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The aims of the current study were to examine dleéofs affecting implementation of socia
and emotional aspects of learning (SEAL) small grimierventions in primary schools ang
to explore the role of support from Local Authagi(LAs) in the implementation process|.
Telephone interviews were conducted with lead SE#dff in 12 LAs across England as pant
of a larger national evaluation of this educatiomdfiative. Data were transcribed ang
subjected to qualitative content analysis. Subsetly a tentative model was developed t
document the relationship between the nature opaupprovided by LAs (e.g. training
events, developing/providing additional material&gctors affecting implementation at
school level (e.g. school readiness, the profil&SBAL) and perceived barriers to succegs
(e.g. misconceptions about the purpose of smaligiaterventions). These findings are
discussed in relation to the existing literature tbe implementation of social-emotiona
initiatives and interventions in education
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I ntroduction

SEAL is a comprehensive, whole-school approachrémnpting the social and emotional skills
that are thought to underpin effective learningsifpee behaviour, regular attendance, and emotional
well-being (Department for Education and Skills 200t was first implemented as part of the natlona
Behaviour and Attendance Pilot in 2003 (Hallam, Rieaand Shaw 2006) and is currently used in more
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than 60% of primary schools across England. SEAldasigned to promote five key social and
emotional skills — empathy, social skills, self-agreess, managing feelings, and motivation. This is
meant to be achieved through the use of a wholeat@pproach to create a climate/ethos that prasnote
these skills, through direct teaching of said skilhrough the use of learning and teaching appesac
that support the development of skills (and, indeeflect the skills themselves), and via contiiguin
professional development for school staff.

SEAL is delivered in three ‘waves of interventigfigure 1). The first wave of SEAL delivery
centres on whole-school development work desigoemidate the ethos and climate within which social
and emotional skills can be most effectively promaot Wave 2 of SEAL is the focus of this article.
This element of the programme involves short, t@djesmall group interventions for children who are
thought to require additional support to develogirttsocial and emotional skills (DfES 2006). The
purposes of these brief, early interventions inelbdlping children by:

» facilitating their personal development;

» exploring key issues with them in more depth;

» allowing them to practice new skills in an envira@mhin which they feel safe, can take risks

and learn more about themselves;

» developing their ways of relating to others;

» promoting reflection (DfES, 2006).

Children are selected to participate in SEAL srgatlup work if school staff feel that they have
not benefited from the work carried out at Wave Qur recent qualitative analysis of five primary
SEAL schools (Humphrey et a2009) revealed that children selected for smallugrinterventions
experienced a range of social, emotional and beheaali difficulties. Some of these were transient i
nature (for example, a child who had moved intéeascand was struggling to settle and make friends)
whereas others were more enduring (for exampléjld with conduct problems who was considered a
future risk for exclusion). Importantly, each shtabup intervention also contained children coaszdi
to be role models for the social and emotionallskihat were being taught. The interventions
themselves cover seven themes (e.g. Getting orFahithg Out, Changes) that are each designed to
promote a combination of the five skills outlindzbae. Our quantitative analysis of the impacthefse

interventions (Humphrey et al, in press; Humphregleunder review) revealed that broadly speaking
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they had a positive effect on children, but that #imount of change seen was relatively small (jpsrha
to be expected, since the interventions themsedvessery brief) and did not always generalise well
beyond the school setting.

The final wave of the SEAL programme involves oaehe intervention with children who
have not benefitted from the whole school and smalup provision in a given school. This may
include children at risk of or experiencing mertahlth issues, and is currently being implemented a
the Targeted Mental Health in Schools programmeéViH& — Department for Children, Schools and
Families 2008). No data is currently availabletlba impact of this Wave 3 work as the evaluation is

ongoing.

Quality first teaching of social, emotional and
behavioural skills to all children
Effective whole-school or setting policies
and frameworks for promoting emaotional
health and well-being

Small-group intervention for children
who need additional help in
developing skills, and for
their families

Individual
intervention

Figure 1. 3-wave model of SEAL delivery (taken from Department for Education and Skills, 2005).

In early 2007 the authors were commissioned byDkpartment for Children, Schools and
Families to conduct a national evaluation of prin@EAL small group interventions. The main aim of
the evaluation was tassess the impact of small group interventionsholdren requiring more support
in developing their social and emotional skillsOur secondary aim was tgather information on
successful implementation of small group intervargi The study was carried out in three distinct
phases. The first phase — which is the focusisfdtiicle - comprised interviews with SEAL leadsl?
LAs across England. The second phase involved atitggia/e evaluation of the impact of SEAL small
group interventions, involving 624 pupils in 37rpary schools — and is reported in two forthcoming
articles (Humphreyet al, in press; Humphrey et al, under review). Thedtlphase took place at the

same time as the second phase and involved catiesstf five LA-nominated lead practice schools in
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the north-west of England — reported in Humphregi §2009) and Lendrum et al. (2009).

I mplementation of social-emotional interventionsin schools

To date, empirical research on targeted social-emalt interventions has focused primarily on
guantifiable outcomes (see Shucksmith et al. 200i7,a recent review). Researchers have been
primarily interested in whethéntervention Aleads to (for example) reductions in problem béhag
and/or increases in social skills. This kind ofearch is very important in establishing the sdient
credibility of a given intervention, but can alse bseful in helping educators make decisions about
which interventions are likely to lead to desirablggcomes (for example, the recently implemented
Targeted Mental Health in Schools programme pravigleensive guidance on different interventions
drawn from several systematic reviews — DCSF 2008hwever, such research rarely provides any
kind of indication about what factors affect implemation processes in school. This is a partibular
crucial consideration for primary SEAL small groinperventions, which are implemented in real-life
settings by school staff (as opposed to the ‘effjtdrials of interventions delivered by trained
psychologists under ideal conditions so often regubin the literature — Shucksmith et al. 2007).
Furthermore, the role of external agencies — swchAa staff — in supporting the implementation of
interventions has not been clearly documentedaritérature.

Although the literature on implementation of tasgktsocial-emotional interventions is
somewhat light, there may be much we can learn fraork that has been done around universal
approaches (e.g. school-wide initiatives that do taoget children in need of additional support).
Perhaps the most influential model in this areth&t proposed by Greenberg and colleagues (2005),
who proposed four different levels of factors afiieg the quality of implementation - classroom,
school, district (LA) and community. Greenbergatt (2005) also identified potential barriers to
successful implementation in the five areas of glegning, implementation support system,
implementation environment, implementer factors pratjyram characteristics.

This basic framework for examining the implememtatiof universal social-emotional
programmes has received support from other reseaclorking in the field. Thus, we know that
schools that are successful in ‘scaling up’ soermbtional programmes typically benefit from a
supportive and committed leadership team and adeginee of implementation by teachers at classroom
level (Kam, Greenberg and Walls 2003). This isexdéd to a certain extent in UK-based studies. (e.g

Kelly et al. 2004; Perry, Lennie and Humphrey 2008)ifficulties encountered in implementation
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include the perpetuation of a narrow and decongisied ‘programmes and packages perspective’, poor
management of resources (e.g. time, staff), andffiogent attention to the qualities of the stafhav
carry out different aspects of implementation (Ek al. 2003). Alongside these issues, revievibef
literature have enabled the identification of kguality indicators’ for social-emotional programmes
relating to programme design (e.g. clarity of naéile, promotion of effective teaching strategies),
programme co-ordination (e.g. school-wide co-ortioma partnerships with families and the wider
community), educator preparation and support fergqal training for staff), and programme evaluatio
(e.g. collection of evidence relating to implemeiota and impact) (Kam, Greenberg and Walls 2003).
However, whilst the knowledge base of US literatisreeasonably well established (see, for example,
the Positive Behavoural Intervention Support websitvww.pbis.org), there is very little literatdrem

the UK.

Methodology

The current study provided an opportunity to enagpity document the role of LA support and
factors affecting implementation of targeted seemlotional interventions — both issues that have no
been addressed in the literature. Beyond thissave a chance to examine the extent to which the key
factors identified by Greenberg and colleagues (gbeve) in relation to universal approaches

adequately covered issues raised about targetedémtions. In this vein, our research questioasew

1. How do LA staff support schools in implementprgnary SEAL small group interventions?
What factors affect the implementation of thieserventions at school level?

3. What are the perceived barriers to successfplementation?

A qualitative design was adopted based on a caristist paradigm — namely that there are
multiple, socially constructed realities regardthg phenomenon in question (Guba and Lincoln 2000).
We felt that the research questions for the stunlyidc not be fully explored within a quantitative
paradigm — especially given the emphasis on impheaten — which by definition refers to processes
rather than outcomes. Qualitative methods are,th®ir nature, concerned with exploring the
perspectives of participants and examining thejreeiences in the contexts in which they occur (Bmit
2003). Within this paradigm, we adopted semi-s$tmed telephone interviews as our method of data

collection.
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In the summer of 2007 we approached 12 LAs acroggaBd to request interviews regarding
the support they were providing for implementatadrprimary SEAL small group interventions. Nine
LAs were chosen based upon the knowledge and pgrofed contacts of the research team, with the
remaining three being recommended by the DCSF.LA#H were chosen because there was known to
be a sufficiently high level of SEAL work going amtheir primary schools.

The 12 LAs were spread across England, includiegi@aowing regions — the North-West (5),
Yorkshire and the Humber (3), Greater London (ig, $outh-West (1), the South East (1) and the North
East (1). The LAs varied greatly in size, with #rmallest serving just over 40 nursery and primary
schools and the largest serving over 300. Thdij#s, roles and responsibilities of each intemae
varied greatly across LAs. For instance, in sore the ‘'SEAL lead’ was an advisory teacher based in
a Behaviour and Attendance team. In one LA ouerniméwee was an educational psychologist with
particular expertise in emotional literacy. In yetother, the interviewee was a consultant worlkisg
part of a support team for children with social,oional and behavioural difficulties. This kind of
variation reflects the different organisational gmwsitions of LAs across England, and also the way i
which SEAL is construed as fitting within or arouexisting initiatives at LA level.

Semi-structured interviews are amongst the mostelyidised data collection methods in
educational and psychological research (Banist&®41®Hopf 2004). Our interview schedule (see
Appendix 1) was developed by the research teanrdéking submitted to our project steering group at
DCSF for feedback. Revisions were then made befwel? interviews took place. All interviews
were conducted by telephone for the conveniencpanficipants and because of their geographical
spread.

We adopted a pragmatic, content-analysis drivemmoggh (Mayring 2004) to our analysis of
interview data. Data was initially transcribed befdeing anonymised to protect the anonymity of
participants. It was then uploaded into NVivo Boftware package designed specifically for quiiiea
analysis. Initial categories were created to mioar research questions. Once data from eachviater
had been transferred to relevant superordinateggeaés, a more refined analysis took place in which
data within these categories was placed into pssirely more discrete sub-ordinate themes.

In the interests of clarity, each theme discusseldvb begins with a brief breakdown of the
number ofreferenceqe.g. how many ‘excerpts’ of data were coded m ttheme), andLAs (e.g. how
many of the 12 LAs these references came from)yafpleach. This is not intended to provide a

guantitative indicator of the relevance of a pafac theme, but rather to increase the transparefcy
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our analytical procedure, and to increase tiedibility and validity of our findings through

demonstration of thorough triangulation.

Findings
The act of coding and analysing the 12 intervieamscripts led to the development of a tentative
model for describing factors affecting the impletagion of primary SEAL small group interventions

and the role of LA support. This can be seen gufé 2:

Support for Schools

Training Events

Networking Events -
Developing/Providing Implementation at School Level

Additional Materials

Readiness, Dipping in and Building on What
You Know

f . Adaptation of Materials

Profile of SEAL

0  Whole-school

o  Small group work
Facilitator

0 Role in School

o  Skills Required

Barriers to Success

Attitudes
Initiative Overload
Misconceptions

Figure 2. Model of LA support and factor s affecting implementation of primary SEAL small group work

A. Support for Schools

LA interviewees spoke in broad terms about the ettpihey provided for schools who were
implementing (or about to implement) primary SEAmal group interventions. The nature and
intensity of support provided varied, but typicatignsisted of one or more of the following:

“Training Events” (23 references in 11 LAS)

Described variously as ‘workshops’, ‘training sessi, et cetera, these events typically lasted
half a day to a day and involved providing scho@lffswith an introduction to the small group
interventions, including such issues as selectipgrapriate children, adapting materials, and
assessment. In some LAs this training would bevigeml as a ‘one off’ event, but in others more

regular support was provided:
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LA3: We put a series of half days on... centred akiiog at teaching assistants and mentors and
classroom teachers, to show them how it wouldl@ihgside the ordinary rolling out programme
of SEAL in the classroom.

Most of the interviewee responses about trainifigrred to the content (e.g. how to select groups) a
audience (e.g. who attended the training sessiddsyvever, one interviewee in particular was keen t

stress that thprocesswvas just as crucial a part of the training:

LA4: | would try to replicate the kind of experienthat you are wanting the children to have....
so | try to involve them in a thoroughly enrichisgcial and emotional experience.

In most LAs the training was delivered centralljowever, some LAs the training model extended to
LA staff visiting schools and modelling work witlhagips of children for school staff to observe:

LA11l: The mentors on my team have been develogiaginall group work resources in schools,
so they are delivering small group work alongsidbosl based staff. They are giving within
school training... so they [school staff] are obsegvihey are part of the group or we will do the
planning with the school based member and we ndghtne session, they will do the next one,
and we will come back in and help with the thirceon

This ‘coaching’ work was reported rather less figily than more standard approaches to training

though — presumably because the latter is eastemame cost-efficient to organise.

“Network Events” (15 references in 10 LAS)

In addition to the training events provided by LAsyst interviewees spoke of additional support
mechanisms — usually in the form of inter-schodiwaeks (or ‘clusters’) organised and facilitated by
the LA. The networks would meet periodically to i=h@leas, experiences and practice, and appeared to
serve the function not only of being a way for swledo learn from one another, but also to imgijcit

support one another in their attempts to succdgsimplement the small group interventions:

LA3: We run network meetings twice a year we workeodouble district basis so we do three in
the autumn term and then three in the summer esjating term.

Our impression was that most of these networks \&eteally set up as part of the LA support

for schools when they originally began to implem8&AL (at Wave 1 — see Figure 1), but that some
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had evolved to incorporate discussion of small grioterventions when schools within a given network
were at that stage of implementation. As suchmbenbership in each network also evolved with time
(e.g. teaching assistants and learning mentors mecdh more likely to attend at this stage, wheas
Wave 1 implementation a member of senior managerinent a given school may have been more
likely to attend).

A smaller number of LAs also provided additionapgart in terms of financial aid (e.g. extra
money that could be used to buy resources or sta# for use in the small group interventions) or

further opportunities for more intensive trainingdeconsultation with LA staff:

LAL1: What happens is schools make a bid for a ssekwblock of support for a child, so we have
made schools aware that the team are trained asctabld be delivered as part of a child’s
intervention. They work at a level that what wdl gaimary preventative’, which is where the
child doesn’t have identified behavioural speciegas.

“Developing/Providing Additional Materials” (six ferences in six LAS)

Although the bulk of the support provided for solsotook the form of training events and inter-
school networks, some LAs had also begun to exgeinwvith the development (or purchasing) of
additional materials to provide schools with a ggeaange of options in their implementation of 3EA

small group interventions.

LA11l: We are in the process of getting quite aolfostuff ready for our SEAL website

LA 4 We have lesson plans that we have written diffdrentiated and we have got lots and lots
of additional materials to complement the SEAL mats... we have got in our office and they
get an invitation to come and borrow the materiélgey can keep them up to half a term and we
also offer them training showing how they can usé/e can give them examples of how to use
the materials.

However, despite these interesting examples, therityaof LAs did not appear to be providing

support of this nature:

LA9: At the LA we haven’t done anything else
B. Implementation at School Level

“Readiness, ‘Dipping In” and Building on What Yoadw” (16 references in eight LAS)
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When discussing the process of small group intgrees implementation at both LA (in terms
of preparation of training and resources) and skfinderms of actually setting up and running dmal
group interventions) levels, interviewees spokeuabmmmon factors that they had observed. In

particular, there was a clear notion of schoolslimegto be ‘ready’ to begin implementation:

LALl: Some are ready and see it as the next stepne s those schools that even two or three
years into that [SEAL] are still not ready.

LA8: We are still early days | think with the magyrof our primary schools | would say.

Some other schools, rather than having everythe@agly and set up, adapted what they were
already doing in terms approaches to social andiena learning and went back to the relevant SEAL

resources in order to ‘dip in’ and use it apprajetia

LA9: To be honest we haven't got a lot of them gdine materials at the moment ... where they
have had a go at them they dipped their toes intlagyg have identified a group of pupils and a
TAs has then worked with them through the materiats it has been at that sort of very
straightforward level.

Similarly, there was also the notion of small grouaperventions as a natural evolution of

existing work in schools:

LA2: Because of the work of the primary behaviouport service so many of our schools felt
they were pretty close to the principles anyway &y tacked it onto to where the gaps were ...
It depends on the starting point - some schoolddvsay ‘well we were doing this anyway’ - they
put a name on it and it has given us one or twoenbgas but really we were pretty good at this
sort of stuff anyway.

It appears that this ‘synthesis’ of the small graupdel with existing work is an explicit

implementation tactic being encouraged by at Isaste LAS:

LA8: We always encourage all the schools to haveo& at what they [are] already doing and
how that can be included and to be honest someokcinll say ‘well, we are doing all this.
“Adaptation of Materials” (25 references in 9 LAS)
The interviews with the LAs provided evidence ttiegt national materials were being adapted by
both LAs and by schools themselves. Different lle\ad adaptation were identified: a) materials are

ISSN 2073-7629
© 2009 EDRES/ENSEC Volume 1, Number 2, November 2009 p@3



adapted at LA level and b) materials adapted abaclevel. At the LA level, some interviewees
acknowledged that they had stayed close to the SBW&Hance materials rather than adapting or
generating anything new. Other LAs engaged in nextensive adaptation of materials, with some

providing additional, unique resources:

LA11l: We made additional resources and developeddidas basically.

LA12: Yes we just put together anything we thinkiseful.

This adaptation may be an ongoing rather than eoffrgrocess:

LA11: Probably like any other training materialathve get sent you have to do it a few times
before you beginning to sort of adapt it a littie inore, do it yourself and, you know, having to
workout timings and things and which bits that yleel comfortable with and you don'’t feel
comfortable with etcetera.

As far as the use of materials by the schools tebms is concerned, several LA interviewees

indicated that schools were generally ‘faithful'tt® DCSF guidance:

LA4: They are following this structure very wellcdnsing the materials very well.

LA12: | would say the schools that are implemeniingell think of it [guidance] as bit of a bible
really.

However, one LA interviewee explained that adaptimgsmall group materials in order to meet

a given school’s needs was strongly encouraged:

LA7: They are almost like ‘too bound’ by the guidarand we say ‘hang on you don’t have to do
it like that’. So we try to think about what yondw and what you think will be best ... just not
stick so ridgely to the script really.

“Profile of SEAL — Whole School (two referencedvim LAs) and Small Group Interventions” (three
references in three LAS)

Only two LAs reported on the profile that SEAL hatswhole school level. Between the two,
there was evidence that the whole school SEAL lerafepends on both the LA and the individual
school itself. In LA 12, the interviewee describib@ role of the LA in raising the SEAL profile in
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schools. The interviewee explained how, initiatlye push for SEAL at LA level was perceived by the
schools as threatening. The LA worked hard to rehis misconception, subsequently helping to raise
the profile of SEAL within some schools. LA 11 tre other hand, presented the profile of SEAL in

different schools as following a developmental @attfrom year to year:

LA1l: Again its very, very different, its very défent | would say at the moment most of our
schools this year have been going thorough havigg,a/ou know, they have been having a go
they have been looking at it as staff team. A fosahools are focusing much more towards next
year in September that they will be doing it thelf e going through the themes

The interviewee stressed that this however vanethfschool to school and it is very much
influenced by whether the head-teacher has beevirmad and sees it as a priority, whether this has

‘won the heart and mind of the Headteacher’, sthigis the person ‘who is driving it’ (LA 11).

As far as the SEAL small group interventions wevacerned, similarly to LA 11 (see above),
the interviewee in LA 7 suggested that this vafredh school to school and depended very much on the

individual head-teacher:

LA7: In some schools it is given a very high prefi[in] other schools it is mixed | think ... |
think the Head is the key driver if the Head séessisomething that he/she wants to prioritise it
has got very high status.

In LAS there was evidence of a push for the probiie SEAL small group interventions

comparable to that of literacy or numeracy smailgrwork:

LA5: A high profile, as we have said, when pedmpwe said, you know, ‘how are we going to fit
this in’, well we have said ‘well do you have graupith kids who are struggling or with kids who
can't read’, ‘yes?’, ‘no problem’. Trying to makars it is seen at that level.

Intervention Facilitator: Role in School (eight eeénces in seven LAs) and Skills Required (13
references in 10 LAS)
The role in school of the small group facilitatoasvalmost exclusively a teaching assistant or

learning mentor:
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LA5: Tends to be a learning mentor where therens sometimes it is a teaching colleague very
often a teaching assistant or a higher level tegchssistant directly involved hands on.

LA8: Often the people who are running small grougrknvare TAs it is very rarely a class teacher
or anyone in senior management.

However, one LA interviewee felt very strongly thheé ‘teaching assistant as facilitator’ model
was actually rather inappropriate, as it was bag®ah a misconception of the purpose of SEAL small

group interventions:

LA4: | felt this is me as the trainer | felt thdtely didn’t send the right people... that was my
feeling that some of the people they sent hadmt lamowledge of SEAL - they were the TA
working in the classroom who didn’t understand fit@nning and processing of what we were
actually doing. So if you are not a teacher it shdiecome through the ether what you are
supposed to be doing... so that's the problem | fettot in every case, but in many cases they
sent a TA believing that the small group work woliéve to be a special needs group.

Overall however, there was a general consensus ittt nominated teaching assistants
possessed the requisite skills to be effectivelifatwrs. Five general areas of personal and -nter
personal skills and knowledge were identified amdpekey: a) knowledge of SEAL principles, b)
knowledge of child development, c) have or beinig &b establish good relationships with the chitgre
d) being emotionally literate, and e) being ablenmork with other professionals within the school,

agencies and parents.
(a) Knowledge and understanding of SEAL principles

LA11l: They are they have got to have a good undedshg of what SEAL is about.

LA12: They have got to have a very good understandi the whole school elements of SEAL,
and to understand how SEAL is being embedded witiah school and that it needs to come on
the back of that rather than to be down at the sameeas the initial implementation.

b) Basic knowledge of child development

LALl: Somebody that understands something about delvelopment and certainly social and
emotional development.
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LA3: But they have got to have a good understandmghy children behave in the way they do.

¢) Having or being able to establish good relatiops with the children

LAS5: | think the first thing they need is a goodiateonship with those kids they need to know who
they are.

LA7: Some successful experience of interaction whiidren who have difficulty in these areas
really.

d) Being emotionally literate

LA4: They have got to be skilled, good listenerd #rey have got to be responsive to the different
things that children say in a kind of controlledigositive way rather than you know to be phased
by what children say.

LA2: Being empathetic, being non-judgmental witmfées.

e) Being able to work effectively with other stakdhars

LA11: They have got to have a good connection withclass teacher so they know what is going
on in the class so they know what they can buildaorthe children who are coming out. | think
for us that is the really important key for the #ngeoup work is that communication between the
class teacher and the person running the group.

LA2: Being prepared to work in a multi-agency waghadifferent types of school staff and with
families and with children.

LA7: Somebody who perhaps has got the ability o ttaparents. Somebody from the work they
are doing with these children to then be able txlfback to the teaching staff about what is
happening so its not isolation.

C. Barriersto Success
Discussions about barriers to success relatingrimary SEAL small group interventions
focused around three issues: a) attitudes to SBAInitiative overload and ¢) misconceptions akibet

nature and purpose of small group interventions

“Attitudes to SEAL” (10 references in seven LAS)
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Several LA interviewees suggested that cynicismuISEAL and a subsequent reluctance to

engage in small group interventions was a crifi@eior across many schools:

LA4: | don’t think there are enough people who ustEnd the value of teaching in small groups
with the kind of work that you do with social aneh@ional content - they have not got the angle
on it. They don'’t realise how valuable it is.

LA10: I think what has happened is you as withaher schools you got some people really
behind it and those who are a bit more cynicalfbatever reason.

LA3: | know in meetings you mention SEAL and youndael people rolling their eyes.

The various comments reflect attitudes of eithexff sor management in schools, or both.

However, it appears that some of these attituddgarceptions are in the process of changing:

LA8: | think some of them have been very surpriaed they are on a journey of changing their
beliefs.

“Initiative Overload” (five references in four LAS)
Several LAs voiced concerns about the ‘initiatiwerload’ that faces primary schools. The sheer
number of strategies, initiatives, programmes agehdas introduced in recent years has meant that it

has been difficult to find space and time to takesmall group interventions:

LA10: Time is so pressured from all the other agenidom DfES.
LA5: People have said, you know, ‘how are we gdmgt this in.

LAG: One or two staff have voiced concerns abdtinhfj it in and we have got a curriculum that is
very full already - how do we fit that in?

“Misconceptions About Small Group Interventionsiglet references in five LAS)

A final key barrier to successful implementatiohpoimary SEAL small group interventions
related to ‘misconceptions’ about the nature angh@se of the intervention model. A common strand
here was the notion of which children the group kvaeras intended to help — with many schools
believing that it was simply a withdrawal group faaughty’ children, with no perceived benefit for

others:
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LA4: When they realise that it is not just a SpeEducational Needs group, which is what they
are thinking it would be, because | take that asdggou know you are never going to help
children skill up if you don’t give children witrkals the opportunity to work alongside.

LA8: One of the biggest things we have found torax@me with schools is how can you justify
taking so-called, excuse me, “normal children“ otitessons to be part of that and letting them
[know] actually all children benefit, and you knatcan be for all.

LA9: | think they identified the wrong children.

Discussion

This exploratory study yielded a number of findingsrstly, in terms of support for small group
work implementation, our interviews indicated that staff typically provide a combination of one-off
events (e.g. training) alongside ongoing assistdeag network events, additional materials). The
descriptions provided by our interviewees suggetitatithis support is relatively ‘light touch’ irature.

In terms of factors affecting implementation at@ahevel, common themes that emerged included the
importance of existing foundations for social-eranél learning and the profile of SEAL (a findingath
resonates with case study work at the school levdimphrey et al. 2009, and other literature — Mpsl
and Niwano 2007), the need to adapt interventioteri@s to fit school context, and the key skills
required for effective facilitation of small grougork (which are given further consideration, with
hypothetical examples, in Lendrum et al. 2009)naHy, barriers to effective implementation incldde
negative or ambivalent attitudes to SEAL and/oriadeemotional learning more generally, feeling
overwhelmed by educational initiatives, and misepiions about the purpose of small group
interventions.

The nature and level of support provided for sthdxy LAs makes for interesting reading in
light of Greenberg et al.’s (2005) influential wook implementation. One key recommendation from
the Greenberg review is that: “implementers musteike adequate training so that they are
knowledgeable and confident in their skills” (p.3)As indicated above, the support and training
described by our respondents appeared to be sorméglitaand variable between different LAs. Our
case-study research with schools in this projauticated these inferences, with teachers talkirayab
having been “left to your own devices” (Humphigyal 2008, p.74) following brief training events. A
key recommendation for the future development afnary SEAL is therefore the formalisation of
training procedures for SEAL small group work amdirgrcrease in the level of support LAs are able to
offer schools. If this happens, one might feasiskpect better outcomes for pupils involved in the
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interventions. This formalisation could includstandardised training and support programme offered
nationwide — as is the case with several US-basegrgmmes (such as Second Step — Committee for
Children 2009). Nominated small group facilitatérem schools could follow a training programme
that is accredited by a higher education institutend leads to an academic award (such as an
undergraduate or postgraduate certificate). Suachpproach may serve to raise the profile of prymar
SEAL small group work even further in schools. sTkind of development would also be in line with
recent governmental efforts to develop higher msifsnal standards amongst school staff in England
through increasing opportunities for continuing fpesional development in specialist areas (for
example, the National Personal, Social and Hedatlilcktion programme funded by the Department for
Children, Schools and Families).

Our findings relating to factors affecting implention at school-level found further support
for Greenberg et al.’s (2005) model. Two issuesdrprimary interest here. Firstly, our resportden
reported the need to adapt materials to fit scleoatext. This finding was supported by small group
facilitators in our case study schools, who repbrtieat they interpreted the intervention materials
flexibly (Humphreyet al 2008). However, this raises concerns about tssiple impact this kind of
adaptation may have on intervention outcomes. liggd® intervention protocols is a key element of
Greenberg et al.’s (ibid) recommended model of en@ntation, and indeed, a number of studies have
demonstrated that lack of fidelity can lead to goayutcomes for participants. For instance, in Kam
Greenberg and Walls’ (2003) study of the Promotilternative Thinking Strategies Curriculum,
intervention effects were only seen in schools wherhigh degree of teacher implementation was in
evidence. Likewise, Biggst al.’s(2008) study of the Creating a Positive School hewy Environment
programme clearly demonstrated that a greater tEvadiherence to intervention guidance was linked t
more positive outcomes. In light of such evidenge,recommend that further clarification is needed
“to identify the specific elements of evidence-lthpeograms that are essential to program succeks an
those elements that may be modified while remaifring to the intended purpose or concept underlying
the model” (Greenberg et al. 2005, p.2).

The second issue relating to school-level impleat@n factors that warrants discussion here is
the skills and experience required to be an effecintervention facilitator. The range of attribsit
reported by our respondents corresponds directily ey recent literature in this area. For ins&nc
Mosley and Niwano (2007) suggest that effectivelifators of ‘circles of support’ (an approach whic
is very similar to SEAL small group work) need te bnthusiastic, emotionally warm, empathic, and
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work well with other key staff. Likewise, Westeegd (2009) suggests that one of the key skills to
facilitate personal learning and development inugraituations is empathy. Our recommendation,
therefore, is that schools planning to implemenASEmall group work need to carefully profile
possible facilitator candidates against the attebulescribed in this paper to ensure that the pgison

is chosen. The evidence we received from one L&k (éntervention Facilitator: Role in School’)
suggested that this kind of process was not alveaygsirring — again, this has implications for the
likelihood of positive outcomes for participants.

Our final finding — relating to barriers to effaati implementation — again resonates with the
broader social-emotional learning literature. &stjgular, cynicism among sections of staff is aely
reported challenge, although research suggeststhisatneed not impinge upon positive outcomes.
Indeed, in considering the role of staff motivationanti-violence programmes, Mihalet al. (2004)
noted that, “many successful classes were taugkedhers who stated that they did not want tohteac
the curriculum” (p.5). Perhaps more noteworthyhis finding relating to misconceptions about small
group interventions. Some of our respondents atdit that schools used the small group intervestion
simply as a withdrawal group for children with sieducational needs, particularly in relation to
challenging behaviour. Our case study researcfiromed this, with some children included in small
group work who were clearly in need of more inteasil:1 support (Humphrest al 2008). Even
though it is a targeted approach, SEAL small graugpk has been designed from the outset to be a
preventive rather than reactive approach — thugtogpiate participants are those children deemed to
need a little extra support or who are showing sigh potential future difficulties, rather than feo
already identified as having emotional and behawalbproblems. Selecting children whose needs are
too complex for such a low-intensity interventiooutd set a dangerous precedent, with problematic
outcomes. For instance, Dishion, McCord and Po(l®99) reported that grouping children with
behaviour problems during interventions createdvialecy training’ and actually increased problem
behaviour.

As with any empirical study, our research suffeiretn a number of limitations that may have
influenced our findings. Firstly, as outlined letmethod section, our interviewees were a seftecipg
chosen either because one of the authors had prf@$ contact with them or because they were
recommended by the DCSF. This process does, o$ephbias our sample and it may well be the case
that the responses given by interviewees were fihver@ot representative of all LAs (especially give

that we were only in a position to interview 12 pk). Furthermore, it may be that interviewees
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responded in a particular way because they knowtligastudy was funded by the DCSF (for instance,
they may have been less disposed to criticise SBAlt is a DCSF initiative). Finally, qualitative
research is necessarily subjective and as a msuibterpretations may be different from others.
However, it is also important to note that mucloof findings discussed above resonate strongly
with the issues and themes from the US literataremplementation.
In conclusion, this exploratory study uncoveredumher of key themes relating to the role of LA
support and factors affecting the implementatio ¢tdérgeted social-emotional intervention programme
(SEAL small group work). In the main these findimgsonated strongly with the existing literatune o
the implementation of universal approaches — iriqdar, Greenberg et al. (2005). Whilst we were
only able to draw upon a relatively small sampleesipondents (N=12), our findings were given furthe
validation by data from other sources, such asashoeported elsewhere (see Humphrey et al. 2009).
We therefore feel confident that this data is geltyerepresentative of the current state of social-

emotional education in England.
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