 

solution, (2) construct policy. The third step in the policy analysis process is determining 

the method of analysis described by Kraft & Furlong, (2015) using eight criteria. This 

begins with determining the (1) projected effectiveness, understanding if the proposed 

policy changes ultimately reduce generational poverty and show promise for breaking the 

cycle; this will ultimately require longitudinal research established at the onset of policy 

initiation, (2) Efficiency of the proposal answered through long term effects and cost 

benefits, specifically rated in the gross domestic product is another way to analyze the 

efficiency of the proposed solution. Evaluating the (3) equity to implement new 

curriculum centered around social emotional learning and assessment; the burden of 

facilities housing preschools; and the cost to recruit, incentivize, and educate diverse 

professionals. Cost-benefit analysis of implementation as it related to return on 

investment may drive others to either start or phase-in early education support or 

completely reject the idea. American rights must be considered: (4) liberty and freedom; 

determining if there are unintended consequences and ideology; and if individual rights 

being infringed upon regarding choice. Once programs reach near capacity, it will be 

crucial to evaluate the level of student diversity, teacher diversity, and program 

philosophies to determine additional avenues for integration. This evaluation weighs 

heavily on user satisfaction by companies and parents. (5) Political feasibility needs to be 

considered; the benefits of the proposal may well come to fruition long after a public 

servant is out of office. (6) Social acceptability is a process to evaluate the public 
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understanding and belief that the proposal is important and meaningful to them. (7) 

Administration feasibility, including how difficult and how many factors are contributing 

to the policy change, may determine its fate. The more entities that must arrive at the 

same consensus and require bipartisanship, the bigger the challenge to reach 

implementation. The final process is evaluating the (8) technology involved, such as 

transportation, energy, safety regulations, and communication. 

The final two steps of the analysis process are assessing the alternatives and 

drawing conclusions (Kraft & Furlong, 2015). This becomes a comparison phase to 

weigh the evidence and determine which options best suit the desired outcome. When 

evaluating the conclusions, one must also determine responsibility i.e., local, state or a 

federal education agency.  

Future Research 

Although these three proposed solutions are promising more research will need to 

be done to continue to make progress on addressing the complex, real-world problem of 

breaking down the vicious cycle of poverty. The current DIP study had its strengths in 

that it was able to describe how social emotional learning is understood and facilitated at 

one preschool; however, it also had some limitations. 

Parents and teachers appeared to take their time during the online survey, 

resulting in some sections left unanswered. Two caregivers stopped to inquire about the 

demographics section, as they were both foster parents and did not know parent specifics. 

During the interviews, parents and teachers at times struggled to understand the 

questioning or stay on topic, or they sometimes responded with “pass” or “I don’t know.”  

Participants and teachers are not cited personally to minimize recognition. One parent 
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frequently resorted to describing “learning and stuff,” referencing “colors, shapes, and 

numbers” or a student’s ability to recognize or write their name during the interview, 

rather than following the questioning of social emotional learning. This required the 

researcher to redirect questioning specific to the question at hand. Another parent said, 

“I’ve never watched; I don’t know how they keep the kids focused” or “How they 

[teachers] do that.” Several questions yielded “I’m not sure” responses. The word grit 

created the most confusion. Parents stopped during the survey to ask the meaning of the 

word, and during the interview process, two teachers and two parents needed clarification 

about the word grit. Interviewees that required question clarification may receive 

different understanding or interpretation of the questioning thus creating a discrepancy in 

consistency. Each of these challenges help to inform future research practices and the 

needed areas of research to further understand the benefits of diverse programming in 

early education supported through government and philanthropic subsidies. 

 Because there is a relationship between early education practices and the positive 

impact of social emotional learning on lasting outcomes, longitudinal research will 

continue to be necessary to demonstrate the value of intentionally diversified SES 

populations. This will require following children into adulthood and gaining parent 

information about their perspectives. Similar to the Schechter and Bye (2007) study, 

research to understand if early exposure to diverse student learning communities’ results 

in an improved capacity for diversity and empathy will also be necessary.  When children 

are cared for in a diverse SES / ethnically / culturally diverse environment, it will be 

critical to note the brain changes that are experienced, interpersonal relationships 

developed, language developed, and the educational attainment attained. Through brain 
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scans, researchers can determine if brain architecture of children from low SES homes 

educated in mixed SES programs improves. Researchers also need to statistically 

determine if the implementation of the proposed initiatives correlate with a decline in 

cyclical poverty and improved race relations as well if out world standing changes. And 

finally, assessing the benefits that parents gain through on-site or community-based early 

education operations. 

Summary of Study 

The U.S. suffers from high poverty rates, which impacts children physically and 

cognitively with life-lasting consequences. However, it is recognized that early education 

can moderate poverty specifically when programming is centered in social emotional 

learning. Federally-funded programs create homogeneous community programs due to 

enrollment based on zip code, and those with the highest need are admitted first, resulting 

in a lack of diversity in many of these preschool settings. In addition, these programs 

follow strict standards and mandates that align with academic K-12 standards but have 

limited social emotional requirements and often experience fade out of benefits. 

Using a qualitative holistic case study, the purpose of this study was to explore 

how a subsidized, non-profit organization servicing preschool students from varying 

economic, cultural, and ethnic backgrounds facilitates social emotional learning. Forty-

one parents and 12 teachers completed a survey asking about how social emotional 

learning was understood and facilitated. Three parents, four teachers, the program 

director, and the CEO were interviewed. Documents were reviewed and nine classroom 

observations were conducted. The YPS’s unique quality is the dynamic heterogeneous 

community comprised of children in multi-aged classrooms, from 17 different zip codes, 
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and enrolled from three tiers of financial ability with a program focused on social 

emotional learning.  

Collectively at the YPS, social emotional learning is understood to be the process 

by which all community members model and develop the social responsibility, 

independence, and social skills that lead to good citizen behavior. The YPS facilitates 

social emotional learning using strategies centered around developing intrinsic 

motivation (1) dependent on modeled and practiced behavior that (2) creates an inclusive 

learning environment welcoming for teachers, parents, and students of different ages, 

ethnicities, and SES groups, and (3) sets clear expectations, creates routines, and 

develops strong families and community through shared responsibilities. 

The aim of this Dissertation in Practice was to gain a holistic understanding of a 

non-profit child development center servicing a diverse SES population and the practices 

implemented to foster social-emotional development. The current proposed policy of 

Preschool for All continues funding based on zip code, creating homogeneous 

populations, and limiting curriculum and assessment centered around social emotional 

development. The DIP informed the solution for policy changes to facilitate early 

education founded in practices of social emotional learning.  

With an emphasis on social emotional development in heterogeneous school 

communities, we are at the beginning of an evolution that will result in a positive impact 

not only for today’s children, but for many generations to come. Diversity and our ability 

to work together is the strength in the fabric of our society as globalization is upon us. 

Early education in a diverse setting can improve capacity for diversity. Early education 

set in social emotional learning cultivates good citizens through learned empathy using 
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intrinsic learning approaches infiltrates the cycle of poverty through nurturing care 

givers, and peer modeling for lasting changes in child development changing the 

trajectory of poverty in a child’s life.   

Reflections of DIP Journey 

This reflection highlights my transformation through the process of the DIP. My 

search for a doctoral program began while I was teaching special education in Texas 

because I believed special education needs significant change. I did not believe my 

current teaching status nor education could carry me into a position for organizational 

change or visualize myself as an effective change agent on a large scale. Early education 

was not what I intended to research when I boarded this journey but, the developmental 

research is clear and altered my direction. My views shifted to the successes of early 

intervention and brain development. Coincidentally, I moved states and changed careers 

working in early intervention coaching parents and children with developmental delays. 

I am drawn to the most vulnerable and marginalized, working in high poverty 

schools, homes, and with families facing great challenge, “Women and Men for and with 

Others” (Creighton, 2018). Many of the parents I serve inflicted conditions upon their 

children through abuse, drugs, or alcohol, and in the first week of class  I came to realize 

the significance of “Cura Personalis” (Creighton, 2018), and understand the importance 

to accept and love the parent, too. This leads into the “Unity of Heart, Mind, and Soul” 

(Creighton, 2018) encompassing the wholeness of a child. 

Any of us who embark on this Creighton Doctoral journey feel a strong sense of 

“Magis” (Creighton, 2018). Everyone tells us [ABDers] it takes longer than expected 

which proved to be my biggest inner struggle. Each time a draft was submitted my 
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balloon filled with the hope of rising toward completion, but quickly deflated and often 

with a squeal when the changes came back. As the next chapter grew so did the air-filled 

balloon, I was just hoping it would not pop before having the opportunity to fill it with 

helium and soar. I feel my life has been on hold over the last year trying to focus my 

energy on the DIP. Once I am free of this lead balloon, I can direct attention to “Magis” 

and serve others. 

I am truly grateful for the support, guidance, and patience of Dr. Bloomquist! The 

DIP has already opened the first of many aspirational doors.  I have recently been 

accepted into the LEND Fellowship at USC based on my interdisciplinary education, 

experience, and knowledge of early childhood development and children with special 

needs. 

Life changes, educational challenges, computer failures, and battling my own 

demons of self-doubt have led me to a deeper understanding of my own social emotional 

learning i.e., grit, resilience, and self-regulation reflecting in “Ad Majorem Dei Gloriam” 

(Creighton, 2018). 
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Appendix C 
 

Title: YMCA Case Study in a Diverse SES Preschool 
Participant: Parents of 3 to 5-year old children 
Protocol #: 1352417-1 
Investigator: Robin Pearson 
 

December 5, 2018 

YMCA Preschool Families, 

On behalf of the YMCA, I want to thank you for continuing to participate in our YPS 
program. I hope you’ve had a great experience so far. We are very proud of our program 
and staff and constantly try to improve the care of your children. We also strive to better 
understand the impact of our service. I hope you’ll help us in that effort. 

The YMCA Pre-School has been asked to participate in a research study. The researcher 
is interested in our program due to the unique attributes of diversity in the multi-aged 
classrooms of 3 to 5-year old children, and the expertise in child development facilitated 
by our caring staff. It is an honor to be recognized for the work we do and for our 
exceptional families. The results will give us better insight to the importance of social 
emotional learning in a preschool setting. 

I would like to welcome and introduce Robin Pearson. Mrs. Pearson is a doctoral student 
at Creighton University. She has dedicated her entire career to working with youth. She is 
a mom and has been a coach, special education teacher, trainer of students and coaches. I 
am sure you’ll find her to be delightful and professional. Please consider giving her some 
time to answer a few questions so that we can further our understanding of how to better 
serve children. 

Sincerely, 

YMCA CEO 
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Hello, YMCA Preschool Families. 

My name is Robin Pearson and I am a doctoral student at Creighton University in the 
Department of Interdisciplinary Educational Leadership. I am also a certified Special 
Education Teacher and have been background checked by the YMCA. I will be 
conducting a case study of the YMCA Preschool for my dissertation in practice research 
project. The purpose of this study is to learn about parent, teacher, and the YMCA 
organizations understanding of social emotional learning and explore how social 
emotional learning is fostered at the YPS. I am requesting your participation in an online 
survey about social emotional learning in early education. The survey will be available 
from December 7 – 19th. 

I will be available at the YPS during December: Tuesday 11, Wednesday 12, and 
Thursday 13 with an iPad if you wish to complete the survey at the YPS during: 

Drop-off 7:30 – 8:45 

½ Day Pick-up 11:45 – 12:15 

Pick-up 3:00 – 5:15 

If you complete the survey at the YPS or take a screen shot of your “Thank You” screen I 
will have a pastry for you during these times. More information is provided in the 
following document. Thank you in advance for your consideration and time. 

Robin Pearson, MS 

Creighton University Doctoral Candidate 
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The survey will take less than 10 minutes to complete. The multiple choice question 
survey can be completed on your phone or a computer. If you need a computer to 
complete the survey, I will be available before and after school Tuesday through 
Thursday, December 11 - 13 with an iPad for you to use and you will receive a pastry as 
a thank you. Otherwise after the survey, you can take a screen shot of the Thank You 
Receipt and show it to me on Tuesday, Wednesday, or Thursday and you will receive a 
pastry. The survey can be completed without sharing the screen shot and is greatly 
appreciated. To complete the survey, an online survey platform called Qualtrics will be 
used and can be accessed in English or Spanish. This platform is anonymous and 
confidential, which means your individual responses will not be identifiable. Your 
responses will not be connected to your email or phone number. 

I will also be conducting a few parent interviews. If you would be willing to be 
interviewed, a contact information slip will be available for completion at drop off or 
pick up. Your name, how you would like to be contacted, and preferred interview time 
will be requested. Contact slips will be collected in a container at the front desk, and 
during the researcher visits. The interviews will be private, scheduled at your 
convenience, and will be confidential. The interview will last 30 – 45 minutes. Your 
responses will be audio recorded, only I will have access to the full recording, and will be 
destroyed after the research is dissertation is complete. Your name nor identifiable 
markers will not be used in the presentation of the results. The YMCA will be identified 
as a YMCA in the western United States to minimize recognition and improve 
confidentiality. 

Your responses will provide insight to the researcher about how social emotional learning 
is understood and how it is fostered at the YMCA Preschool. All information gathered 
will be kept confidential and upon completion of the project all original data will be 
destroyed. Each audio file of interviews will be transcribed, and you will be offered the 
opportunity to read your transcript after it has been digitally transcribed. 

This study is completely voluntary, and you can withdraw from the study at any time. If 
you have any questions about the study, please email me at rjp96146@creighton.edu. If 
the you have questions about research subjects’ rights, you can contact the Creighton 
Institutional Review Board at 402-280-2126. 

I want to Thank You with enormous gratitude for providing your insight and expertise to 
my research. 

In appreciation of your time and consideration, 

Robin Pearson 

Survey Link:  
QR Code:  
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Participant Rights 

Benefits: The dissertation in practice research is being conducted at the YMCA Preschool 
because of its unique attributes and attention to social emotional learning of young 
children. This body of research is important due to the importance of teaching social 
emotional learning in early education as a foundation for future academic and life 
outcomes. Your responses will help the researcher evaluate how social emotional 
learning in understood and how it is fostered in the YMCA Preschool to improve child 
development. This type of research can be informative to policy makers, early education 
leaders, and teachers. Risk: Risk and discomfort are minimal, no more risk than 
encountered in everyday life is expected. Compensation: No monetary compensation will 
be provided for any portion of this research. 

Bill of Rights for Research Participants 

As a participant in a research study, you have the right: 

1. To have enough time to decide whether or not to be in the research study, and to make 
that decision without any pressure from the people who are conducting the research. 
2. To refuse to be in the study at all, or to stop participating at any time after you begin 
the study. 
3. To be told what the study is trying to find out, what will happen to you, and what you 
will be asked to do if you are in the study. 
4. To be told about the reasonably foreseeable risks of being in the study. 
5. To be told about the possible benefits of being in the study. 
6. To be told whether there are any costs associated with being in the study and whether 
you will be compensated for participating in the study. 
7. To be told who will have access to information collected about you and how your 
confidentiality will be protected. 
8. To be told whom to contact with questions about the research, about research-related 
injury, and about your rights as a research participant. 
9. If the study involves treatment or therapy: 
a. To be told about the other non-research treatment choices you have. 
b. To be told where treatment is available should you have a research-related injury, and 
who will pay for research-related treatment. 

 
 

 

*The CEO, Researcher, Rights, and Explanation letters can be provided in Spanish upon 
request. 
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Appendix D 
 

Teacher Letter  
 
Title: YMCA Case Study in a Diverse SES Preschool 
Participant: Teachers and Teaching Assistants of 3 to 5-year old children 
Protocol #: 1352417-1 
Investigator: Robin Pearson 

I am requesting your participation in an online survey about social emotional learning in 
early education. The survey will take less than 10 minutes to complete. The multiple 
choice question survey can be completed on your phone or a computer. I will be available 
before and after school Tuesday through Thursday, December 11 – 13. 

To complete the survey, an online survey platform called Qualtrics will be used. This 
platform is anonymous and confidential, which means your individual responses will not 
identifiable. Your responses will not be connected to your email or phone number. 

I will also be conducting Lead Teacher interviews. If you would be willing to be 
interviewed, a contact information slip will be available for completion in the staff area. 
Your name, how you would like to be contacted, and preferred interview time will be 
requested. Contact slips will be collected in container in the staff area and during the 
researcher visits. The interviews will be private, scheduled at your convenience, and will 
be confidential. The interview will last 30 – 45 minutes. Your responses will be audio 
recorded and only I will have access to the full recording. Your name will not be used in 
the presentation of the results. The YMCA will be identified as a YMCA in the western 
United States to minimize recognition and improve confidentiality. 

Your responses will provide insight the researcher about how social emotional learning is 
understood and how it is fostered at the YMCA Preschool. All information gathered will 
be kept confidential and upon completion of the project all original data will be 
destroyed. Each audio file will be transcribed, and you will be offered the opportunity to 
read your transcript after it has been transcribed. 

This study is completely voluntary, and you can withdraw from the study at any time. If 
you have any questions about the study, please email me at rjp96146@creighton.edu. If 
the you have questions about research subjects’ rights, you can contact the Creighton 
Institutional Review Board at 402-280-2126. 

I would like to Thank You with enormous gratitude for providing your insight and 
expertise to my research. 

In appreciation of your time and consideration, 

Robin Pearson 
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Appendix E 
 

Online Parent Survey 
 
This survey is anonymous and will be kept confidential. The survey will not link to 
your phone number or email address to the responses. The survey has 3 sections: 
Demographics, Learning Understood, and Educational Practices.  The survey 
should only take you about 5 - 10 minutes to complete. If you screen shot your 
completed survey Thank You and bring it me on one of these dates (Tuesday, 
Wednesday, Thursday) you will receive a pastry at drop off or pick up. By starting 
this survey, you understand your rights as a participant and that you consent to 
participate in this research study. 
 
Part A Demographics and Why the YMCA? (8 questions) 
 
How old is your child who attends the YMCA preschool? 

A. 3 
B. 4 
C. 5 
 

What is your total household income? 
 A. Below $25,000 
 B. $25,000 - $55,000 

C. $56,000 – 99,000 
D. 100,000 + 
 

What is your race, ethnicity, you may choose more than one? 
A. American Indian or Native Alaskan  
B. Asian White 
C. Black or African American 
D. Hispanic or Latino  
D. Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander 
E. White 
 

How old was the mother of the child that attends the YMCA preschool when the child 
was born?  
 A. Under 21 
 B. 21 - 25  
 C. 26 – 30 
 D. 30 – 35 
 E. 36+ 
 
Caregiver 1: What is the highest level of education completed by the caregiver of the 
child that attends the YMCA? What is gender of caregiver 1?  
 A. Less than a high school diploma 
 B. High School Diploma 
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 C. Associates Degree, Trade School Certification, Apprenticeship, or Journeyman 
 D. Bachelor’s Degree 
 E. Master’s Degree 
 F. Post Graduate Degree (PhD, EdD, PsyD, JD) 
 
 
Caregiver 2: What is the highest level of education completed by the caregiver of the 
child that attends the YMCA? What is gender of caregiver 2?  
 A. Less than a high school diploma 
 B. High School Diploma 
 C. Associates Degree, Trade School Certification, Apprenticeship, or Journeyman 
 D. Bachelor’s Degree 
 E. Master’s Degree 
 F. Post Graduate Degree (PhD, EdD, PsyD, JD) 
 
Why did you choose the YMCA for your child’s education and care? Check all that apply 

A. Convenient location 
B. Financial support 
D. YMCA Reputation  
E. Recommendation from trusted person 
F. __________________________________________ 

 
  
Part B – Learning Understood – (13 Questions)  

 
On a scale from very important to not important, please rate the statements below 
regarding the social emotional development of your child.  
 
How important do you think it is for your child to learn self-help skills?  

Not   Slightly  Important  Moderately   Very 
Important  Important   Important 

 Important 
 
How important do you think it is for your child to learn empathy toward others? 

Not   Slightly  Important  Moderately   Very 
Important  Important   Important 

 Important 
 
How important do you think it is for your child to learn strategies to resolve conflict? 

Not   Slightly  Important  Moderately   Very 
Important  Important   Important 

 Important 
 
How important do you think it is for your child to learn math skills i.e., adding, take 
away? 

Not   Slightly  Important  Moderately   Very 
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Important  Important   Important 
 Important 
 
How important do you think it is for your child to learn teamwork? 

Not   Slightly  Important  Moderately   Very 
Important  Important   Important 

 Important 
 
How important do you think it is for your child learn to develop positive communication 
skills? 

Not   Slightly  Important  Moderately   Very 
Important  Important   Important 

 Important 
 
How important do you think it is for your child to develop self-control? 

Not   Slightly  Important  Moderately   Very 
Important  Important   Important 

 Important 
 
How important do you think it is for your child to learn to recognize letters and sounds? 

Not   Slightly  Important  Moderately   Very 
Important  Important   Important 

 Important 
 
How important do you think it is for your child to learn cooperation skills? 

Not   Slightly  Important  Moderately   Very 
Important  Important   Important 

 Important 
 
How important do you think it is for your child to learn to control impulsivity? 

Not   Slightly  Important  Moderately   Very 
Important  Important   Important 

 Important 
 
How important do you think it is for your child learn to self-responsibility? 

Not   Slightly  Important  Moderately   Very 
Important  Important   Important 

 Important 
 
How important do you think it is for your child learn to learn how to make and keep 
friends? 

Not   Slightly  Important  Moderately   Very 
Important  Important   Important 

 Important 
 
How important do you think it is for your child to write letters in the alphabet? 
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Not   Slightly  Important  Moderately   Very 
Important  Important   Important 

 Important 
 

How important do you think it is for your child learn to resilience? 
Not   Slightly  Important  Moderately   Very 
Important  Important   Important 

 Important 
 

How important do you think it is for your child to develop grit? 
Not   Slightly  Important  Moderately   Very 
Important  Important   Important 

 Important 
 
How important do you think it is for your child to control aggression? 

Not   Slightly  Important  Moderately   Very 
Important  Important   Important 

 Important 
 
 
Part C – Educational Practices that Impact Your Child’s Social Emotional 
Development   (45 Questions) 
 
This next set of questions asks about how the YMCA Preschool helps create social 
emotional learning experiences for your child. Think about what educational 
practices you believe are used at the YMCA preschool that help your child learn 
and develop social emotional skills. The term social emotional learning is defined as the 
process by which people develop the skills that help them to self-regulate and interact 
appropriately with others, these skills include, recognizing and managing emotions of 
oneself and of others, problem-solving, being able to focus and pay attention when 
needed, developing appropriate and respectful teacher and student relationships, making 
friends, being resilient and having the desire to continue to learn.  
Use the following scale to indicate how often your child experiences the following 
social emotional learning opportunities or experiences while at the YMCA: 
 1 – don’t know 

2 – less than 1 time per week 
3 – 1 time per week 
4 – multiple times per week 
5 - daily    
         

 
 
Peer interaction or peer modeling of self-help skills.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
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Direct teacher instruction of self-help skills.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Books, lessons or other school materials that have lessons about self-help skills.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Teacher intervention of self-help skills.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Teacher nurturing and encouragement of self-help skills.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
 
 
Peer interactions or peer modeling when making friends.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Direct teacher instruction regarding making friends.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Books, lessons or other school materials about making friends.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Teacher intervention regarding making friends.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Teacher nurturing and encouragement to make friends.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
 
 
Peer interactions or peer modeling for self-regulation.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Direct teacher instruction about self-regulation.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Books, lessons or other school materials about self-regulation.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Teacher intervention to help with self-regulation. 
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Teacher nurturing and encouragement to help with self-regulation.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
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Peer interaction or peer modeling to help manage anger and frustration.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Direct teacher instruction to help manage anger and frustration.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Books, lessons or other school materials to help manage anger and frustration.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Teacher intervention to help manage anger and frustration.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Teacher nurturing and encouragement to help manage anger and frustration.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
 
 
Peer interactions and peer modeling for attention and focus.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Direct teacher instruction to help with attention and focus.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Books, lessons or other school materials to help with attention and focus.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Teacher intervention to help with attention and focus.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Teacher nurturing and encouragement to help with attention and focus.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
  
 

 
 
Peer interactions or peer modeling to help with resilience and grit needed to handle 
hardship and challenge.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Direct teacher instruction to help with resilience and grit needed to handle hardship and 
challenge.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
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Books, lessons or other school materials to help with resilience and grit needed to handle 
hardship and challenge.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Teacher intervention to help with resilience and grit needed to handle hardship and 
challenge.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Teacher nurturing and encouragement to help with resilience and grit needed to handle 
hardship and challenge.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
 
 
Peer interactions or peer modeling to recognize and manage emotion.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Direct teacher instruction to recognize and manage emotion.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Books, lessons or other school provided materials to recognize and manage emotion.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Teacher intervention to recognize and manage emotion.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Teacher nurturing and encouragement to recognize and manage emotion.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
 
 
 
Peer interactions or peer modeling of curiosity and a positive outlook on learning.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Direct teacher instruction about curiosity and a positive outlook on learning.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Books, lessons or other school materials about curiosity and a positive outlook on 
learning.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Teacher intervention about curiosity and a positive outlook on learning.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Teacher nurturing and encouragement about curiosity and a positive outlook on learning.  
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 1 2 3 4 5 
 
 
 
Peer interactions or peer modeling regarding positive teacher-student relationship.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Direct teacher instruction regarding positive teacher-student relationship.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Books, lessons or other school materials regarding positive teacher-student relationship.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Teacher intervention regarding positive teacher-student relationship.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Teacher nurturing and encouragement regarding positive teacher-student relationship.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
 
Additional comments about how the YMCA helps your child with social emotional 
learning: 
*The survey can be requested in Spanish upon request. 
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Appendix F 
 

Online Teacher Survey 
 

This survey is anonymous and will be kept confidential. The survey will not link to 
your phone number or email address to the responses. The survey has 3 sections 
Demographics, Learning Understood, and Practices used.  The survey should only 
take you about 5 - 10 minutes to complete. If you screen shot your completed survey 
Thank You and bring it me on one of these dates (Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday) 
you will receive a pastry before or after school. By starting this survey, you 
understand your rights as a participant and that you consent to participate in this 
research study. 
 
 
Part A Demographics (5 questions) 
 
Position:  Teach  Teaching Assistant 
 
1.How long have you been a been employed in a position working with children? 
 A. Less than 2 years 
 B. 2 – 5 years 
 C. 6 – 10 years 
 D. 11 + 
 
2. How long have you been teaching at the YMCA? 
 A. Less than 2 years 
 B. 2 – 5 years 
 C. 6 – 10 years 
 D. 11 + 
 
3. What is your level of education? 
 A. High School Diploma 
 B. Enrolled in College  
 C. Associates Degree or Trade School Certification 
 D. Bachelor’s Degree 
 E. Master’s Degree 
 F. Post Graduate Degree (PhD, EdD, PsyD, JD) 
 
4. How often do you receive professional development or learning opportunities at this 
YMCA through staff meetings, conferences, guest speakers, peer development, online 
learning, published materials or other learning opportunities that addresses childhood 
social emotional learning and development? 
 A. Weekly 
 B. Monthly 
 C. Quarterly 
 D. Each Semester 
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 E. Once each year 
 
5. How often do you receive professional development or learning opportunities outside 
of the YMCA that addresses childhood social emotional development? 
 A. Weekly 
 B. Monthly 
 C. Quarterly 
 D. Each Semester 
 E. Once each year 
 
Part B – Learning Understood – (13 Questions) 

 
On a scale of very important to not important, please rate the statements below 
regarding social emotional development.  
 
How important is it for children learn self-help skills? 

Not   Slightly  Important  Moderately   Very 
Important  Important   Important 

 Important 
 
How important is it for children to learn empathy toward others? 

Not   Slightly  Important  Moderately   Very 
Important  Important   Important 

 Important 
 
How important is it for children to learn strategies to resolve conflict? 

Not   Slightly  Important  Moderately   Very 
Important  Important   Important 

 Important 
 
How important is it for children to learn teamwork? 

Not   Slightly  Important  Moderately   Very 
Important  Important   Important 

 Important 
 
How important is it for children learn to develop positive communication skills? 

Not   Slightly  Important  Moderately   Very 
Important  Important   Important 

 Important 
 
How important is it for children to develop self-control? 

Not   Slightly  Important  Moderately   Very 
Important  Important   Important 

 Important 
 
How important is it for children to learn cooperation skills? 
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Not   Slightly  Important  Moderately   Very 
Important  Important   Important 

 Important 
 
How important is it for children to learn to control impulsivity? 

Not   Slightly  Important  Moderately   Very 
Important  Important   Important 

 Important 
 
How important is it for children to learn self-responsibility? 

Not   Slightly  Important  Moderately   Very 
Important  Important   Important 

 Important 
 

How important is it for children learn to learn how to make and keep friends? 
Not   Slightly  Important  Moderately   Very 
Important  Important   Important 

 Important 
 

How important is it for children learn to resilience? 
Not   Slightly  Important  Moderately   Very 
Important  Important   Important 

 Important 
 

How important is it for children to develop grit? 
Not   Slightly  Important  Moderately   Very 
Important  Important   Important 

 Important 
 
How important is it for children to control aggression? 

Not   Slightly  Important  Moderately   Very 
Important  Important   Important 

 Important 
 

 
 
Part C –Social Emotional Learning Facilitated (45 Questions) 
 
This next set of questions asks about how the YMCA Preschool helps create social 
emotional learning experiences for students Think about what educational practices 
you use at the YMCA Preschool that students develop social emotional skills. The 
term social emotional learning is defined as the process by which people develop skills 
that help them to self-regulate and interact appropriately with others, these skills include, 
recognizing and managing emotions of oneself and of others, problem-solving, being able 
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to focus and pay attention when needed, developing appropriate and respectful teacher 
and student relationships, making friends, being resilient and having the desire to 
continue to learn. 
.  
Use the following scale to indicate how often the children in your class experience 
the following social emotional learning experiences while at the YMCA: 
 

1 – don’t know 
2 – less than 1 time per week 
3 – 1 time per week 
4 – multiple times per week 
5 - daily    

 
 
Peer interactions or peer modeling of self-help skills.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Direct teacher instruction of self-help skills.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Books, lessons or other school media about self-help skills.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Teacher intervention of self-help skills.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Teacher nurturing and encouragement of self-help skills.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
 
Peer interactions or peer modeling to make and keep friends.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Direct teacher instruction about making and keeping friends.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Books, lessons or other school media about making and keeping friends.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Teacher intervention to make and keep friends.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Teacher nurturing and encouragement to make and keep friends.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
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Peer interactions or peer modeling to help with self-regulation.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Direct teacher instruction to help with self-regulation.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Books, lessons or other school media to help with self-regulation.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Teacher intervention to help with self-regulation.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Teacher nurturing and encouragement to help with self-regulation.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
  
 

  
Peer interactions or peer modeling to manage anger and frustration.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Direct teacher instruction to manage anger and frustration.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Books, lessons or other school media to manage anger and frustration.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Teacher intervention to manage anger and frustration.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Teacher nurturing and encouragement to manage anger and frustration.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
 
 
Peer interactions and peer modeling to help with attention and focus.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Direct teacher instruction to help with attention and focus.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Books, lessons or other school media to help with attention and focus.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Teacher intervention to help with attention and focus.  
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 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Nurturing and encouragement to help with attention and focus.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
 
 

 
 
Peer interactions or peer modeling of resilience and grit needed to handle hardship and 
challenge.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Direct teacher instruction to help with resilience and grit needed to handle hardship and 
challenge.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Books, lessons or other school media to help with resilience and grit needed to handle 
hardship and challenge.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Teacher intervention to help with resilience and grit needed to handle hardship and 
challenge.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Teacher nurturing and encouragement to help with resilience and grit needed to handle 
hardship and challenge.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
  
 
 
Peer interactions or peer modeling to recognize and manage emotion.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Direct teacher instruction to recognize and manage emotion.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Books, lessons or other school provided media to help recognize and manage emotion.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Teacher intervention to recognize and manage emotion.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Teacher nurturing and encouragement to recognize and manage emotion.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
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Peer interactions or peer modeling about curiosity and a positive outlook on learning.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Direct teacher instruction about curiosity and a positive outlook on learning.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Books, lessons or other school media regarding curiosity and a positive outlook on 
learning.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Teacher intervention regarding curiosity and a positive outlook on learning.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Teacher nurturing and encouragement regarding curiosity and a positive outlook on 
learning.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
 
 
Peer interactions or peer modeling about positive teacher-student relationship.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Direct teacher instruction about positive teacher-student relationship.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Books, lessons or other school media regarding positive teacher-student relationship.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Teacher intervention regarding positive teacher-student relationship.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Teacher nurturing and encouragement about positive teacher-student relationship.  
 1 2 3 4 5 
 
 
 
 
Additional comments about how you help children with social emotional learning: 
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Appendix G 
 

Parent Interview Questions 
 
The term social emotional learning is defined as the process by which people develop 
skills that help them to self-regulate and interact appropriately with others, these skills 
include, recognizing and managing emotions of oneself and of others, problem-solving, 
being able to focus and pay attention when needed, developing appropriate and respectful 
teacher and student relationships, making friends, being resilient and having the desire to 
continue to learn. 
 

 
How long has your child attended the YMCA Preschool? 
  
Did your child attend a different PS or childcare facility prior to the YMCA? 
 
Does your family access tuition support provided by the state or the YMCA? 
 
Tell me about the setting of the school. 
 
Understanding - 
 
What does social emotional development mean to you? 
 
How do you think the YMCA understands social emotional development? 
 
Fostered Skill- 
 
In what ways does the YMCA help your child learn to manage emotions? 
 
In what ways does the YMCA help your child learn to with problem solving? 
 
In what ways does the YMCA help your child learn to be resilient and show grit? 
 
How does the YMCA help your child with attention and focus? 
 
How does the YMCA help your children develop and keep friends? 
 
 
 
 
How has the YMCA program helped you or parents understand what social emotional 
development is? 

 
When you receive information from the YMCA program how is social emotional 
development described? 
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How has the YMCA program helped your child understand social emotional 
development? 

 
When your child brings home projects they have done or tells you stories about 
their day how is social emotional development described and incorporated?  

 
 
YMCA Preschool help everyone with social emotional skills 
 
 Do you know of any ways the YPS helps teachers develop their social emotional 
skills? 
 

Do you know of any ways the YPS helps teachers develop skills that will help 
them develop students’ social emotional learning? 

  
  

Do you know of any ways the YPS helps parents develop their social emotional 
skills? 
 

Do you know of any ways the YPS helps parents develop skills that will help 
them develop their child’s social emotional learning? 
 

 
 
 Do you know of any ways the YPS helps children develop social emotional 
skills? 
 

Do you know of any ways the YPS helps children develop social emotional skills 
that will help them develop their own social emotional learning? 

 
 
What else can you tell me about the YPS program that helps your child develop social 
emotional skills, additional comments? 
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Appendix H 

 
Teacher Interview Questions 

 
The term social emotional learning is defined as the process by which people develop 
skills that help them to self-regulate and interact appropriately with others, these skills 
include, recognize and manage emotions of oneself and of others, problem-solving, being 
able to focus and pay attention when needed, developing appropriate and respectful 
teacher and student relationships, making friends, being resilient and having the desire to 
continue to learn. 
 
How long have your worked at the YMCA Preschool? 
  
What does social emotional development mean to you? 
 
Understanding - 
 
How does the YMCA Preschool program describe social emotional development? 
 
How do you think the YMCA understands social emotional development? 
 
How has the YMCA program helped you understand social emotional learning? 
 
How does the YMCA program help other staff understand what social emotional 
development is? 
 
Fostered skills – 
 
In what ways does the YMCA help children learn to manage emotions? 
 
In what ways does the YMCA help children learn to with problem solving? 
 
In what ways does the YMCA help children learn to be resilient and show grit? 
 
How does the YMCA help children with attention and focus? 
 
How does the YMCA help children develop and keep friends? 
 
 
 
What does the YMCA Preschool do to help people develop social emotional skills? 
 
 Do you know of any ways the YPS helps teachers develop social emotional skills 
for teaching and learning? 
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 Do you know of any ways the YPS helps parents develop social emotional skills 
for their children? 
 
 Do you know of any ways the YPS helps children develop social emotional 
skills? 
 

 
What else can you tell me about the YPS program that helps children develop social 
emotional skills, additional comments? 
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Appendix I 
 

Program Director Interview Questions 
 

 
1. How does the YMCA Preschool define social emotional development?  
 
2. Tell me about the YMCA Program design, how are learning experiences developed 
and adjusted to enhance social emotional learning experiences and the development of 
social emotional skills? 
 
 Probe: What about enhancing the development of staff social emotional skills, 
including yourself as the director or CEO; among parents of the children: among the 
children. 

 
 
3. Tell me about the curriculum? How is it chosen or created? 
  
 
4. Tell me about the design of the school environment, what factors were considered in 
its creation? 
 
5. Tell me about the hiring of personnel for the school, what is considered when hiring 
teachers and teaching assistants? 
 
6. How do federal or state guidelines influence the YPS understanding of social 
emotional learning? 
 
7. How do federal or state guidelines influence how the YPS facilitates social emotional 
leaning among its stakeholders? 
 
8. What else can you tell me about the YPS program that helps with teaching and 
learning of social emotional skills, additional comments? 
 

 

  



YMCA CASE STUDY IN A DIVERSE SES                                                                 231                         
   

Appendix J 
 

CEO Interview 
 

YMCA National Organization Philosophies Regarding Social Emotional 
Development 

 
1. How does the YMCA organization express social emotional development considering 
mission and values?  
 
2. What programs or skills are implemented as an organization to foster social emotional 
development in people? 
 Prompt: Children, families,  
 
3. What role does the YMCA Organization play in teacher development? 
 
 
4. What else can you tell me about the YMCA organization that helps with teaching and 
learning of social emotional skills, additional comments? 
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Appendix K 

 
Social Emotional Observation Sheet 

Date ______________________________  Class_________________________ 
Observed Period ___________________________________________________ 
Pro-social Student (S), Undesirable student ($), Teacher (T), Undesirable teacher 

(X)  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Modeled / Actions Verbal Communication 
Self-regulation: attention, focus, 
emotions, on-task 
 

Tattling, you are not doing it right, let me 
help, soothing words: it’s okay 
 
 
 

Interpersonal: friendship, sharing, 
language, holding hands, helpful action 
 
 
 
 

Please, thank you, share, play nice,  
 
 
 

Outlook: perseverance, resilience, grit 
Frustration, crying, yelling, excitement 
 
 
 
 
 

Tone of child 
Try again, you can do it 
 
 
 

Problem solving: Conflict resolution, 
challenge, tantrum 
 
 
 
 

I’m mad 
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