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Abstract

:

Socio-emotional education is referred to as the missing part that links academic knowledge to successes in school, family, community, workplace, and life. Socio-emotional education, in conjunction with academic instruction, aims to lay the groundwork for a sound moral education. This manuscript is aimed at proving that socio-emotional education may improve children’s mental health. In total, 1322 students (of grades K5–K12) participated in this study back in October 2020. A statistically validated and partially modified questionnaire according to The Limbic Performance Indicators™ (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.92, p < 0.000) was used to assess general education school students’ social–emotional competencies. The study uses an abbreviated version of the questionnaire adapted by the Lithuanian Association of Social Emotional Education, which has been adapted with the consent of the selected age group. As a result, this study explores how to determine general education school students’ knowledge and skills in socio-emotional education while also identifying the best pedagogical approaches to addressing socio-emotional education. According to research findings, students that participated in the study displayed more personal values, respect for others, internal balance, collaboration, emotional perception of others, or basic emotional needs. Personal values, respect for others, emotional perception of others, internal balance, support, and basic emotional needs were estimated to be greater in the target group of girls than in the target group of boys.
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1. Introduction


1.1. Socio-Emotional Competence and Its Role in the Development of Adolescence


A child’s developmental stages bring recurring issues that must be addressed as they go through educational levels. Children in each of them must achieve specified goals, complete academic and competency obligations, and establish the foundation as long-term learners and more adaptable persons in the face of ongoing political, moral, and environmental issues. General education school students are socially embedded in perceiving and confronting freedom of expression, effective adaptation, and problem-solving issues of self-knowledge and personal identity. Recent research suggests that there are many psychological problems associated with children’s mental health and emotions and misbehavior at this age [1,2,3,4,5,6]. These problems became apparent and intensified during the COVID19 pandemic. Restrictions on quarantine caused children many problems related to their social well-being and psychological health, and especially their emotional well-being and experiences worldwide [7,8,9,10,11,12,13]. In this context, the children’s capacity to cope with current challenges is critical, as it will aid in avoiding major implications for the children’s personality and development. General education school students with higher socio-emotional intelligence are much more effective and successful in dealing with the problems they face, experiencing significantly fewer internal, external, and general emotional and behavioral difficulties [14,15,16,17]. Socio-emotional competence is one of the most central variables affecting a child’s effective functioning; hence, it must be regularly analyzed and enhanced through the most effective educational approaches. Over the last two decades, the phenomenon of social–emotional competence instruction has received increasing attention both from the public and the scientific community. Sometimes better known as social and emotional intelligence, this phenomenon refers to how individuals act in social situations and deal with intrapersonal and interpersonal emotional development [18]. Researchers generally agree that healthy development of social–emotional competence at a young age establishes a good basis for academic achievement [19]. It is well recognized that social–emotional competence is critical for healthy life outcomes in early childhood and throughout the secondary grades [20]. There is strong research evidence that social and emotional development contributes to development across various domains: cognitive, physical, and communication [21,22]. Promoting such competencies can help a student become a competent and resilient individual capable of overcoming societal crises and hardships [23,24]. Therefore, the development of the social–emotional competence has historically been a central goal of school education.



There seems to be little common consensus about the operationalization of social–emotional competencies. The inconsistency in the definition is witnessed by the various terminologies used, such as ‘social and emotional intelligence’ [25], ‘emotional literacy’ [26], and ‘social and emotional competence’ [27]. However, in this paper, we decided to rely on the definition proposed by Denham [28]. According to the author, the social–emotional competence is defined as the development of a child’s capacity to behave appropriately in social situations by regulating his/her own emotions. Describing this in other words, socio-emotional competence is important not only because it helps children to learn and shape their character but also because it helps individuals establish and maintain healthy and meaningful relations. Socio-emotional competence is the capacity to interact with others, monitor and control cognitive processes, and regulate one’s emotions and behavior [29,30,31,32]. These skills are thought to allow children to modify and integrate behaviors, actions, and emotions to handle developmentally relevant social tasks [23]. Children that demonstrate mastery of these developmentally appropriate social tasks are generally considered socially and emotionally competent.




1.2. Improving Students’ Social-Emotional Competences through Educational Activities in Schools


It is noticeable that there is still a lack of balance between subject knowledge and social–emotional education in schools, as the focus is on children’s academic achievement, but it can also be seen that children’s socio-emotional education is also gradually receiving more and more attention. According to Venslovaitė and Danylienė [33], educators face a difficult challenge–to successfully develop children’s social and emotional competencies, but socio-emotional education is still a relatively new and poorly researched phenomenon. In recent years, more and more research [34,35,36] has examined the development of children’s socio-emotional competencies. Authors emphasize the need for changing the curricula for the teaching and development of socio-emotional competencies [37,38]. It is assumed that the socio-emotional components will also have a positive impact on the teachers’ work, during which they will develop skills related to socio-emotional competence, develop emotional literacy, promote behavioral self-regulation, and will produce positive outcomes related to socio-emotional competence development. Teachers are encouraged to use appropriate literacy in the promotion of students’ socio-emotional competencies, develop effective educational approaches, and take action to encourage children to communicate appropriately.



It is argued that interventions that strengthen socio-emotional competencies and behavioral self-regulation in schools also promote students’ social and emotional competencies. Developing emotional and behavioral difficulties strengthen socio-emotional competencies and improve academic achievement, thus contributing to successful school performance. The structure of socio-emotional competence development provides an opportunity for teachers to link formal education to socio-emotional education, using resources already available in many schools.




1.3. The Role of Teachers in Developing Socio-Emotional Competencies


One of the most important functions of school educators is to ensure that children have self-confidence so that they can express and manage their emotions, apply problem-solving solutions, communicate with peers and be able to cope with challenges. Coggshall et al. [39] presented methods that are appropriate for teachers to successfully develop children’s socio-emotional competencies:




	
Building a personal relationship with the child.



	
Continuous development and improvement of personal social–emotional competencies.



	
Ensuring a safe and child-friendly learning environment.



	
Continuously tracking the reaction of child behavior.








The development of a child’s social and emotional competencies also depends on the environment: it is determined both by the family (parenting, interpersonal relationships, and emotional warmth) and the personality and competencies of the teacher working in the educational institution. Within socio-emotional education, children are directed to understand their emotions (through experience and feelings), understand the other person’s emotional state (empathize and understand), and be able to manage those emotions: solve problems and conflicts, control and manage their behavior, and be able to cooperate [40]. According to Vaišvidiene and Gedviliene [40], it can be stated that educators most often use emotion recognition and artistic educational activities to express a child’s socio-emotional competencies but rarely use specially designed programs. Educators understand the importance of developing emotional intelligence in early childhood, and this is most associated with positive social interactions, better educational outcomes, and cognitive development. On the other hand, Heo et al. [41] are of the opinion that teachers need to understand the importance of following an appropriate methodology for developing children’s socio-emotional competencies. However, these researchers have shown that while many educators recognize the importance of a methodology for developing socio-emotional competencies, they are reluctant to apply a methodology for developing socio-emotional competencies when planning and conducting class lessons. It should be noted that teachers can successfully develop a child’s social–emotional competencies based on a certain methodology. However, it should be emphasized that the child’s socio-emotional competencies are not expected to be developed in a very short period-this, which requires a longer period and constant work in this area. Therefore, it is understandable that the pedagogue must also develop personal socio-emotional competencies, the development of which is nurtured throughout the pedagogue’s career: starting with pedagogical studies as a theoretical preparation and ending with practical activities when the child’s socio-emotional competencies are developed [41].



Along with increasing attention to the social–emotional competence, researchers and practitioners have developed a range of measures suitable for assessing this phenomenon. In a review of existing measures of social–emotional competence in children and young people by Humphrey and colleagues [42], 12 measures with an established and sustained base in the academic literature were reviewed in depth in relation to their implementation characteristics and psychometric properties. The key issues raised by Humphrey et al.’s [42] review include the fact that the more well-established measures are only concerned with social skills, as opposed to emotional skills or both; most measures have been developed and standardized with American populations; and that only a very small number of measures have been used on a frequent basis.




1.4. The Content of Socio-Emotional Competence and Assessment Measures


Discussing the ways of revealing the content of socio-emotional competence, Neale, Spencer-Arnell, and Wilson [43] proposed a measure called The Limbic Performance Indicators, which provides a strong framework for the assessment of both the social and emotional dimensions. It is a cohesive and comprehensive scale that covers the most critical aspects of social–emotional competence as outlined in major theoretical models (e.g., [25]). The measure of The Limbic Performance Indicators [43] is based on the theory that social competence and emotional competence are two distinct constructs but strongly connected with overlapping developmental and behavioral processes. The scale is comprised of 17 dimensions: (1) an ability to meet basic emotional needs (such as need for the security, autonomy and control, privacy and reflection, etc.), (2) ability to live according to personal values, (3) self-esteem (ability to unconditionally accept and evaluate one’s personality), (4) respect for others (ability to unconditionally accept and value the personalities of others), (5) emotional self-perception (ability to analyse and perceive one’s feelings and emotions), (6) emotional perception of others (ability to analyse and perceive the feelings and emotions of others), (7) ability to manage stress, (8) positivity (ability to remain both optimistic and realistic), (9) balance (ability to allocate resources for the different areas of life), (10) ability to manage change, (11) authenticity (ability to remain yourself in different social situations), (12) active reflection (ability to learn from own experiences), (13) trust (ability to keep the trust in others), (14) ability to manage conflicts, (15) openness (ability to express one’s thoughts and feelings in an open manner), (16) ability to collaborate with others, and (17) support (ability to provide others with help and support). This scale is designed to be sensitive to changes over time and intends to assist school practitioners and evaluators in assessing the level of social–emotional competence and subsequently identify those areas deemed in need of improvement.



Given the dearth of validated assessments of mental health functioning (i.e., social–emotional competence) in children, a large-scale validation of assessments is critical to the provision of effective care and timely intervention for this population. Investigating the internal structure of the scale may assist in accumulating relevant evidence to support its construct validity, ensuring the intended constructs are measured so that appropriate interventional decisions can be made. At the same time, the evidence can also contribute to the body of knowledge related to international social–emotional assessment practices for young people.



By considering all of this, the following problematic questions were identified in this research: (a) what are the socio-emotional competencies general education school students (grades K5–K12) best identify, and (b) what is the expression of socio-emotional skills for both genders and school grades? Therefore, the scope of the present study remains on the dependence of socio-emotional competence expression on gender and grade for K5–K12 students.



In the subsequent parts, researchers present the process of the research, as well as the results of statistical analysis. We conclude our study by discussing the findings obtained and proposing some recommendations for future studies.





2. Materials and Methods


2.1. The Context of the Research and Selection of Participants


Kaišiadorys district municipality, as well as the other municipalities of the country, seeks the highest socio-emotional competence level to be achieved among students in the schools as all the schools are obliged to have at least one or two preventive educational programs that would help students to develop and strengthen their socio-emotional competence. For this reason, the above-mentioned municipality, through agreement No. TB-0024/2020, is promoted to test and observe what socio-emotional competence is among children in schools and if those preventive educational programs are sufficient for children’s development.



The type of study is quantitative comparative, applying the case analysis for maximum data collection. Non-probabilistic sampling was applied. In response to Kaišiadorys district municipal statistical data of children in grades 5–12 and the distribution of class composition in selected research cases in schools for the 2020–2021 school year, the main scope was 95% participation of all survey participants. In total, 1322 (784 girls and 538 boys) general education schools’ students (of grades 5–12) participated in this study.




2.2. Data Collection


After obtaining the consent of the parents/guardians/legal representatives of the students, acquainting the school community and the students themselves, and obtaining the permits of the school administration in selected cases, research on the social–emotional education of 5–12 grade individuals in seven formal general education institutions of Kaišiadorys district municipality was conducted back in November 2020–February 2021.



A statistically validated and partially modified questionnaire according to The Limbic Performance Indicators ™ (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.92, p < 0.000) was used to assess the students’ social–emotional competencies. The study uses an abbreviated version of the questionnaire adapted by the Lithuanian Association of Social Emotional Education, which has been adapted with the consent of the selected age group. The abbreviated research instrument consists of 17 dimensions that respond to the content of emotional intelligence, social and emotional competencies: (a) basic emotional needs; (b) personal values; (c) self-sufficiency; (d) respect for others; (e) emotional self-perception; (f) emotional perception of others; (g) stress management; (h) positivity; (j) balance sheet; (k) changes; (l) authenticity; (m) active reflection; (n) trust; (o) conflict management; (p) openness; (r) cooperation; and (s) support. Statements were presented within an interval scale-from complete agreement to complete disagreement within the chosen statement that children must evaluate when choosing the most appropriate answer, from “strongly agree” to “strongly disagree (Table 1). Empirical data were processed in the application program of mathematical statistics in social sciences MS SPSS 23.0.



The following methods were used for statistical data analysis:




	
Cronbach’s alpha coefficient—to assess the internal compatibility of the scale of socio-emotional competencies and its individual subscales. Further to this analysis, if the variable’s internal consistency coefficient (Cronbach’s alpha) is = 0.92, it is considered that the data are sufficiently well-matched and suitable for calculations. The internal compatibility of groups of variables, but not of one variable, is presented. For a single variable, internal consistency cannot be calculated because Cronbach’s alpha is based on correlations between variables. Therefore, Cronbach’s alpha was not calculated for subsamples consisting of one statement at a time.



	
Kolmogorov–Smirnov and Shapiro–Wilk tests—to test the normality of the distributions of variables.



	
Pearson correlation—to determine the correlations of variables.



	
Multidimensional analysis of variance MANOVA—to determine the effect of two or more independent variables (social, demographic factors, and their individual categories) on the dependent variables (the general scale of socio-emotional competencies and its individual subscales).



	
A graphical representation of the means of the subscales forming the scale of socio-emotional competencies was also performed (Table 1). The significance level α = 0.05 was chosen for statistical analysis.









2.3. Research Ethics


This study is based on the guidelines in the Code of Ethics [44], which respect and protect the rights of all research participants, as they were informed about the aims of the study and that all data gathered would be treated anonymously and confidentially. Children’s legal representatives (parents, school administration) signed declarations of consent. Then, they were provided up 40 min to respond to the LPSI questionnaire. The questionnaire was submitted for quantitative analysis using SPSS 23.0, which included both the use of descriptive and inferential statistics. Participants were assured that their participation was voluntary and that all data gathered would be treated anonymously, as well as constructive feedback was also applied in this survey. The following ethical principles were complied with when conducting the research: (1) principle of respect for person’s privacy, i.e., the research participant had the right to decide how much the researcher should or should not know about one and how much information to reveal. The surveyed student was provided an opportunity to not answer survey questions and terminate the conversation if feeling uncomfortable, (2) confidentiality and anonymity; the research participants were informed that information on the research participants and materials being dealt with are accessible to the researcher only. The information of the research participants was depersonalized and coded; (3) goodwill (the data of the interview analysis were used for the scientific research only); and (4) the principle of justice (the informants took part in the research voluntarily, approved by their consent form).




2.4. Calculation of Internal Validity of Social-Emotional Competence Scale


The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was found to be 0.92, p < 0.000, therefore greater than 0.7 when evaluating the overall consistency of the scale used [45]. Therefore, it can be stated that the applied group of 27 statements, from which the general scale of socio-emotional competencies is worth to be applied.



The data shows that the students in the survey were characterized by the expression of personal values, respect for others, balance, cooperation, emotional perception of others, and basic emotional needs (average M = 4).



Thus, although there are subscales in the scale of socio-emotional competencies, the statements of which are poorly coordinated with each other, the overall assessment of the internal coherence of the scale is quite high. In addition, the Kolmogorov–Smirnov criterion p < α and the Shapiro–Wilk criterion p < α have shown that the distribution of the overall scale of socio-emotional competencies was statistically significantly different from normal (Table 2). Therefore, nonparametric tests will be applied; as for small sample sizes, normality tests have little power to reject the null hypothesis, and therefore, small samples most often pass normality tests.



Also, the statistical analysis has shown that neither the absolute values of asymmetry nor the excess coefficients exceed one unit (Table 3).



Thus, considering both the overall socio-emotional competence scale and the results of its individual subsets Kolmogorov–Smirnov and Shapiro–Wilk criteria, asymmetry, and excess coefficients, further calculations should be based on nonparametric tests (since the distributions of variables are slightly deviated from normal). However, after estimating the extremely large sample size (N = 1322) and the fact that parametric tests are more sensitive to differences between the measured variables (i.e., can detect them more efficiently), parametric tests were used in further calculations.





3. Results


3.1. Evaluation of Socio-Emotional Competence Scale and Differences According to Students’ Gender


Firstly, it was examined whether the dependent variables (i.e., the overall scale of socio-emotional competencies and all its subscales) were interrelated in both social and demographic groups and whether their interdependence was linear. The statistical analysis of the data revealed that the correlations of the dependent variables in the different groups of social and demographic variables are mainly of medium strength, negative and positive, which satisfies the statistical assumptions of the analysis of variance-MANOVA.



The interdependencies of the dependent variables in the groups are approximately linear, which indicates the dependency of the variables. The differences in the dependent variables (i.e., the overall scale of socio-emotional competencies and all the subscales that make it up) across gender groups (girls and boys) were examined. In this respect, the Wilks Lambda criterion was considered when assessing the multidimensional effect.



The data showed that the influence of gender on the dependent variables is statistically significant (Wilks Lambda is = 0.857 at p < 0.05). Boys and girls differ in this regard. The results of the ANOVA statistical analysis revealed that variables such as personal values, self-esteem, respect for others, emotional perception of others, stress management, positivity, balance, authenticity, active reflection, basic emotional needs, and support differed statistically significantly between the two gender groups (p < 0.05).



The calculation of the means of the dependent variables showed that the values of personal values, respect for others, emotional perception of others, balance, support, and basic emotional needs were higher in the group of girls. Meanwhile, scores on self-esteem, stress management, positivity, authenticity, and active reflection were higher in the group of boys.



Thus, to ensure access to a holistic personality and full implementation of the results of socio-emotional education, more attention should be paid to strengthening self-esteem, stress management, positivity, authenticity, and active reflection skills in the girls’ group, and for both girls and boys personal values, respect for others, emotional internalization of perception, balance, support and basic emotional needs, and the expression of these socio-emotional abilities in everyday situations. Statistical calculations were also used to examine how the dependent variables (i.e., the overall scale of socio-emotional competencies and all the subscales that make it up) differed in the different schools surveyed. The Wilks Lambda criterion was considered when assessing the multidimensional effect. The influence of school on the dependent variables was found to be statistically significant (Wilks Lambda = 0.837 at p < 0.05). The importance of school for each dependent variable is further examined below.




3.2. Evaluation of the Scales of the General Scale of Socio-Emotional Competencies in Terms of Different Grades


The analysis of the data also examined how the dependent variables (the overall scale of socio-emotional competencies and all the subscales that make it up) differed in different classes. The Wilks Lambda criterion was considered in assessing the multidimensional effect. The influence of the class on the dependent variables was found to be statistically significant (Wilks Lambda = 0.813 at p < 0.05). That means that groups in this regard differ as well and that the grade could be considered as an independent variable, affecting differences in socio-emotional competence. The results of ANOVA’s statistical analysis showed that variables such as personal values, self-esteem, emotional perception of others, stress management, positivity, balance, authenticity, active reflection, openness, cooperation, support, and the overall scale of socio-emotional competencies differed statistically significantly across classes.



The means of the dependent variables show that personal values differed most between 9th- and 5th-grade students. Self-esteem differs the most between 11th and 5th-, 8th- and 5th-, and 12th- and 5th-grade students. Positivity differed most between 10th- and 5th-grade students. The balance was most different between 10th- and 5th, and 10th and 8th-grade students. Authenticity differed most between students in the 5th and 11th, 9th and 6th, 11th and 6th, 12th and 6th, 5th and 12th, and 5th and 9th grades. Collaboration is most different between 8th- and 5th-grade students.



From the point of view of different classes-personal values were especially strongly expressed among students of the 5th, 7th, and 12th grades. In other classes, falls and low scores were observed; self-esteem was highest in grade 5 and partly in grade 10. For other classes, this socio-emotional ability was particularly weak, such as in grades 8, 11, and 12; the emotional perception of others is most pronounced in grades 8 and 11, while in other grades, this ability did not garner particularly high scores; students in grades 5th, 8th, and 12th had the highest levels of stress management skills, while students in grade 11th had the most difficulty. Furthermore, the internal balance was also most prevalent among students in grades 5th, 8th, and 12th, with the lowest score in terms of this ability among students in grade 10. Active reflection was most common in grades 6th, 9th, and 12th, and the least in grade 11. Openness was most pronounced among 6th- and 8th-grade students, with this ability being extremely low in grade 7. Pupils in the 5th, 7th, 10th, and 12th grades were most likely to cooperate, and pupils in grade 8 are the least likely to cooperate. In terms of support, students in grades 10 and 12 stood out with the highest scores and those in grade 6 with the lowest.



Although students’ assessments of the emotional perception of others, stress management, active reflection, openness, support, and the overall scale of socio-emotional competencies were found to be different in different classes, these differences between classes were not significant.




3.3. Evaluation of the Scales of the General Scale of Socio-Emotional Competencies in Terms of Different Grades


The Pearson’s statistical correlation analysis (when the bond strength is considered significant from r = 0.60 to 1) between the individual scale steps of the overall scale revealed some statistically significant correlations in some cases, indicating some dependence among the measured traits and allowing the formulation of assumptions about the determinants of socio-emotional skills:




	
The main emotional needs and emotional self-perception were positively related and statistically significant (r = 0.71 when p < 0.05). It was then found that as the estimates of basic emotional needs of students increased, so did the estimates of emotional self-perception.



	
Self-esteem and emotional self-perception were positively related, and statistically significant (r = 0.64 for p < 0.05). It was found that as students’ self-esteem estimates increase, so do their emotional self-perception estimates.



	
Emotional self-perception and cooperation were positively related, and statistically significant (r = 0.63 for p < 0.05). It was found that as students’ assessments of emotional self-awareness increase, so do their assessments of cooperation.



	
Confidence and conflict management were positively related, and statistically significant (r = 0.47 for p < 0.05). It was found that as confidence estimates increased, so did conflict management estimates.










4. Discussion


Social–emotional abilities (so-called “emotional intelligence”, “social intelligence”) are the abilities to work together with others and learn productively, and they play the most important roles in the family, community, and workplace. Success not only in school but also in later life phases accompanies those students who: (a) realistically evaluate themselves and their possibilities (self-awareness); (b) properly manage their feelings and control their behavior (self-control); (c) accurately interpret the signs of the social environment (social awareness); (d) effectively resolve interpersonal conflicts (communication skills); and (e) make good decisions in the face of day-to-day difficulties (responsible decision making).



There is no doubt that social–emotional learning shapes character. Many years ago, the question of how social and emotional development affects learning was investigated. In 1995, the New York Times science reporter Daniel Goleman published the book Emotional Intelligence: Why It Can Matter More Than IQ, which launched the social–emotional movement [46,47]. The case he presented and validated with preliminary evidence was that: (a) character matters; (b) character can be taught; and (c) character improves academic, social, and professional achievement. Since then, all subsequent research has shown that social–emotional learning does, in fact, enhance children’s academic success while preventing problems such as mental health disorders and violence. Social–emotional competencies empower children to grow self-aware and confident, manage difficult emotions and impulses, and embody empathy, which translates to not only improved behavior but also test scores.



Gender differences show that girls are characterized by a higher internalization of personal values, sensitivity, and respect for people other than boys. Higher ratings of other people’s emotional and perceptual abilities indicate that girls are characterized by greater empathy in listening to and understanding other people’s emotional experiences. Other research has linked girls’ increased awareness of socio-emotional competencies to a greater level of emotional management, which is stated via the promotion of personal well-being and the building of peer relationships [21,22].



The results of the study, which provide conclusions about the peculiarities of children’s social perception and empathy [29,30,31,32], also show that children with higher self-esteem are much more likely to notice other people’s positive attitudes from their own point of view than children with lower self-esteem. Meanwhile, boys are characterized by higher self-esteem and a more positive outlook on life in general. They are satisfied with their appearance and usually think of themselves more positively than girls. The results are confirmed by other research by analyzing children’s self-esteem [48,49,50], with boys having higher self-esteem than girls, although there are studies that do not agree with this postulate [51], which implies the need for further research to analyze possible causes and inconsistencies in the results. Boys are more likely to accept positive information about themselves from others, and they are also more confident not only in the people closest to them but also in others than girls. It is an interesting fact that stress management skills, as one of the components of socio-emotional competence, are more common among boys than girls. Similar results have been reported by other researchers analyzing stress expression and management abilities in children’s populations [52,53,54]. Children who feel safe, respect those around them, and spend a lot of time and attention on others, are much more likely to identify negative, stressful emotions and are more likely to say no and observe more positive perceptions of others. Differences also emerged according to the age of the students and the class in which they study.



In Lithuanian educational institutions, as in many other countries of the world, a great deal of attention is paid to strengthening cognitive abilities. The compulsory social and emotional education of students is increasingly being tackled in educational institutions. Socio-emotional competency also impacts learning outcomes [55,56], enabling possibilities to accomplish intended goals and objectives. Socio-emotional competence education is one of the most effective means of ensuring good mental health and preventing violence, and it is also the basis for developing positive not only academic but also social, emotional, healthy lifestyle, and citizenship results [57,58], especially in the period of the COVID19 pandemic, when children face rather socio-emotional problems [59,60].



The main limitations of this study are that the study was performed in only one of the regions of Lithuania. Therefore, the results can be summarized only for the population of this region. The research tool used, provided the number of constituent statements in specific dimensions, also does not allow for full disclosure of the phenomenon, so different research approaches and tools for a comprehensive assessment of socio-emotional competence should be combined in the future. From this perspective, it is appropriate to repeat the study covering different regions of the country, thus obtaining more representative results that reflect the situation of the children population in the whole country. It would also be possible to compare data.



Meanwhile, this present research revealed that some significant differences in social–emotional abilities and the strength of their expression in terms of the gender of the study participants could be detected, with girls more characterized by identification and application of personal values, respect for others, emotional perception of others, balance, support, and basic emotional needs, while boys were relying on the categories of more self-esteem, stress management, positivity, authenticity, and active reflection externalization at the behavioral level. Thus, to ensure access to a holistic personality and full implementation of the results of socio-emotional education, more attention should be paid to strengthening self-esteem, stress management, positivity, authenticity, and active reflection skills in the girls’ group, and for both girls and boys, personal values, respect for others, emotional internalization of perception, balance, support and basic emotional needs and the expression of these socio-emotional abilities in everyday situations.



Furthermore, in the seven participating schools where critically low ratings of individual socio-emotional abilities were identified, it is critical to focus on their students’ development and expression at the behavioral level, using separate specific educational programs to enhance cooperation, support for others, openness, coping with stress, active reflection, respect, or the emotional perception/empathy of others [61,62]. Each of these areas would be strategized using different educational approaches and associated competencies.




5. Conclusions


Children who participated in the study together had a greater expression of personal values, respect for others, internal balance, cooperation, emotional perception of others, or basic emotional needs. Estimates of personal values, respect for others, emotional perception of others, internal balance, support, and basic emotional needs were higher in the group of girls. Meanwhile, scores on self-esteem, stress management, positivity, authenticity, and active reflection were higher in the group of boys.



Students’ assessments of the emotional perception of others, stress management, active reflection, openness, support, and the overall scale of socio-emotional competencies were found to be statistically significantly different in different grades.



The analysis of correlations revealed the following significant dependencies between the studied features of socio-emotional education skills: basic emotional needs and emotional self-perception—as the estimates of basic emotional needs of students increase, so do the estimates of emotional self-perception; self-esteem and emotional self-perception—as self-esteem estimates increase, so does the emotional self-perception estimates; emotional self-perception and cooperation—as children assessments of emotional self-perception increase, so do their assessments of cooperation.
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Table 1. The Evaluation of Socio-emotional Competence Sub-groups (M).






Table 1. The Evaluation of Socio-emotional Competence Sub-groups (M).





	Dimensions of Socio-emotional Competence and Evaluation of Each Group
	(M Scores)





	1. Basic emotional needs
	3.9



	2. Personal values
	4



	3. Self-esteem
	3.5



	4. Respect for others
	4.2



	5. Emotional self-awareness
	3.8



	6. Emotional perception of others
	3.9



	7. Stress Management
	3.1



	8. Positivity
	3.4



	9. Balance
	3.9



	10. Change
	2.5



	11. Authenticity
	3.2



	12. Active reflection
	2.9



	13. Confidence
	2.9



	14. Conflict Management
	3.1



	15. Openness
	2.6



	16. Cooperation
	3.5



	17. Support
	3.2
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Table 2. Results of the Kolmogorov–Smirnov and Shapiro–Wilk criteria for the variable Total scale.






Table 2. Results of the Kolmogorov–Smirnov and Shapiro–Wilk criteria for the variable Total scale.





	
General_Scale

	
Kolmogorov–Smirnov (Lilliefors Significance Correction)

	
Shapiro–Wilk




	
Statistic

	
df

	
Sig.

	
Statistic

	
df

	
Sig.






	

	
0.032

	
1322

	
0.003

	
0.997

	
1322

	
0.008











[image: Table] 





Table 3. Coefficients of excess and asymmetry for the variable General scale.






Table 3. Coefficients of excess and asymmetry for the variable General scale.





	

	
Statistic

	
Std. Error






	
General_Scale

	
Mean

	
94.2

	
0.3




	
95% Confidence Interval for Mean

	
Lower Bound

	
93.5

	




	
Upper Bound

	
94.8

	




	
5% Trimmed Mean

	
94.2

	




	
Median

	
94.0

	




	
Variance

	
147.2

	




	
Std. Deviation

	
12.1

	




	
Minimum

	
35.0

	




	
Maximum

	
130.0

	




	
Range

	
95.0

	




	
Interquartile Range

	
17.0

	




	
Skewness

	
−0.07

	
0.1




	
Kurtosis

	
0.2

	
0.1
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