
BearWorks BearWorks 

MSU Graduate Theses 

Fall 2022 

Project-Based Learning and Social-Emotional Learning in the Project-Based Learning and Social-Emotional Learning in the 

Elementary Classroom: A Qualitative Study on Potential Elementary Classroom: A Qualitative Study on Potential 

Opportunities for Student Self-Awareness and Social Awareness Opportunities for Student Self-Awareness and Social Awareness 

Kaitlin Eileen Kilby 
Missouri State University, kek88@live.missouristate.edu 

As with any intellectual project, the content and views expressed in this thesis may be 

considered objectionable by some readers. However, this student-scholar’s work has been 

judged to have academic value by the student’s thesis committee members trained in the 

discipline. The content and views expressed in this thesis are those of the student-scholar and 

are not endorsed by Missouri State University, its Graduate College, or its employees. 

Follow this and additional works at: https://bearworks.missouristate.edu/theses 

 Part of the Curriculum and Instruction Commons, Educational Assessment, Evaluation, and 

Research Commons, Elementary Education Commons, and the Other Education Commons 

Recommended Citation Recommended Citation 
Kilby, Kaitlin Eileen, "Project-Based Learning and Social-Emotional Learning in the Elementary Classroom: 
A Qualitative Study on Potential Opportunities for Student Self-Awareness and Social Awareness" (2022). 
MSU Graduate Theses. 3818. 
https://bearworks.missouristate.edu/theses/3818 

This article or document was made available through BearWorks, the institutional repository of Missouri State 
University. The work contained in it may be protected by copyright and require permission of the copyright holder 
for reuse or redistribution. 
For more information, please contact bearworks@missouristate.edu. 

https://bearworks.missouristate.edu/
https://bearworks.missouristate.edu/theses
https://bearworks.missouristate.edu/theses?utm_source=bearworks.missouristate.edu%2Ftheses%2F3818&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/786?utm_source=bearworks.missouristate.edu%2Ftheses%2F3818&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/796?utm_source=bearworks.missouristate.edu%2Ftheses%2F3818&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/796?utm_source=bearworks.missouristate.edu%2Ftheses%2F3818&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/1378?utm_source=bearworks.missouristate.edu%2Ftheses%2F3818&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/811?utm_source=bearworks.missouristate.edu%2Ftheses%2F3818&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://bearworks.missouristate.edu/theses/3818?utm_source=bearworks.missouristate.edu%2Ftheses%2F3818&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:bearworks@missouristate.edu


 

PROJECT-BASED LEARNING AND SOCIAL-EMOTIONAL LEARNING IN THE 

ELEMENTARY CLASSROOM: A QUALITATIVE STUDY ON POTENTIAL 

OPPORTUNITIES FOR STUDENT SELF-AWARENESS AND SOCIAL AWARENESS 

 

$�0DVWHU¶V�7KHVLV 

Presented to 

The Graduate College of  

Missouri State University 

 

 

 

In Partial Fulfillment 

Of the Requirements for the Degree 

Master of Science, Elementary Education 

 

 

 

 

By 

Kaitlin Eileen Kilby 

December 2022 

  



 ii 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Copyright 2022 by Kaitlin Eileen Kilby 



 iii 

PROJECT-BASED LEARNING AND SOCIAL-EMOTIONAL LEARNING IN THE 

ELEMENTARY CLASSROOM: A QUALITATIVE STUDY ON POTENTIAL 

OPPORTUNITIES FOR STUDENT SELF-AWARENESS AND SOCIAL AWARENESS 

Elementary Education 

Missouri State University, December 2022 

Master of Science 

Kaitlin Eileen Kilby 

 

ABSTRACT 

Project-based learning (PBL) is a student-centered instructional practice, emphasizing student 
agency, engagement, and learning opportunities through relevant problem-solving and 
interdisciplinary curriculum. PBL also helps students develop academic and social skills through 
real-world application of their learning. It is necessary for educators, administrators and interested 
parties in education to understand the potential of PBL and other student-centered practices on 
increasing student engagement and achievement in subject areas besides sciences and social 
studies, such as literacy, math, and social-emotional learning (SEL). SEL is necessary for all 
students to have access to, as engagLQJ�ZLWK�DFWLYLWLHV�WKDW�LQFUHDVH�D�SHUVRQ¶V�DELOLW\�WR�XQGHUVWDQG�
themselves and the world around them help create well-rounded, empathetic citizens of the world. 
This study seeks to explore how opportunities may be created for students' social-emotional 
learning and skill development when experienced through a PBL curriculum within an elementary 
setting, centering on opportunities for self-awareness and social awareness.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 
Standardization is a threat to education. ³+igh-stakes testing and scripted curriculum in 

K-���FODVVURRPV�KDYH�UHVXOWHG�LQ�WKH�GLVHPSRZHUPHQW�RI�WHDFKHUV�DV�ZHOO�DV�VWXGHQWV�´�ZKLFK�LV�

in part due to the lack of change and reform within the system of education (Dole et al. 2016 p. 

2). Due to teacher-centered practices focusing on teaching to the test, student compliance, and an 

emphasis on test scores, students are losing out on valuable learning opportunities, with limited 

voice and choice in their own educational experiences (Dole et al. 2016; Onosko 2011).  

Student-centered teaching practices have the potential to shift education toward 

something students experience, rather than something that is done to them. Project-based 

learning (PBL) is one of these student-centered pedagogical practices. Multiple studies have 

been conducted to investigate the learning opportunities that PBL provides elementary students 

with, and these findings include deeper learning, interdisciplinary connections, and higher levels 

of student engagement to name a few (Duke et al. 2020; Evans 2019; Fitzgerald et al. 2020; 

Halvorsen et al. 2019; Kaldi et al. 2011; Krajcik et al. 2021). Despite this research though, and in 

part because some was published only recently, little has transpired in the education system to 

bring reason to policy makers and interested parties to consider PBL, or even student-centered 

instruction, as an effective practice, ZKLFK�LV�EHFDXVH�³DV�HGXFDWLRQ�EHFDPH�PRUH�GLUHFWO\�OLQNHG�

WR�HFRQRPLF�LVVXHV��LW�EHFDPH�D���FHQWUDO�SDUW�RI�SROLWLFDO�UKHWRULF´��0HKWa 2015 p. 23).  For the 

purpose of this paper, effective practice refers to pedagogical methods that center students in 

their learning and that have or have the potential to consistently result in positive outcomes for 

all students. Education policies put in place over the past several decades, discussed later in this 

SDSHU��FHQWHU�DURXQG�D�³SROLWLFDO�PRYHPHQW���DERXW�UHDVVHUWLQJ�ZKR�KDV�D�ULJKW�WR�GHILQH�ZKDW�

VFKRROV�DUH�IRU�>DQG@�ZKRVH�NQRZOHGJH�KDV�PRVW�OHJLWLPDF\�´�WKXV�QRW�SXWWLQJ�VWXGHQWV�RU�
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educators at the center of learning and the goings-on in schools which also perpetuates 

educational inequities (Sleeter and Stillman 2013 p. 266).  The education system has varied little 

from its past, meaning schools are educating students of today with practices that are more 

traditional and no longer effective for students (Dole et al. 2016; Freire 1970; Hightower et al. 

2011). To make education equitable and accessible for all students, it is necessary to continue 

researching student-centered practices, and due to the recent existing research, PBL is a natural 

starting point. To continue this research in an area that is lacking within existing studies, the 

focus of this study will center on analyzing the nature of student learning opportunities in social-

emotional learning (SEL) through a PBL unit. It will also attempt to analyze possible changes in 

student engagement and achievement when engaging in PBL. 

 

Statement of the Problem 

TodD\¶V�VWXGHQWV�DUH�H[SHULHQFLQJ�HGXFDWLRQ�IURP�\HVWHUGD\¶V�SUDFWLFHV��:LWK�DQ�

emphasis on test scores and compliance, the K-12 education system in the US has yet to fully 

adopt and value the implementation of practices that benefit all students in their learning and 

social development, furthering the existing inequities among students; Hernandez et al. (2019) 

explain that student-FHQWHUHG�OHDUQLQJ�HQYLURQPHQWV�³GHPDQG�KLJKO\�VRSKLVWLFDWHG�WHDFKLQJ�

VNLOOV��ZKLFK�DUH�QRW�DOZD\V�ZLGHO\�FXOWLYDWHG�LQ�WKH�ILHOG´��S������1RW�RQO\�WKDW��ZLWK�³JUHDWHU�

UDWHV�RI�WHDFKHU�WXUQRYHU´�DQG�³OHVV-HIIHFWLYH�WHDFKHUV´�LQ�VFKRROV�WKDW�VHUYH�PDQ\�ORZ-income 

and/or minoritized students, inequities in the educational experiences of many students are 

perpetuated in which these groups of students are not given access to effective practices in 

education which all students deserve (Hightower et al. 2011). The Quaglia Institute for School 

Voice and Aspirations �������H[SUHVVHG�WKDW�³developing student voice is not an add-on; it is an 
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intHJUDO�SDUW�RI�WKH�GDLO\�OHDUQLQJ�HQYLURQPHQW´ (p. 66). To do this, we need student-centered 

teaching methodologies to become a part of the classrooms of today. One such practice is 

project-based learning (PBL).  

After analyzing the existing literature on P%/��PRVW�DGGUHVV�3%/¶V�EHQHILWV�DQG�HIIHFW�RQ�

student learning outcomes and engagement in science and social studies; however, literacy, math 

and social-emotional learning (SEL) are not centered in relation to PBL, despite them being 

arguably some of the key issues discussed in education today. Fitzgerald (2020) found that 

GHVSLWH�OLPLWHG�UHVHDUFK�RQ�3%/�LQ�WKH�HOHPHQWDU\�FODVVURRP��³3%/�PD\�VHUYH�DV�D�SRZHUIXO�

instructional context for supporting elementary-JUDGH�VWXGHQWV¶«OLWHUDF\�GHYHORSPHQW´��S��������

With this in mind, PBL could provide students with more authentic, learner-driven experiences 

which could lead to higher levels of achievement in different disciplines and allow for the 

development of social skills such as collaboration, self-management, and self-awareness. This 

brings another problem into focus; ways in which to teach social-emotional learning, the 

development of social-emotional skills, such as self-awareness, social awareness, relationship 

building, self-management, and responsible decision-making (CASEL 2022). 

Social-emotional learning has become a prominent topic in education, with differing 

opinions on whether or not it should be taught in schools as it has gained political traction. 

+RZHYHU��DV�H[SUHVVHG�E\�%DLQHV���������³VRFLDO�DQG�HPRWLRQDO�GHYHORSPHQW�LVQ¶W�DQ�DGG-on to 

DFDGHPLF�H[SHULHQFHV�EXW�LV�LQWHJUDO�WR�WKRVH�DQG�D�FRUH�SDUW�RI�D�VWXGHQW¶V�RYHUDOO�HGXFDWLRQ´��S��

2). In other words, SEL is not in addition to learning; it is a part of learning and can be taught 

both in isolation and interdisciplinarily; it is also pertinent to student success in their education 

and beyond. Dusenbury and Weissberg (2017) explained that across multiple studies related to 

6(/�DQG�LWV�LPSDFW�RQ�VWXGHQWV��³VWXGHQWV�ZKR�UHFHLYHG�6(/�SURJUDPV�SHUIRUPHG�better than 
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VWXGHQWV�ZKR�GLG�QRW�´�QRWLQJ�WKDW�VWXGHQWV�ZKR�UHFHLYHG�VSHFLILF�LQVWUXFWLRQ�LQ�6(/�³VKRZHG�DQ�

11 percentile-point gain on measures of academic achievement and similar significant 

improvements in conduct and discipline, prosocial behavior, and�RU�HPRWLRQDO�GLVWUHVV´��S�������

The purpose of education is to help all students succeed academically, socially, and emotionally, 

and it is necessary that students receive adequate instruction in which they can develop social-

emotional skills; these skillV�³DUH�FULWLFDOO\�LPSRUWDQW�WR�VXFFHVV�LQ�ZRUN«DQG�HPSOR\HUV�

VWURQJO\�DGYRFDWH�WKDW�HGXFDWLRQ�VKRXOG�SURPRWH�WKHVH�LPSRUWDQW�µ��VW�FHQWXU\�VNLOOV¶´�

(Dusenbury and Weissberg, 2017 p. 38).  While elementary students are not immediately 

entering the workforce, their primary education experiences have the potential to build a strong 

foundation of social and emotional skills. In order to help students identify their emotions, 

communicate with others, demonstrate empathy, make responsible decisions, and understand 

their perspectives and take on the perspectives of others, SEL is necessary for all students and 

VKRXOG�EH�DFFHVVLEOH�IRU�DOO�VWXGHQWV��&$6(/¶V��������FRPSHWHQFLHV�IRU�6(/�³KDYH�XQLYHUVDO�

utility, even if they are often defined, expressed, and achieved dLIIHUHQWO\�DFURVV�FXOWXUHV´�ZKLFK�

shows that SEL can be taught in culturally responsive ways and meet the needs of all students 

(Hecht and Shin 2015 p. 58). With these ideas regarding the positive impact of SEL on students 

and schools, it is necessary to create student-centered learning environments which do not leave 

RXW�EXW�LQWHQWLRQDOO\�LQFOXGH�6(/�LQVWUXFWLRQ��IRU�³WKH�PRVW�HIIHFWLYH�ZD\�WR�LPSURYH�RXWFRPHV�

IRU�DOO�VWXGHQWV�LV�WR«FUHDWH�D�FXOWXUH�DQG�D�ZD\�RI�ZRUNLQJ�WRJHWKHU�LQ�VFKRROV�WKDW�VXSSRUWV�

evHU\RQH¶V�OHDUQLQJ�DQG�GHYHORSPHQW´��$OOHQVZRUWK�HW�DO�������S�������6(/�LV�D�IRXQGDWLRQDO�

part of learning for all students that cannot be ignored within the educational landscape, and 

opportunities for development in its competencies such as self-awareness, social awareness, 
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relationship building, self-management, and responsible decision making should be accessible 

for all students.  

Due to both PBL and SEL having repeated positive effects on students and their ability to 

engage students in social-emotional skills, the focus of this study will center on analyzing the 

opportunities created for students in an elementary classroom when both PBL and SEL are 

combined. The study will focus on the SEL capacities of self-awareness and social awareness 

when taught through a student-centered PBL framework, differing from the teacher-centered 

approaches that schools continue to practice not just when teaching SEL skills, but in most 

subjects.  

 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study is to conduct research on PBL where it is lacking literature, 

specifically opportunities PBL may create for SEL, and to inform educators, school leaders, 

interested parties, and policy makers about the importance of advocating for student-centered 

pedagogical practices like PBL for K-12 students, especially when considering how to increase 

VWXGHQWV¶�VRFLDO-emotional development. The need for more student-centered pedagogical 

practices stems from the ineffectiveness of teacher-centered practices at engaging students in 

authentic inquiry and discovery due to an emphasis on high-VWDNHV�WHVWLQJ��ZKLFK�³UHTXLUH>V@�

VWXGHQWV�WR�SDVVLYHO\�REWDLQ�QHZ�LQIRUPDWLRQ�DQG�VNLOOV�LQ�RUGHU�WR�GR�ZHOO´��'ROH�HW�DO�����6).  In 

other words, teacher-centered practices fail to engage students because they do not give students 

a voice in their learning experience; when their learning experiences are centered on test scores 

due to education policies, students (and educators) are left without much voice at all. Students 

today are being expected to learn in ways that are not conducive to the world in which they live, 
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which begs the question of what is education for; more importantly, who is it for? Most research 

pertaining to PBL centers around social studies and science because of their foundations in 

inquiry-based learning. When reviewing the literature, current research about PBL in the 

elementary classroom was sparse, specifically on the role and impact of PBL on student learning 

and engagement in subjects such as reading, writing, and math, as well as social-emotional 

learning. Due to the lack of research not only on PBL within the contexts of these subjects, but 

on PBL as an instructional method in the elementary classroom, this study would contribute to a 

critical growing body of research within the areas of PBL. While extensive research exists for the 

area of SEL and the benefits it has on students when taught explicitly, the research is lacking in 

how integrating both PBL and SEL could impact students; thus, this research would also 

contribute to ongoing research regarding SEL. The goal of this study is to further enrich current 

literature regarding the student-centered practice of PBL as a potential effective practice for 

students today, as well as advocate for the importance of embedding SEL into curriculum. This 

study specifically looks at two capacities of SEL, self-awareness and social awareness, when 

taught through a PBL framework. SEL is a commonly cited educational topic, and by engaging 

students in SEL through a PBL approach, the results from this study could show that PBL, and 

potentially other student-centered practices, have the ability to provide more authentic learning 

opportunities and higher levels of engagement for elementary students within their development 

of self-awareness and social awareness.  

 

Research Questions   

 

1. How can a social-emotional learning curriculum taught through a PBL framework create 
opportunities for self-awareness?  
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2. How can a social-emotional learning curriculum taught through a PBL framework create 
opportunities for social awareness? 

 

Significance of the Study 

It is imperative to the well-being of the students of the K-12 US education system that 

educators, school leaders, and interested parties have a shared goal of actively working to do 

what is best for the students they serve. This includes the way students are taught; it is a 

disservice to students to let them continue to enter and engage in classrooms and schools focused 

on test scores and compliance and receive instruction that reflects those ideals. Opportunities for 

creativity, curiosity, and connection are not written into curriculum guides, often getting lost or 

are omitted completely due to educators needing to rely heavily on these guides to deliver 

content during classroom instruction. With an intentional focus on utilizing student-centered 

practices within the classroom, based on this study and the existing literature on PBL, SEL and 

learning outcomes, these important facets of learning could naturally emerge as a result of 

shifting to student-centered practices. This would give students the opportunity to thrive in a 

variety of ways beyond strictly academics. Blumenfeld et al. (1991) explained that through PBL 

DSSURDFKHV�LQ�WKH�FODVVURRP��³OHDUQHUV�DUH�PRWLYDWHG�WR�SHUVLVW�DW�DXWKHQWLF�SUREOHPV��PHOG�SULRU�

knowledge and experience with new learning, and develop rich domain-specific knowledge and 

thinking strategies to apply to real-ZRUOG�SUREOHPV´��S��������7KLV�DSSOLFDWLRQ�RI�OHDUQLQJ�WR�WKH�

real-world should be the purpose of the educational experience for all students; without 

embedding student voices into the educational experience, students are no longer learning for 

today. This study is meant to preserve that purpose of the educational experience by contributing 

to the growing body of research that supports effective practices for all, specifically focusing on 

two foundational social-emotional skills, self-awareness and social awareness. The information 
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gained from this study can be used by educators, school leaders, educational consultants, and 

interested parties to understand the positive impact(s) of PBL on the development of the SEL 

skills of self-awareness and social awareness, as well as spark conversation surrounding the 

purpose of education, the need for accessible social-emotional learning for all students, and ways 

in which more research should be conducted to explore student-centered practices as better 

practices for equitable educational experiences for every student.  

 

Assumptions 

 

1. The participants will answer questions honestly and to the best of their ability.  
2. All participants are in 3rd grade at the same elementary school. 
3. The participants will be taught by the same teacher during the time of the day in which 

the study occurs. 
 
  
Limitations 

 

1. This study will take place in one elementary school classroom in a suburban school 
district and the results may not generalize to different populations. 

2. The researcher is also the classroom teacher. 
3. This study occurs over the course of one school year. 
4. This study focuses on PBL and social-emotional learning only. 
 
 

Definition of Terms 

 

x Education system: for the purpose of this paper, the education system refers to the K-12 
public education system in the United States. 

x Effective practice: for the purpose of this paper, effective practice refers to pedagogical 
methods that center students in their learning and that have or have the potential to 
consistently result in positive outcomes for all students. 
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x Interdisciplinary: when multiple subjects are embedded together into curriculum, lessons, 
or activities. 

x Learning opportunities: any point during a lesson or activity in which students may be 
gathering, interacting with or building on their learning. 

x Project-based learning (3%/���)RU�WKH�SXUSRVH�RI�WKLV�SDSHU��³D�WHDFKLQJ�PHWKRG�LQ�ZKLFK�
students gain knowledge and skills by working for an extended period of time to 
investigate and respond to an authentic, engaging, and complex question, problem or 
FKDOOHQJH´��%XFN�,QVWLWXWH�for Education, 2015 para. 3). 

x Skill(s) development: the acquisition of skills within the disciplines being taught or 
engaged in. In this study, skills discussed will be those related to SEL. 

x Self-DZDUHQHVV��³WKH�DELOLWLHV�WR�XQGHUVWDQG�RQH¶V�RZQ�HPRWLRQV��thoughts, and values 
DQG�KRZ�WKH\�LQIOXHQFH�EHKDYLRU�DFURVV�FRQWH[WV´��&$6(/�6WDII������SDUD����� 

x Social awareness: ³WKH�DELOLWLHV�WR�XQGHUVWDQG�WKH�SHUVSHFWLYHV�RI�DQG�HPSDWKL]H�ZLWK�
others, including those from diverse backgrounds, cultures, and contexts´��&$6(/�6WDII�
2022 para. 4). 

x Social-HPRWLRQDO�OHDUQLQJ��6(/���³WKH�SURFHVV�WKURXJK�ZKLFK�DOO�\RXQJ�SHRSOH�DQG�DGXOWV�
acquire and apply the knowledge, skills, and attitudes to develop healthy identities, 
manage emotions and achieve personal and collective goals, feel and show empathy for 
others, establish and maintain supportive relationships, and make responsible and caring 
GHFLVLRQV´��&$6(/�6WDII����2 para. 1). 

x Student agency: students having voice and choice in the classroom (i.e., making decisions 
about their learning and their learning space). 

x Student engagement: For the purpose of this paper, this is when students are attracted to 
their work, persist in their work despite challenges and obstacles, and take visible delight 
in accomplishing their work (Schlechty 1994). 

x Student-FHQWHUHG�SUDFWLFHV��IRU�WKH�SXUSRVH�RI�WKLV�VWXG\��ZKHQ�³VWXGHQWV�FKRRVH�QRW�RQO\�
ZKDW�WR�VWXG\�EXW�DOVR�KRZ�DQG�ZK\´�OHDGLQJ�WR�³OHDUQHU�UHVSRQVLELOLW\�DQG�DFWLYLW\´�
(TEAL Center Staff 2010 para. 1). 

x Suburban: for the purpose of this study, a school district/school in a town that is on the 
outskirts of a bigger urban city. 

x Teacher-centered practices: instructional methods that put the teacher at the center of the 
learning and experiences; where students rely on the teacher for all information, 
instructions, and thus learning; instruction focused on teaching to the test. 

 
  

What follows next is a review of the current and related literature on student-centered 

practices, PBL, and its relationship with social-emotional skills in the elementary classroom. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

³7KURXJK�>SURMHFW-based learning], even our youngest learners can make a difference 

EH\RQG�WKHLU�\HDUV´��+DOYRUVHQ�HW�DO�������S�������3URMHFW-based learning (PBL) embodies many 

definitions, often compared to inquiry-based and problem-based learning. For the purpose of this 

UHYLHZ��3%/�LV�GHILQHG�DV�³D�WHDFKLQJ�PHWKRG�LQ�ZKLFK�VWXGHQWV�JDLQ�NQRZOHGJH�DQG�VNLOOV�E\�

working for an extended period of time to investigate and respond to an authentic, engaging, and 

FRPSOH[�TXHVWLRQ��SUREOHP�RU�FKDOOHQJH´��%XFN�,QVWLWXWH�IRU�(GXFDWLRQ 2015 para. 3).  Project-

based learning is a student-FHQWHUHG�LQVWUXFWLRQDO�PHWKRGRORJ\��PHDQLQJ�VWXGHQWV�³FKRRVH�QRW�

RQO\�ZKDW�WR�VWXG\�EXW�DOVR�KRZ�DQG�ZK\´�ZKLFK�DOORZV�IRU�PRUH�³OHDUQHU�UHVSRQVLELOLW\�DQG�

DFWLYLW\´�GLUHFWO\�FRQWUDVWLQJ�WHDFKHU-centered instructional methods (TEAL Center Staff 2010 

para. 1). Similarly, social-HPRWLRQDO�OHDUQLQJ�UHIHUV�WR�WKH�³SURFHVV�WKURXJK�ZKLFK�DOO�\RXQJ�

people and adults acTXLUH�DQG�DSSO\�WKH�NQRZOHGJH��VNLOOV��DQG�DWWLWXGHV�WR�GHYHORS´�VNLOOV�LQ�WKH�

following five competencies: 1) self-awareness; 2) self-management; 3) social awareness; 4) 

responsible decision making; and 5) relationship skills (CASEL 2022 para. 1). SEL skill-building 

is necessary for student success, especially in K-12 classrooms, as explained by Jones et al. 

(2017): 

 

���WKHUH¶V�D�VWURQJ�FDVH�IRU�PDNLQJ�VXFK�QRQ-academic skills and competencies a 
central feature of schooling, both because of their intrinsic value to society and, 
from a pragmatic standpoint, because they may help to reduce achievement and 
behavior gaps and mitigate exposure to stress. (p. 50) 
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These non-academic skills refer to the SEL competencies listed above, and if incorporated into 

the daily learning of all students, have the potential to increase the success of students, both in 

their social-emotional wellness and academic achievement.  

Knowing the potential that exists for both project-based learning and social-emotional 

learning, it is worth researching these topics further. This research centers on the potential impact 

of a social-emotional learning unit plan that focuses on self-awareness and social awareness in an 

elementary classroom and the learning opportunities that may arise as a result of the unit being 

taught through a PBL framework. 

The purpose of this research extends beyond teacher-centered instructional methods, 

focusing on ways in which student-centered teaching methodologies like PBL allow for 

educational equity, more individualized, application-based learning, and thus higher levels of 

student achievement, student self-efficacy, and unstandardized public education. According to 

+DOYRUVHQ�HW�DO����������³3%/�LV�D�SRZHUIXO�DSSURDFK�WKDW�KDV�EHHQ�SURYHQ�WR�HQJDJH�DQG�IRVWHU�

GHYHORSPHQW�LQ�\RXQJ�OHDUQHUV´�DQG�³���KROGV�SURPLVH�IRU�QDUURZLQJ�WKH�DFKLHYHPHQW�JDS´��S��

������.LQJVWRQ��������H[SODLQHG�WKDW�³UHVHDUFK�VKRZV�WKDW�3%/�can promote student learning and 

PD\�EH�PRUH�HIIHFWLYH�WKDQ�WUDGLWLRQDO�LQVWUXFWLRQ´��S������ While reviewing current literature on 

PBL-based instruction, multiple themes surfaced regarding PBL as a potential effective practice.  

This literature review will begin with a brief summary of education policy in the United 

States and teacher-centered versus student-centered practices. The review will then funnel into 

the current literature pertaining to project-based learning (PBL), social-emotional learning 

(SEL), and then wrap up with a synthesis of the current literature connecting both PBL and SEL 

in the elementary school classroom.  
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Education Policies Contributing to Current Instructional Methods 

The policies currently governing the United States K-12 public education system operate 

as a barrier to an equitable education for all students and have been doing so for decades. These 

policies make false promises of providing more educational opportunity for all students; their 

impact actively contributes to higher dropout rates and negative school experiences for the 

QDWLRQ¶V�PRVW�YXOQHUDEOH�VWXGHQW�JURXSV��0F0XUUH\��������)URP�WKH�SDVVLQJ�RI�WKH�(OHPHQWDU\�

and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) in 1965 by former president Lyndon Johnson to the Race 

to the Top initiative in 2010 by former president Barack Obama, education policies vary in their 

titles but remain rooted in the standardization of every student and high-stakes testing, thus 

perpetuating inequities. The ESEA sought to establish federal funding for disadvantaged students 

to ensure their right to educational opportunity, which naturally encouraged school districts to 

rely on government funding for resources (Hightower et al. 2011; Onosko 2011). With multiple 

revisions since the 1965 adoption, No Child Left Behind (NCLB) was an update to the ESEA in 

������ZKLFK�³VLJQLILFDQWO\�LQFUHDVHG�WKH�IHGHUDO�UROH�LQ�KROGLQJ�VFKRROV�UHVSRQVLEOH�IRU�WKH�

DFDGHPLF�SURJUHVV�RI�DOO�VWXGHQWV´��.OHLQ 2015 para. 7). If states did not comply with NCLB, 

they would risk losing their federal funding, as described in the initial ESEA. As a result of a 

potential loss of federal funds, many public school districts shifted to the adoption of a more 

standardized curriculum in order to accommodate for high-stakes testing, which are rooted in 

teacher-centered instructional practices (Hightower et al. 2011; Song et al. 2009). Sleeter and 

Stillman (2013) explained the danger of standardized curriculum and how it perpetuates teacher-

centered practices: 

 

Like a century ago, curriculum is being organized scientifically for efficiency, 
deriving learning objectives from social and economic needs and casting teachers 
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DV�PDQDJHUV�RI�WKH�SURFHVV�RI�SURGXFLQJ�VWXGHQW�DFKLHYHPHQW�VFRUHV«�5DWKHU�
than asking whose knowledge, language, and points of view are most worth 
teaching children, teachers and administrators...ask how well children are scoring 
on standardized measures of achievement. (p. 266) 
  

 

Who is education for? What are schools for? Policies like NCLB are certainly not for 

students, nor the educators that teach them. Policies enacted under the assertion that high 

standardized test scores have a positive correlation with student achievement (and thus schools 

with higher test scores deserve increased federal funding) especially limit educators in their 

LQVWUXFWLRQDO�PHWKRGV�GXH�WR�WKH�HPSKDVLV�RI�WHDFKLQJ�WR�WKH�WHVW��7HDFKLQJ�WR�WKH�WHVW�³KDV�OHG�WR�

the adoption of teacher-centered pedagogical strategies to meet the time and content demands of 

WKH�WHVWV´�ZKLFK�DGYHUVHO\�DIIHFWV�VWXGHQW�PRWLYDWLRn, engagement, and agency in their learning 

(Dole et al. 2016 p. 1). Yet is this not the purpose of education, to have students positively 

engage in, interact with, and become motivated by the knowledge there is to discover? Passman 

(2001) described a teacKHU¶V�H[SHULHQFH�DIWHU�WU\LQJ�RXW�VWXGHQW-centered practices in her 

FODVVURRP��ZKHQ�³IDFHG�ZLWK�WKH�SUHVVXUH�RI�KLJK-VWDNHV�DVVHVVPHQW�´�VKH�³WXUQHG�DZD\�IURP�

discovery and inquiry that genuinely engaged her students toward a more teacher-directed 

classrooP´��S��������,I�SROLFLHV�ZHUH�LQWHQGHG�WR�EHQHILW�VWXGHQWV��WKH\�ZRXOG�QRW�IRUFH�HGXFDWRUV�

to deny their students learning that engages them.    

(YHQ�DIWHU�1&/%�ZDV�HQDFWHG��WKH�GHWULPHQW�WR�VWXGHQWV�GLG�QRW�VWRS�WKHUH��2EDPD¶V�

5DFH�WR�WKH�7RS��577��SODQ�³narrowly focuses the educational goals and energies of school 

SHUVRQQHO�RQ�WZR�OHDUQLQJ�RXWFRPHV�´�UHDGLQJ�DQG�PDWK��2QRVNR������S������%HFDXVH�RI�LWV�

emphasis on Common Core State Standards (CCSS), high-stakes testing, and using those scores 

as accountability for schools to compete for federal grants, educators struggle to take risks 
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outside of teacher-centered instruction for fear of not meeting adequate yearly progress. How can 

student-centered practices be considered effective practices if educators do not feel equipped or 

VXSSRUWHG�WR�GR�VR"�2QRVNR��������DOVR�DUJXHG�WKDW�577�³demonizes teachers, reduces the status 

of teaching as a profession, and ensures that many of our most talented and motivated young 

SHRSOH´�ZLOO�QRW�HQWHU�WKH�ILHOG�RI�HGXFDWLRQ��S. 7). By deprofessionalizing teaching and putting 

subjects such as social-emotional learning, sciences, social studies, and the arts on the 

backburner, RTT is just a continuation of the standardization of education, perpetuating teacher-

centered practices and educational inequity, essentially indirectly stating that the purpose of 

public education is for economic gain. It is time that the United States K-12 education system 

stops functioning as a business and starts operating toward what it continues to promise yet not 

fulfill; working in the best interest of the students it serves. When thinking about the classroom 

from the perspective of equitable opportunity for every student, it is important that the focus 

shifts from decades-old, teacher-centered practices to more constructivist, student-centered 

pedagogies. Both types of practices are discussed in the next section of this review. 

 

Teacher-Centered Practices 

According to Dole et al. (2016), teacher-centered practices are instructional methods in 

which the teacher is at the center of the learning experience, with students relying on the teacher 

for all of the information needed to complete an activity or engage in a learning experience. As 

referenced earlier in this review, these practices center around teaching to the test (Dole et al. 

2016). Some studies express that traditional, teacher-centered approaches to learning are widely 

practiced because they are safe and comfortable for educators to implement and shifting 

pedagogical practices would require significant changes and effort for educators who already 
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fulfill so many roles (Dole et al. 2016; Passman 2001; Tyack and Tobin 1994). Educators feel the 

need to have structured control over students in order to assist with classroom management and 

organization, especially in the elementary classroom. Beyond this argument in favor of teacher-

FHQWHUHG�SUDFWLFHV��WKHUH�LV�OLWWOH�OLWHUDWXUH�VLQJLQJ�LWV�SUDLVHV��6FKHPSS��������UHIHUHQFHG�/RUWLH¶V�

�������ILQGLQJV�WKDW�³VRFLDOL]DWLRQ�LQWR�WHDFKLQJ�EHJLQV�ZKLOH�WHDFKHUV�DUH�VWXGHQWV�´�FODLPLQJ�

that educators learned some of how to teach from watching their educators when they were 

students (p. 2). When educators teach using teacher-centered methods of instruction, this means 

those educators are using the same instructional strategies from decades ago to educate students 

of today, which is a disservice to current students in public schools.  Freire (1970) explained that 

a teacher-FHQWHUHG�OHDUQLQJ�HQYLURQPHQW�³WXUQV�>VWXGHQWV@�LQWR�µUHFHSWDFOHV¶�WR�EH�µILOOHG¶�E\�WKH�

teDFKHU´�ZKLFK�DVVXPHV�WKDW�HYHU\�VWXGHQW�LV�FDSDEOH�RI�EHLQJ�ILOOHG�ZLWK�NQRZOHGJH�LQ�WKLV�ZD\��

often deemed as a one-size-fits-all approach to education (p. 72). The false notion that education 

can be done in one way to support all learners is a crisis for students everywhere and suggests 

that more research is needed on how school districts and policymakers can work to positively 

support educators in making student-centered instructional decisions rather than continuing to 

push teacher-centered methods. There is a need for moving away from these pedagogical 

methods toward practices that benefit the whole student. The whole student includes not only 

academic needs, but social and emotional needs as well. Current policies not only standardize 

learning for students, they also deprofessionalize teaching. A systemic change is needed to shift 

from doing what is safe, easy, and traditional to doing what is best for students, and also, what is 

best for educators.  

3DVVPDQ��������VWDWHG�WKDW�³UHDO�VFKRRO�DVVXPHV�WKDW�all children are the same, that 

VFKRRO�LV�GHPRFUDWLF��SURYLGLQJ�HYHU\RQH�ZLWK�DQ�HTXDO�RSSRUWXQLW\�IRU�OHDUQLQJ«>ZKLFK@�FRXOG�
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QRW�EH�IXUWKHU�IURP�UHDOLW\´��S��������3DVVPDQ (2001) recognized what is still true twenty years 

later; schools are becoming increasingly more diverse, as exhibited by the National Center for 

Education Statistics (NCES). According to NCES (2021)��³DERXW����SHUFHQW�RI�DOO�SXEOLF�VFKRRO�

students attended schools where minority students comprised at least 75 percent of the student 

populDWLRQ«>UHSUHVHQWLQJ@�DQ�LQFUHDVH�IURP�WKH����SHUFHQW´�RI�WKDW�VDPH�JURXS�RI�VWXGHQWV�LQ�

2009 (para. 2). Despite these statistics, educators are not diversifying as quickly, with the 

percentage of White educators in public elementary and secondary schools making up the 

majority consecutively from 2003-2016 (NCES 2019 para. 2). With student populations 

diversifying but teacher populations not as much, as well as policies in place that emphasize and 

encourage teacher-centered, traditional strategies, all students, but especially students of 

minoritized groups, are put at a disadvantage in their educational experience (Hightower et al. 

2011).  

 

 Student-Centered Practices 

A contrast to these traditional practices is student-centered practices, which for the 

purpRVH�RI�WKLV�VWXG\��DUH�GHILQHG�DV�SUDFWLFHV�ZKHQ�³VWXGHQWV�FKRRVH�QRW�RQO\�ZKDW�WR�VWXG\�EXW�

DOVR�KRZ�DQG�ZK\´�OHDGLQJ�WR�³OHDUQHU�UHVSRQVLELOLW\�DQG�DFWLYLW\´��7($/�&HQWHU�6WDII 2010 

para. 1). These types of practices have also been discussed throughout the literature as learner-

centered practices. The literature poses the argument that the relationship between the teacher 

and the student must shift toward one in which educators can also be students and students can 

be educators (Dole et al. 2016; Freire 1970). Embracing student-centered instruction would also 

UHTXLUH�D�VKLIW�LQ�KRZ�VWXGHQW�DFKLHYHPHQW�LV�DVVHVVHG�EHFDXVH�³KLJK�VWDNHV�WHVWV���GR�QRW�

DGHTXDWHO\�UHIOHFW´�WKH�LQ-depth nature of student-centered practices, nor do they measure the 
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development of VNLOOV�QHHGHG�WR�QDYLJDWH�WRGD\¶V�ZRUOG��'ROH�HW�DO�����6 p. 2). Student-centered 

practices are not limited to one or two strategies, but rather work to define the way in which 

students learn within their classroom as a result of educators putting them at the center of the 

learning environment. Project-based learning and other student-centered teaching methods such 

as inquiry learning or problem-based learning are discussed in multiple studies as having a 

positive impact on student engagement, agency, social-emotional skills, thus positively 

impacting achievement (Deutscher et al. 2021; Duke et al. 2020; Kaldi et al. 2011; Krajcik et al. 

2021). More importantly, one study found that through implementing a student-centered 

methodology in an elementary social VWXGLHV�FODVVURRP��³SUH- to post-WHVW�JDLQV´�ZHUH�PDGH�DQG�

WKHUH�ZDV�D�³VWDWLVWLFDOO\�QRQ-significant difference between low- and high-socio-economic 

FODVVURRPV´�ZKLFK�FRQWULEXWHV�WR�WKH�H[LVWLQJ�OLWHUDWXUH�WKDW�VWXGHQW-centered practices are more 

equitable and beneficial for students than traditional, teacher-centered methods (Halvorsen et al. 

2012 p. 26). Student-centered practices do require a shift in the ways educators engage with 

students and conduct themselves in the learning environment they create. Student-centered 

practices also alter the student and teacher relationship into a more democratic one, thus giving 

students more autonomy in their learning (Bremner 2021 p. 213). Though these practices differ 

from the way many active educators were taught decades ago, student-centered practices have 

the ability to create an equitable education experience that every student has a right to, one in 

which education policies should work to protect. This review will continue to synthesize the 

literature regarding one student-centered practice, project-based learning (PBL). 

 

The Potential of Project-Based Learning 
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Throughout the current literature surrounding PBL, three significant themes emerged: the 

impact of PBL on student engagement, student agency, and the development of critical thinking 

skills. It is important to understand that there is potential in project-based learning for both 

students and educators as a result of the positive impact it has had on students, especially when 

considering ensuring equitable education experiences for all students. The following section 

synthesizes multiple studies in which the themes listed above surfaced. 

Impact of Project-Based Learning on Student Engagement. Throughout the literature, 

there was a positive correlation between PBL practices and student engagement. Student 

engagement refers to students who are attracted to their work, persist in their work despite 

challenges and obstacles, and take visible delight in accomplishing their work, as defined by 

Schlechty (1994). Two separate studies showed an increase in student motivation and 

engagement in what they were learning in class when engaged in a PBL-structured environment 

(Duke et al. 2020; Kaldi et al. 2011). Kaldi et al. (2011) studied the effectiveness of PBL on 

elementary students during a science unit in terms of content knowledge and self-efficacy. This 

study included 70 fourth grade students from six classrooms within two towns in Greece, and 

classes were chosen based on educators who voluntarily wanted to engage in the study and 

educators who had experience teaching PBL in the classroom (Kaldi et al. 2011 p. 38). The 

UHVHDUFK�IURP�WKH�VWXG\�IRXQG�WKDW�³SXSLOV�VFRUHG�VLJQLILFDQWO\�KLJKHU�RQ�WKH�NQRZOHGJH�WHVW�

administered after the completion of the SURMHFW´�DQG�DFFRUGLQJ�WR�VWXGHQW�LQWHUYLHZV��VWXGHQWV�

³IRXQG�>3%/@�DPXVLQJ�DQG�PRUH�PRWLYDWLRQDO�LQ�FRPSDULVRQ�WR�WUDGLWLRQDO�WHDFKLQJ�PHWKRGV´�

(Kaldi et al. 2011 p. 43).  

Similarly, Duke et al. (2020) conducted a randomized cluster study in which 48 educators 

were assigned either an experimental group or a comparison group to test the effectiveness of 
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PBL on second graders in social studies within schools serving mostly families who are living in 

poverty (p. 14). The experimental group of educators were given training, development and 

coaching throughout the year as they implemented PBL in their social studies curriculum, while 

the comparison group educators taught their regular social studies curriculum. The results of the 

study showed that the PBL curriFXOXP�XVHG�LQ�WKLV�VWXG\�³OHG�WR�D�����JDLQ�LQ�VRFLDO�VWXGLHV�DV�

FRPSDUHG�WR�WKH�FRPSDULVRQ�JURXS´�DQG�D�³����JDLQ�LQ�LQIRUPDWLRQDO�UHDGLQJ´��'XNH�HW�DO�������

p. 29). Conversely to the study conducted by Kaldi et al. (2011), although student achievement 

was statistically significant in this study, student motivation provided mixed results. Duke et al. 

(2020) found student engagement did not directly increase significantly, but the more 

FRQVLVWHQWO\�3%/�ZDV�LPSOHPHQWHG�RYHU�WLPH��³WKH�PRUH�SRVLWLYH�WKH�DVVRFiated change in 

VWXGHQWV¶�PRWLYDWLRQ�DW�D�OHYHO�RI�VWDWLVWLFDO�VLJQLILFDQFH´��S�������7KLV�VWXG\�DOVR�FDOOV�IRU�IXUWKHU�

research regarding student motivation and PBL. Although there are mixed results regarding the 

direct impact of PBL on student engagement, it is necessary to conduct further research on 

SULPDU\�VWXGHQWV¶�HQJDJHPHQW�OHYHOV�ZLWK�PRUH�VWXGHQW-centered approaches, due to the 

connection between engagement and achievement. It is also important to consider the effects of 

PBL on engagement over longer periods of time rather than just one unit or one content area. 

Impact of Project-Based Learning on Student Agency. Most traditional instructional 

methods consist of teacher-centered pedagogy, expectant of students to listen and then complete 

work based on the information given by the teacher. In a case study conducted by Evans (2019) 

which looked at student outcomes as a result of a PBL-designed chemistry unit in a high school 

classroom, the study IRXQG�WKDW�VWXGHQWV�ZHUH�LQVSLUHG�WR�³ZRUN�KDUGHU�DQG�SUoduce better 

products because they had choice in the...product and...had an authentic audience with real-world 

FRQQHFWLRQV´��S�������:KHQ�JLYLQJ�VWXGHQWV�YRLFH�DQG�FKRLFH�LQ�WKHLU�ZRUN��VWXGHQWV�GHYHORSHG�D�
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sense of ownership and agency in their learning which was motivating and engaging for students. 

Not only that, Evans (2019) also analyzed student achievement and found that 62% of students 

scored proficient or above on the performance task which asked students to directly apply their 

learning to a real-world situation (p. 15). This real-world application piece also helped to develop 

student agency; however, this was not natural to many of the students. According to the study, 

(YDQV��������DOVR�IRXQG�WKDW�³VWXGHQWV�VKDUHG�IUXVWUDWLRQ�ZLWK�ZDQWLQJ�PRUH�WHDFher direction 

DQG�VFDIIROGLQJ�GXULQJ�WKH�SURMHFW´��S�������,W�LV�LPSRUWDQW�WR�FRQVLGHU�WKLV�LQ�IXWXUH�UHVHDUFK��

especially when implementing PBL in primary grades, because the difficulty of self-direction 

may or may not be an obstacle in the future if developed in earlier grade levels.  

Similarly, Krajcik et al. (2021) conducted a study aimed to determine if PBL intervention 

LPSURYHG�HOHPHQWDU\�VWXGHQWV¶�VFLHQFH�NQRZOHGJH�DQG�VRFLDO�DQG�HPRWLRQDO�OHDUQLQJ��2QH�RI�WKH�

factors analyzed during this study was student ownership and the effect it had on student 

achievement within science classes. While there was a positive effect of PBL in the science 

FODVVURRP�RQ�UHIOHFWLRQ�DQG�FROODERUDWLRQ��WKHUH�ZDV�QRW�D�³VLJQLILFDQW�HIIHFW�RQ�RZQHUVKLS´�

while engaging in this PBL-designed unit (Krajcik et al. 2021 p. 37). Despite not finding a 

substantial effect on student ownership though, Krajcik et al. (2021) found that self-reflection 

DQG�FROODERUDWLRQ�WKURXJK�3%/�SUDFWLFHV�VXSSRUWHG�VWXGHQWV¶�DJHQF\�LQ�VFLHQFH��HVSHFLDOO\�³E\�

IHPDOHV�DQG�XUEDQ�VFKRROV�ZKHUH�WKHUH�DUH�ODUJHU�SURSRUWLRQV�RI�%ODFN�VWXGHQWV´��S�������7KLV�LV�

important to consider in order to understand ways in which PBL practices could support 

culturally responsive pedagogies. This study also found that on average, students in the treatment 

JURXS�FODVVURRPV��HQJDJLQJ�LQ�3%/�SUDFWLFHV��³SHUIRUPHG���SHUFHQWDJH�SRLQWV�EHWWHU�RQ�WKH�

VFLHQFH�DVVHVVPHQW´�FRPSDUHG�WR�WKH�FRQWURO�JURXSV��S������� 
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In addition to these studies, student agency and PBL emerged as a theme in the Duke et 

al. (2020) study referenced in the previous section. Duke et al. (2020) found that effective PBL 

LQVWUXFWLRQ�LQYROYHG�³FRQVLGHUDEOH�VSDFH�IRU�VWXGHQW-led experiences and collaboration and 

ensures that there is authentic purpose and resulting SXEOLF�SURGXFW�RI�VWXGHQWV¶�LQWHOOHFWXDO�

ZRUN´��SS����-30). Overall, both studies as well as the Duke et al. (2020) study show mixed 

results on the impact of PBL on student agency, yet also show higher levels of student 

achievement when engaged in PBL-designed learning experiences. Further research should 

attempt to find more evidence of a connection between PBL and student agency and its 

effectiveness in other content areas for elementary students.  

Impact of Project-Based Learning on Student Critical Thinking Skills. Developing 

critical thinking and problem-VROYLQJ�VNLOOV�DUH�DQ�LPSRUWDQW�WRRO�IRU�VWXGHQWV�OLYLQJ�LQ�WRGD\¶V�

world. According to the Buck Institute for Education (2015), in order for a PBL project to be 

FRQVLGHUHG�³JROG�VWDQGDUG�´�WKH�SURMHFW VKRXOG�EH�³IRFXVHG�RQ�WHDFKLQJ�VWXGHQWV¶�NH\�NQRZOHGJH�

and understanding...and success skills, including critical thinking/problem solving, collaboration, 

and self-PDQDJHPHQW´��SDUD������)RU�WKH�SXUSRVH�RI�WKLV�UHYLHZ��,�KDYH�DGRSWHG�.HWWOHU¶V��������

defiQLWLRQ�RI�FULWLFDO�WKLQNLQJ��ZKLFK�KH�GHILQHG�DV�³UHIOHFWLYH�WKLQNLQJ�XVLQJ�SULQFLSOHV�RI�UHDVRQ��

logic, and evidence to analyze, evaluate, and construct consistent and coherent arguments, 

XQGHUVWDQGLQJV��DQG�MXGJHPHQWV´��S�������� 

Condliffe et al. (2017) described in their literature review of PBL that within PBL 

SUDFWLFHV��³SURMHFWV�DUH�XVHG�WR�WHDFK�OLWHUDF\�DQG�PDWK�VNLOOV��FULWLFDO�WKLQNLQJ��FROODERUDWLRQ��DQG�

problem-VROYLQJ´��S�������$V�H[SORUHG�LQ�HDUOLHU�VWXGLHV�LQ�WKLV�UHYLHZ��ZLWKLQ�WKH�WKHPHV�RI 

student agency and student engagement is the development of higher-level cognitive skills. In 

RUGHU�IRU�D�XQLW�RU�SURMHFW�WR�EH�FRQVLGHUHG�3%/��&RQGOLIIH�HW�DO���������H[SODLQHG�WKDW�³D�FHQWUDO�
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goal of PBL is to facilitate the deeper learning process and VXSSRUW�VWXGHQWV¶�DFTXLVLWLRQ�RI���VW�

FHQWXU\�VNLOOV´�ZKLFK�LQFOXGHV�³ULJRURXV�FRQWHQW�NQRZOHGJH�DQG�FULWLFDO�WKLQNLQJ�VNLOOV´��S�������

This is not unique to students identified as gifted or in accelerated programs; the problem-solving 

skills that are emphasized in PBL units are important and necessary skills for all learners. 

Condliffe et al. (2017) proposed more defined, standard design principles for PBL are necessary 

in order to truly understand the effectiveness of PBL. 

Conversely, research conducted by Deutscher et al. (2021) focused on how educators as 

co-designers of PBL units in science influenced student achievement and engagement (p. 6). The 

study found that compared to students in the control group, the PBL science curriculum led to 

³JDLQV�LQ�VWXdent engagement, science learning outcomes, and on standardized 

SURILFLHQF\���DVVHVVPHQWV´�LQ�PXOWLSOH�VXEMHFW�DUHDV��S�������1RW�RQO\�GR�WKHVH�UHVXOWV�SURSRVH�

that PBL increases student engagement, they also showed benefits for English-Language 

Learners rHODWHG�WR�FULWLFDO�WKLQNLQJ�VNLOOV��'HXWVFKHU�HW�DO���������H[SODLQHG�WKDW�³VWDWLVWLFDOO\�

significant results for English learners reinforce the potential for PBL curricula...to support more 

equitable access for historically underserved students to rigorouV�OHDUQLQJ´��S�������7KH�DELOLW\�RI�

PBL to positively impact and reach historically underserved student populations again supports 

the potential of PBL on the development of higher-order thinking skills for all learners and 

connects engagement with critical thinking and problem-solving. It is important to consider the 

overlap of all of these themes. 

As referenced earlier, Kaldi et al. (2011) found in their study that as a result of PBL 

SUDFWLFHV��³���SXSLOV�OHDUQHG�DQG�VWUHQJWKHQHG�WKHLU�ZRUN�KDELWV��WKHLU�critical thinking skills and 

WKHLU�SURGXFWLYLW\´��S�������7HDFKLQJ�WKHVH�VNLOOV�LQ�WKH�SULPDU\�JUDGHV�PD\�GHYHORS�PRUH�FULWLFDO�

thinking skills in students early on, thus potentially increasing their achievement and self-
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efficacy as they continue their schooling. As expressed in all of this research, it is important to 

note that PBL allows for the opportunity for all students to engage in authentic problem-solving 

to develop critical thinking skills. 

Despite the compelling evidence of the potential of PBL on all students however, these 

studies call for more research on the impact of PBL on math and literacy achievement in the 

elementary classroom, the relationship between PBL and social-emotional learning, and the 

intersection of PBL and culturally responsive pedagogy. Additionally, these studies also 

acknowledge the need for the development of a common definition and set of principles for PBL 

design, as well as widely accessible professional development, coaching and training 

opportunities for educators to engage in this work.  The next section discusses common 

challenges with the implementation of PBL. 

Challenges of Project-Based Learning 

While the impact of project-based learning is evident in current literature, there are three 

challenges of PBL that came up in the literature that would likely affect its implementation. One 

such challenge is the inadequate amount of educator plan time given to effectively implement a 

unit that is project-based (Aksela and Haatainen 2019). PBL involves more preparation time for 

educators in order to then shift the ownership of learning over to students as PBL is 

LPSOHPHQWHG��7KLV�OHDGV�WR�DQRWKHU�FKDOOHQJH�QRWHG��ZKLFK�LV�³WHDFKHU�UHVLVWDQFH�WR�VWXGHQW-

GLUHFWHG�LQVWUXFWLRQ´�DV�QRWHG�E\�0HQW]HU�HW�DO����������%HFDXVH�3%/�SXWV�educators in a 

facilitator role, it can be challenging to shift from what many educators may have learned in their 

preparation programs that emphasize the teacher as the one in complete control of instruction. 

This discomfort with giving students more control in their learning suggests that adequate 

professional development is needed in order for PBL to be administered effectively and for 
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educators to feel more prepared to implement it in their classrooms. In addition, Allensworth et 

al. (2018) pointed out that 

 

Introducing more challenging work without sufficient supports or attention to 
VWXGHQWV¶�HPRWLRQV�DQG�OHDUQLQJ�VWUDWHJLHV«FDQ�OHDG�WR�VWXGHQW�IUXVWUDWLRQ��
ZLWKGUDZDO��DQG�GLVUXSWLRQ��«WKXV��WHDFKHUV�FDQ�EH�KHVLWDQW�WR�FKDQJH�SUDFWLFHV��
for fear that students will disengage. Or, they revert to more traditional ways of 
teaching when unable to get students to do the more challenging work. (p. 11) 
  

 

While PBL would be a substantial investment for student learning outcomes, it would take time 

to properly train educators in PBL as an instructional methodology and to get educators to feel 

confident in their ability to enact PBL successfully. Lastly, in an extensive literature review on 

PBL research, Thomas (2000) noted that challenges within PBL implementation included 

challenges with planning learning experiences in the classroom and assessments, as well as some 

classroom management concerns when teachers were not entirely experienced in implementing a 

project-based unit. All of these challenges suggest that effective project-based learning 

implementation in schools will rely on whether or not teachers are able to be adequately trained 

and given adequate time to plan and prepare for this type of instruction. It is important to note 

that despite these challenges, each of these sources expressed that both teachers and researchers 

recognize and value the benefits that PBL has on student engagement, achievement, and in some 

cases, the minimization of disruptive behaviors during class (Aksela and Haatainen 2019; 

Condliffe et al. 2017; Mentzer et al. 2017; Thomas 2000). Despite these challenges however, 

these obstacles do not negate the importance of student-centered practices as effective practices 

for students in K-12 classrooms. 

The Potential of Social-Emotional Learning 
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Social-HPRWLRQDO�OHDUQLQJ��6(/��UHIHUV�WR�³WKH�SURFHVV�WKURXJK�ZKLFK�DOO�\RXQJ�SHRSOH�

and adults acquire and apply the knowledge, skills, and attitudes to develop healthy identities, 

manage emotions and achieve personal and collective goals, feel and show empathy for others, 

HVWDEOLVK�DQG�PDLQWDLQ�VXSSRUWLYH�UHODWLRQVKLSV��DQG�PDNH�UHVSRQVLEOH�DQG�FDULQJ�GHFLVLRQV´�

(CASEL Staff 2022 para. 1). This section serves as a brief introduction to current literature 

pertaining to research of social-emotional learning in the classroom. Topics discussed in this 

section include (a) The Potential of SEL which includes its impact on student learning and 

development and possible connections between SEL and culturally responsive teaching 

practices, and (b) Challenges and Critiques of SEL.  

Positive Impact of SEL on Student Learning and Development. While decades ago, 

mental health was not a prominent area of discussion in literature surrounding education and 

public health issues, the Institute of Medicine report (2009), as summarized by Durlak et al. 

�������³LQGLFDWHG�WKDW�WKH�SURPRWLRQ�RI�FRPSHWHQFH��VHOI-esteem, mastery, and social inclusion 

FDQ�VHUYH�DV�D�IRXQGDWLRQ�IRU�RSWLPDO�FKLOG�GHYHORSPHQW�DQG�VFKRRO�SHUIRUPDQFH´��S��������

Eleven years later, mental health continues to be a prominent public health issue, and more 

schools continue to adopt social-emotional learning (SEL) curriculum to assist students with 

social and emotional skill development. SEL is:  

 

 

the process through which all young people and adults acquire and apply the 
knowledge, skills, and attitudes to develop healthy identities, manage emotions 
and achieve personal and collective goals, feel and show empathy for others, 
establish and maintain supportive relationships, and make responsible and caring 
decisions. (CASEL Staff, 2022, para. 1) 
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Social-emotional learning can be organized into the following competencies: self-awareness, 

self-management, social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision-making 

(Greenberg et al. 2017 pp. 14-15). Jones et al. (2017) categorized SEL into a framework of three 

competencies, including cognitive regulation, emotional processes, and social and interpersonal 

skills in order to make sense of the evidence of SEL. Current research has shown that SEL skills 

and academic achievement, as well as positive social interactions, have a positive correlation, 

which is promising for continuing to implement and research SEL in K-12 schools (Bridgeland 

et al. 2013; Durlak et al. 2011; Jones et al. 2017). Understanding that learning and SEL are 

interconnected sets the foundation for future research. It is crucial to continue to find evidence of 

the potential of SEL being actively practiced in schools, and there is a need for more research 

surrounding SEL as an interdisciplinary practice, rather than as an isolated subject.  

SEL and Equity in Education. ,Q�DGGLWLRQ�WR�6(/¶V�SRVLWLYH�LPSDFW�RQ�VWXGHQWV¶�

learning and development, current literature suggests that there is a possible connection between 

SEL and culturally responsive teaching, as well as equitable education for all students. Gregory 

et al. (2017) postulated that by both state and federal policy working to reform discipline in 

schools, they are making room for SEL to be implemented in schools, which creates the potential 

for a healthier school environment for students and educators (p. 132). Similarly, Fitzgerald 

�������VWDWHG�WKDW�³WHDFKHUV�EHOLHYH�WKDW�6(/�VNLOOV�DUH�WHDFKDEOH�DQG�WKDW�6(/�LQVWUXFWLRQ�

benefits students from a variety of backgrounds'' (p. 575). This is important to consider when 

thinking through a lens of equity and culturally responsive teaching because the literature shows 

that SEL is a necessary subject for student learning, not only to work well in the classroom, but 

outside of it too. Greenberg et al. (2017) explained that due to current societal shifts such as 

more multicultural communities and classrooms, access to information, and the need for 
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effectively communicating with others outsLGH�RI�WKH�VFKRRO�HQYLURQPHQW��WKHUH�LV�D�³FDOO�IRU�D�

new emphasis on learning how to manage stress, get along with others, and work in groups...we 

need a broader perspective for education in which success means more than just academic 

DFKLHYHPHQW´��S�����. Another study which focused on the relationship between collaboration 

DQG�VWXGHQWV¶�H[SHULHQFHV�WKURXJK�WKH�OHQVHV�RI�OHDUQLQJ�SHUVRQDOL]DWLRQ�DQG�HTXLW\�IRXQG�WKDW�

³IRU�DOO�VWXGHQWV��KLJK-quality collaboration was strongly and positively associated with VWXGHQWV¶�

perceptions of the classroom environment and with their mind-sets and dispositions, including 

engagement, intrinsic motivation, and self-HIILFDF\´��6XUU�HW�DO�������S������ 

 

Challenges and Critiques of SEL 

SEL does have its advantages in the areas of student achievement, social-emotional 

GHYHORSPHQW��DQG�DVVLVWDQFH�LQ�KHOSLQJ�VWXGHQWV�GHYHORS�DQG�DSSO\�VNLOOV�WR�QDYLJDWH�WRGD\¶V�

world. In recent years however, SEL has become increasingly politicized and continues to lie 

under skepticism from both politicians and parents of K-12 students. Tyner (2021) expressed 

interesting findings in relation to SEL and parent opinion in relationship to political affiliation, 

QRWLQJ�WKDW�³DFURVV�WKH�SROLWLFDO�VSHFWUXP��SDUHQWV�UHJDUG�IDPLOLHV�DV�WKH�PRVW�LPSRUWDQW entities 

for cultivating SEL, yet there are partisan differences regarding how and where to emphasize 

6(/�LQVWUXFWLRQ´��S������7KLV�FRXOG�EH�SUREOHPDWLF�WKRXJK��DV�D�ODFN�RI�DJUHHPHQW�RQ�ZKHUH�6(/�

skills have a place could mean that some schools implement SEL and some do not. If not all 

students are given access to instruction in SEL skills and opportunities to develop SEL skills, this 

may further inequities due to political perspectives on SEL. Additionally, Tyner (2021) found 

WKDW�³GLIIHUHQFHV�E\�SDUHQWV¶�UDFH��FODVV��DQG�UHOLJLRQ�>ZHUH@�UDUHO\�DV�SURQRXQFHG�DV�GLIIHUHQFHV�

E\�SROLWLFDO�DIILOLDWLRQ�´�ZKLFK�VKRZV�WKDW�6(/�LV�D�SRODUL]HG�LVVXH�ZKLFK�FDQ�FUHDWH�FKDOOHQJHV�
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for schools to receive support and/or resources for implementing SEL instruction in schools, as 

well as leave room for critique and pushback on schools that already have SEL instruction and 

interventions in place. The political climate of SEL causes challenges both for schools 

considering or already implementing SEL instruction due to its polarization and the lack of 

understanding among families and political parties in regard to the purpose of SEL and its place 

in the education of K-12 students, if it has one at all. 

An additional challenge to SEL instruction is that while SEL has the potential to be 

culturally responsive, without considering cultural and socio-political contexts, SEL can do more 

harm than good, especially for BIPOC (Black, Indigenous, People of Color) students (Drake and 

Oglesby 2020). Although CASEL outlines five competencies for types of SEL skills, there is no 

mention of how cultural differences could contribute to how these competencies may be 

exhibited by students; thus, there seems to be a lack of consideration of cultural responsiveness 

when designing SEL instruction. SLPPRQV��������H[SODLQHG�WKDW�³WR�EH�HIIHFWLYH��HTXLW\-

FHQWHUHG�HGXFDWRUV��ZH�FDQQRW�EH�HPRWLRQDOO\�LQWHOOLJHQW�ZLWKRXW�EHLQJ�FXOWXUDOO\�UHVSRQVLYH�´�

All students deserve access to quality SEL instruction which includes making sure that SEL 

instruction is responsive and accessible to all students, especially BIPOC students as they 

continue to be underserved student populations. SEL is attributed with helping students develop 

��VW�FHQWXU\�VNLOOV��VNLOOV�WKDW�HPSOR\HUV�YDOXH��KRZHYHU��³LI�ZH�ODXG�6(/�IRU�KRZ�Lt supports 

youth with career, business and economic success, we must also reckon with our blind obsession 

ZLWK�FDSLWDOLVP�DQG�LWV�UHODWLRQVKLS�ZLWK�WKH�ZKLWH�VXSUHPDF\�RQ�ZKLFK�LW�ZDV�EXLOW´��6LPPRQV�

2021 p. 32). That is why it is necessary to ensure that SEL instruction is considered alongside 

culturally responsive teaching. Without considering the norms and values of student bodies in K-

12 schools in relation to self-awareness, social awareness, self-management, responsible decision 
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making, and relationshLS�EXLOGLQJ��6(/�³IDFHV�WKH�ULVN�RI�EHFRPLQJ�ZKLWH�VXSUHPDF\�ZLWK�D�KXJ´�

(Simmons, 2021, p. 30). It is important to keep the importance of cultural humility at the 

forefront of conversations surrounding SEL instruction and implementation in order to combat 

the poison that is white supremacy and to help all students not just think, but know that they 

belong in the schools they are a part of. 

 

Project-Based Learning and Social-Emotional Learning 

After synthesizing the current literature for project-based learning and social-emotional 

learning in isolation, this section amalgamates those ideas with current research describing the 

interconnectedness of PBL and SEL and how they both work to enhance student engagement, 

learning opportunities, and keep students at the center of the learning. Immordino-Yang et al. 

(2018) explained that ³OHDUQLQJ�HQYLURQPHQWV�WKDW�DUH�VWUXFWXUHG�WR�EH�FRQVLVWHQW�ZLWK�KRZ�WKH�

EUDLQ�GHYHORSV�JHQHUDOO\�LQFOXGH�WKHVH�IHDWXUHV��WKH\�SODFH�WKH�OHDUQHU¶V�HPRWLRQDO�DQG�VRFLDO�

experience at the forefront, they support age-appropriate exploration and discovery, they support 

IOH[LEOH�DQG�HIILFLHQW�WKLQNLQJ��WKH\�KHOS�VWXGHQWV�DFTXLUH�KDELWV�RI�PLQG�DQG�FKDUDFWHU´��S�������

PBL allows for emotional and social experiences, learner discovery in appropriate ways, flexible 

thinking, and student engagement in collaborative experiences; as a result of this, there is 

potential in student learning opportunities when integrating PBL and SEL. 

Multiple studies suggest that integrating a PBL curriculum/approach in the classroom 

with SEL allows for the deeper development of SEL skills, as well as potentially increase student 

achievement, engagement and motivation (Dresden 2018; Fitzgerald 2020; Kaldi et al. 2011). 

Kaldi et al. (2011) found that when primary students engaged in a PBL science curriculum, not 

only did they exhibit an increase in academic performance, but they also developed more self-
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efficacy, positive attitudes towards the learning process, and found group work to be enjoyable 

and important. Another ILQGLQJ�IURP�WKLV�VWXG\�LQFOXGHG�WKDW�HGXFDWRUV�YLHZHG�3%/�³DV�SRVLWLYH�

DQG�WKH\�YDOXHG�LWV�LPSRUWDQFH�WR�SXSLOV¶�DFWLYH�HQJDJHPHQW�LQ�OHDUQLQJ´��.DOGL�HW�DO������ p. 

45). In a survey conducted by Bridgeland et al. (2013) surrounding SEL, 87% of educators 

indicated that they believe SEL will assist students in navigating the real world, and 95% of 

educators believe that SEL skills are teachable. By studying the impact of PBL (a student-

centered practice) and SEL²both practices that educators believe are necessary to implement in 

the classroom²evidence could provide educators, administrators, interested parties, and policy 

makers with the information needed to view student-centered practices and SEL as necessary 

effective practices for all students. Similar to Kaldi et al. (2011), Dresden (2018) advocated for 

the integration of PBL and SEL because in order for project-based learning to be successful, SEL 

skills have to be incorporated with it as there is a lot of collaboration, communication, and 

intrinsic motivation in PBL projects. Fitzgerald (2020) looked at PBL through the lens of SEL 

DQG�OLWHUDF\��LQ�ZKLFK�ILQGLQJV�VKRZHG�WKH�³3%/�FXUULFXOXP���FUHDWHG�LQWHJUDWHG�RSSRUWXQLWLHV�IRU�

disciplinary, literacy, and social-HPRWLRQDO�OHDUQLQJ´��S��������)LW]JHUDOG�(2020) also found an 

increase in student engagement and more opportunities for learning. With this in mind, what 

then, would the impact be if PBL was intentionally integrated with SEL in a variety of 

disciplines in the elementary classroom? Perhaps the most important takeaway to consider from 

)LW]JHUDOG¶V��������UHVHDUFK�LV�WKDW�IXUWKHU�UHVHDUFK�LQ�LQVWUXFWLRQDO�PHWKRGRORJLHV�³FDQ�VXSSRUW�

curriculum designers to engineer opportunities to learn that are different from those typically 

offered in K-12 classrooPV´�DQG�DVVLVW�HGXFDWRUV�³LQ�PDQDJLQJ�WKH�FRPSOH[LW\�RI�PD[LPL]LQJ�

VWXGHQWV¶�RSSRUWXQLWLHV�WR�OHDUQ�LQ�WRGD\¶V�GLYHUVH�FODVVURRP�VHWWLQJV´��S��������)LW]JHUDOG¶V�

assertions that further research has the potential to benefit both students and educators provides a 
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strong foundation for future research, addressing multiple challenges affecting education, such as 

equitable opportunities and educational access, student mental health and behaviors, and helping 

students develop worldly skills in the classroom.  

Other studies, while not referencing PBL practices directly, express the natural 

connection of learning as being academic and social and emotional, thus the integration of 

academics and SEL is practically inevitable in the classroom with or without an integrated 

curriculum in place (Durlak et al. 2011; Jones and Kahn 2017; Kress et al. 2004; Weissberg et al. 

2004; Weissberg and Cascarino 2013). It is worth researching what the impact of integrated PBL 

and SEL intentionally could have on student achievement, learning opportunities, and SEL skill 

development and application.  

 

Summary 

Public education continues to educate students the way that students have always been 

taught, despite evidence that traditional, teacher-centered approaches are not the most effective 

for meeting the needs of students and increasing student achievement (Kaldi et al. 2011). The 

³HGXFDWLRQ�UHIRUP�PRYHPHQW´�LV�³VKLIWLQJ�WRZDUG�DQ�HPSKDVLV�RQ�GHHSHU�OHDUQLQJ�DQG�RWKHU���VW�

FHQWXU\�FRPSHWHQFLHV´�ZKLFK�³DOLJQV�ZHOO�ZLWK�WKH�JRDOV�RI�3%/�´�WKXV�PDNLQJ�LW�D�SRVVLEOH�

effective practice to support all learners in meaningful and equitable ways (Condliffe et al. 2017 

S�������7KRXJK�WKHUH�DUH�PL[HG�UHVXOWV�ZKHQ�ORRNLQJ�DW�3%/¶V�LPSDFW�RQ�VWXGHQW�DJHQF\�LQ�WKH�

elementary classroom, there is a clear connection between PBL and student achievement when 

looking at its impact on student engagement and critical thinking skills (Deutscher et al. 2021; 

Duke et al. 2020; Kaldi et al. 2011; Krajcik et al. 2021). There is also a clear connection between 
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student-centered approaches like PBL and SEL, an important and necessary facet in all K-12 

classrooms (Dresden 2018; Fitzgerald 2020; Kaldi et al. 2011). 

 SEL is necessary to continue to research and implement in K-12 schools because of its 

connection with student learning, assistance in developing skills to navigate the world outside of 

school, and the potential it has for working towards a more liberatory education system for all 

students. The latter will require integrating culturally responsive teaching practices within SEL 

and PBL and informing and training educators in these practices as well.  With this in mind, the 

current literature for both social-emotional learning and project-based learning suggest that 

integrating PBL and SEL could enhance learning opportunities for students both academically 

and socially, allow for a more democratic relationship to develop between the teacher and 

student, and essentially meet all students where they are in their learning experiences by 

mitigating inequities. 

Even with the current evidence of the impact of PBL curriculum on SEL skill 

competencies as exhibited by the studies referenced in this review, there still remains a call for 

more research on the impact of student-centered practices, such as project-based learning, on the 

development of social-emotional skills and student achievement, engagement, and learning 

opportunities. There is also a need for more research analyzing ways in which current teacher-

centered practices and SEL programs perpetuate inequities, and how shifting from teacher-

centered to student-centered practices as well as embedding more culturally responsive strategies 

into SEL programs could allow for more equitable education experiences for all students.  

³:KDW�PDWWHUV�LV�QRW�ZKDW�ZH�WHDFK��LW¶V�ZKDW�WKH\�OHDUQ��DQG�WKH�SUREDELOLW\�RI�UHDO�

learning is far higher when the sWXGHQWV�KDYH�D�ORW�WR�VD\�DERXW�ERWK�WKH�FRQWHQW�DQG�WKH�SURFHVV´�

(Kohn 2010 p. 6). Looking at and PBL and SEL together is significant not only because of their 



 

 33 

proven potential to support student achievement in a variety of ways, but also in their ability to 

meet the needs of all learners and assist them in developing connections between disciplines and 

increase skill competencies like self-management, social awareness, and decision making. This 

requires educators giving students an active voice in their learning spaces, and thus, their 

OHDUQLQJ�SURFHVVHV��$V�+DOYRUVHQ�HW�DO���������H[SODLQHG��³RXU�VWXGHQWV�DUH�FDSDEOH�RI�GRLQJ�

authentic work that adds to the abundance [of] ways that can make the world a better, richer 

SODFH´�DQG�LW�LV�WKH�MRE�RI�HGXFDWRUV� administrators, policymakers, and community members to 

DGYRFDWH�IRU�HIIHFWLYH�SUDFWLFHV�WKDW�ZLOO�HQVXUH�VWXGHQWV¶�VXFFHVV�ERWK�LQ�DQG�EH\RQG�WKH�

classroom (p. 29). The next chapter of this paper will go on to explain the research methodology 

that was used in this study. 
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METHODOLOGY 

 

7KH�SXUSRVH�RI�WKLV�VWXG\�LV�WR�H[DPLQH�WKH�QDWXUH�RI�VWXGHQWV¶�VRFLDO-emotional learning 

over the course of a project-based learning unit in an elementary classroom. Presented in this 

chapter of the methodology are (a) research design, (b) site of the study, (c) participants, (d) 

ethical considerations, (e) instrumentation and data collection, and (f) the role of the researcher.  

 

Research Design 

The present study was conducted as a qualitative instrumental case study (Creswell 

2013).  This study received International Review Board (IRB) approval under study number 

IRB-FY2022-180 on October 5th, 2022 (see Appendix B). This study attempted to determine the 

QDWXUH�RI�VWXGHQWV¶�VRFLDO-emotional learning development over the course of a project-based 

learning unit in an elementary classroom. The five CASEL competencies, (1) self-management, 

(2) self-awareness, (3) responsible decision making, (4) relationship skills, and (5) social 

awareness, served as the basis for categorizing what skills students learned about and developed 

during the study (CASEL Staff 2021). This study focuses specifically on self-awareness and 

social awareness. The qualitative approach allows for a closeness between the researcher and the 

participants whiFK�³KHOSV�WR�SURYLGH�GHHS�DQG�ULFK�GDWD´��0LOOV�and Gay 2019 p. 65). Qualitative 

research is also more open-ended, which when working with PBL and SEL, is helpful in that it 

allows for a level of responsiveness to the research that is not always present in other methods of 

research (Mills and Gay 2019 p. 65). Because PBL and SEL are both phenomena being 

researched in this study, a qualitative design established deeper levels of understanding of their 

potential relationship, related to the research questions of the study.  
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To explore the research questions, I developed an instrumental case study design to 

GLVFRYHU�WKH�QDWXUH�RI�VWXGHQWV¶�6(/�VNLOO�GHYHORSPHQW�UHODWHG�WR�WZR�RI�WKH�ILYH�FRPSHWHQFLHV�

(self-awareness and social awareness) when taught through a teacher-created, project-based 

curriculum. This instrumental case study centered on one third grade class in a K-5 elementary 

school, located in the Midwestern United States. To ensure the privacy of the school, the 

pseudonym Rosedale Elementary School is used.  The case study research design is beneficial 

for this VWXG\�EHFDXVH�DV�0LOOV�DQG�*D\��������VWDWHG��³LW�LV�PRUH�FRQFUHWH´�DQG�LW�³UHODWH>V@�WR�

WKH�UHDGHUV¶�NQRZOHGJH��H[SHULHQFH��DQG�XQGHUVWDQGLQJV´�DV�WKH\�FRPSDUH�LW�WR�WKHLU�RZQ�

experiences (p. 404). Dyson (1995 as cited in Fitzgerald 2020 p. 581) also expressed that case 

VWXGLHV�LOOXPLQDWH�³GLPHQVLRQV�DQG�G\QDPLFV�RI�FODVVURRP�OLYLQJ�DQG�OHDUQLQJ´�ZKLFK�SRWHQWLDOO\�

allows readers to envision a setting they may be accustomed to from new perspectives 

(Fitzgerald 2020 p. 581). A case study involving PBL and SEL has the ability to examine the 

relationship between a PBL instructional method and the development of social-emotional skills 

more closely than other studies due to its comparative nature. Not only that, when looking at 

broader education reform, a case study could potentially lead to a deeper analysis of current 

teacher-centered methodologies and discover ways in which student-centered instructional 

methods can disrupt standardized, inequitable, educational experiences for students.  

 

Site of the Study 

This study took place in one third grade classroom in a school district located in an 

affluent suburb in the state of Missouri. The city population as of 2019, according to the National 

Center for Education Statistics (NCES) (2019), is 41,515 people, with 90% identifying as White, 

4% identifying as Black, 2% identifying as Hispanic or Latino, 2% identifying as Asian, and 2% 
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identifying as two or more races. 3.2% of families enrolled in the district receive an income 

below the poverty level.   

 

Participants 

The participants of this study are all in the same third-grade class. The students range 

between eight and nine years old. The class contained twenty-one students. Twelve of the 

students are boys, and nine of the students are girls. Students are predominantly White with less 

than 5% racial/ethnic diversity. Most students come from average to high-income families 

residing in middle- to high-class neighborhoods within walking distance from the school. 10% of 

the student population at this school qualify for free and reduced lunch prices. The class was 

comprised of a wide range of learners, including those receiving intervention services, including 

IEPs, accelerated and gifted programs, and English language development. 

 

Ethical Considerations 

Permission to conduct this study was obtained from the building principal (see Appendix 

A). Application was created and secured from the International Review Board at Missouri State 

University (see Appendix B). Consent forms were sent home with each student prior to the study 

to inform and request permission from a parent/guardian to include their student in the study; 

however, families could choose if they wanted their child to participate (see Appendix C). If a 

parent/guardian did not consent to their student being a participant, their student was not 

included in the study, and there were no consequences nor exclusion from learning for not 

participating. Students were given another consent form if the original was lost or misplaced.  
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In order to maintain confidentiality, questionnaires were given out and did not ask for 

student names, nor did the teacher walk around and observe students as they completed them 

each week. Pseudonyms were used throughout the research report when discussing interviews 

and observations, and once data were collected and analyzed/recorded, they will be kept for at 

least three years in a secure location before any data are disposed of. While these data were being 

collected and analyzed, they were stored in a locked drawer in a closet designated only for the 

teacher-researcher. Only the teacher-researcher had access to this drawer. This is to prevent any 

identifying information from the students to be found and/or used. Only the researcher viewed 

any data, and student privacy and confidentiality were a priority throughout the study.  

 

Context of the Study 

Project-Based Learning Unit Plan for Social-Emotional Learning: The unit that was 

enacted is a PBL unit I, the researcher, generated and utilized to teach social-emotional learning 

standards related to the competencies of self-awareness and social awareness in this study (see 

Table 1). The unit lasted for eight weeks and covered the following SEL learning standards: 1) 

UHFRJQL]H�RQH¶V�RZQ�HPRWLRQV��WKRXJKWV��DQd values and how they influence your behavior; 2) 

take the perspective of and empathize with others, including those from diverse backgrounds and 

cultures (see Table 1). The PBL unit was designed using the Project Design Rubric and Design 

Elements Checklist, adopted from Buck Institute for Education (2019) (see Appendix D).  

 

Table 1. Summary of unit plan and data sources collected 

Week Lessons/Topics Covered Data Sources Collected 

1 (February 7th-
11th, 2022) 

What problems do we notice in our school 
community? What is a driving question?  

-Recorded lesson(s) 
videos/voice memos 
-Class artifacts 
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-Student weekly 
reflection 
-Teacher weekly 
reflection 

2 (February 14th-
18th, 2022) 

Defining the Terms of Our Driving Question  -Recorded lesson(s) 
videos/voice memos 
-Class artifacts 
-Student weekly 
reflection 
-Teacher weekly 
reflection 

3 (February 22nd-
25th, 2022) 
 

How can identifying personality traits help us 
better understand ourselves? Others? 

-Recorded lesson(s) 
videos/voice memos 
-Class artifacts 
-Student and teacher 
weekly reflection 

4 (February 28th-
March 4th, 2022) 

What do we each bring to the world? -Recorded lesson(s) 
videos/voice memos 
-Class artifacts 
-Student and teacher 
weekly reflection 

5 (March 7th-11th, 
2022) 

How Can We Disagree Appropriately and 
Respectfully? 

-Recorded lesson(s) 
videos/voice memos 
-Class artifacts 
-Student weekly 
reflection 
-Teacher weekly 
reflection 
-Disagreeing 
appropriately response 
page 

6 (March 14th-
18th, 2022) 

Group Project Check Ins, Setting Goals for 
Time Management, Revisiting the Driving 
Question 

-Recorded lesson(s) 
videos/voice memos 
-Class artifacts 
-Student weekly 
reflection 
-Teacher weekly 
reflection 
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Table 1 continued   

Week Lessons/Topics Covered Data Sources Collected 

7 (March 29th-
April 1st, 2022) 

Work week, no new lessons, meet with 
project groups and assist as needed 

-Voice memos of student 
conversations 
-Class artifacts 
-Student weekly 
reflection 
-Teacher weekly 
reflection 
 

8 (April 4th-April 
8th, 2022) 

How can we present our projects? What do 
expert presenters do and who is our audience? 

-Recorded lesson(s) 
videos/voice memos 
-Class artifacts 
-Student and teacher 
weekly reflection 
-Team reflection form 
-Student presentation 
videos/artifacts 

 

 

Data Collection 

Data sources collected in this study included (a) student weekly reflections, (b) teacher-

researcher weekly reflections and observation notes, (c) student and class created artifacts 

including student final projects, and (d) video and voice memo recordings of lessons and student 

conversations during the unit. 

 Recorded Video Lessons and Voice Memos, Observations, and Teacher-Researcher 

Reflections: In this study, I observed as a complete participant, defined by Creswell (2013) as 

EHLQJ�³IXOO\�HQJDJHG�ZLWK�WKH�SHRSOH�>,¶P@�REVHUYLQJ´��S��������$OO�XQLW�OHVVRQV�ZHUH�YLGHR�

recorded and observed throughout the duration of the unit. In some instances, voice memo 

recordings were used for lessons and discussions instead of video recordings. The purpose of 

recording the lessons is due to the fact that as a complete participant, it gave me a chance to 
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reflect on what took place during lessons and evaluate my teaching, as well as observe how 

students interacted with SEL through a PBL unit. I took detailed reflection notes while observing 

the recorded lessons in weekly reflections, as well as referenced my own observations while 

teaching. These reflection notes were written following an observational protocol, discussed by 

&UHVZHOO��������DV�FRQWDLQLQJ�D�³GHVFULSWLYH�QRWHV´�VHFWLRQ�DQG�D�³UHIOHFWLYH�QRWHV´�VHFWLRQ��

descriptive notes include a summary of the activity or lesson observed while the reflective notes 

include processes, reflections and wonderings, and possible conclusions to be revisited later (p. 

169). By recording each of the lessons taught, recording voice memos for discussions and small 

group conversations, observing students and myself during the lessons and activities, and taking 

reflective and descriptive observation notes,  I was able to dissect findings related to the ways in 

which students learned SEL skills through a PBL curriculum, and also the ways in which 

teaching SEL through a PBL unit may be effective in providing opportunities for self-awareness 

and social awareness.  

 Artifacts: Student and class-created artifacts were collected, including anchor charts or 

materials created during instruction, questions or ideas posed by students, and records of student 

ideas and thoughts during discussions (see Appendix E). I also collected artifacts created by 

students, such as presentations, reflections, and group or individual work generated throughout 

the study. These artifacts allowed me to examine the effectiveness of the PBL curriculum in 

relation to SEL skills, and also provided me with data to connect the curriculum and the 

happenings in the classroom through a PBL instructional method.   

Weekly Student Reflections: Students answered a weekly reflection question (see 

Appendix F) after each week of the study related to the social-emotional competencies discussed 

previously. These reflections were completed at the end of each week and served as student 
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artifacts; they were utilized as a way for me to view student progress of their social-emotional 

skill development during their time learning through the project-based learning unit. These 

reflections were turned into me and were evaluated and analyzed for areas of growth and themes 

related to the research question. These reflections allowed me to not only see potential student 

progress, but they also served as student artifacts that incorporated student voices in their 

learning throughout the study.  

 

Data Analysis 

 I analyzed the data through multiple steps, including organizing the data, coding the data 

and then condensing the codes into themes, and then representing the data (Creswell 2013 p. 

180). These strategies allowed me to see data in both detailed and broad ways, and thus led to 

uncovering patterns within the data. Coding is best for analyzing the data sources that I used in 

WKLV�VWXG\��&KDUPD]���������DV�FLWHG�E\�6DOGDxD��������³GHVFULEHV�FRGLQJ�DV�WKH�µFULWLFDO�OLQN¶�

between data collectLRQ�DQG�WKHLU�H[SODQDWLRQ�RI�PHDQLQJ�´�WKXV�DOORZLQJ�PH�WR�HQJDJH�PRUH�

deeply in the analysis processes (p. 4). Coding and recoding my data allowed me to find patterns, 

ZKLFK�EXLOW�³PRUH�WUXVWZRUWK\�HYLGHQFH�IRU�>P\@�ILQGLQJV´�DQG�OHG�WR�³WKH�GHYHORSPHQW�Rf 

FDWHJRULHV´�ZKLFK�SURYLGHG�PH�ZLWK�D�EHWWHU�IRXQGDWLRQ�IURP�ZKLFK�UHODWLRQVKLSV�ZLWKLQ�WKH�GDWD�

can be discussed. 

 When coding the data, I transcribed all video lessons and voice memos recorded 

throughout the study in order to prepare these data sources for analysis and coding. Once these 

were transcribed, I then read the transcripts first line by line, and then used descriptive coding, as 

UHFRGLQJ�GDWD�VRXUFHV�³IXUWKHU�PDQDJHV��ILOWHUV��KLJKOLJKWV��DQG�IRFXVHV´�WKH�VWRU\�RI�WKH�GDWD��

allowing for the genHUDWLRQ�RI�³FDWHJRULHV��WKHPHV��DQG�FRQFHSWV��JUDVSLQJ�PHDQLQJ��DQG�RU�
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EXLOGLQJ�WKHRU\´��6DOGDxD������S������,�UHDG�WKH�WHDFKHU-researcher reflections, observation notes, 

student reflections, and most artifacts using both line-by-line and descriptive coding as well. 

Using the same coding methods helped me to identify comparable patterns and relationships 

across the data sources, allowing me to consolidate meaning to discern the most emergent 

themes shown (Saldaña 2016). Most artifacts were coded descriptively due to the nature of the 

artifacts themselves (i.e., posters, powerpoint presentations, anchor charts, etc.). I coded each of 

these data sources in response to my research questions, using the CASEL capacities within the 

competencies of self-awareness and social awareness (see Appendix G) (CASEL 2022). After 

multiple rounds of coding line by line and descriptively, I examined all of the codes to identify 

patterns and establish categories in relation to the look-fors related to both of my research 

questions (see Appendix G). For example, when thinking about integrating personal and social 

LGHQWLW\��FRGHV�IRU�WKHVH�LQFOXGHG�³VHOI-GLVFRYHU\�´�³LGHQWLI\LQJ�UROHV�´�³UHIOHFWLRQ�RI�VHOI�´�DQG�

³REVHUYDWLRQ�RI�VHOI�WUDLWV�´�7KURXJKRXW�P\�FRGLILFDWLRQ�DFURVV�DOO�data sources, I first focused on 

general evidence of self-awareness and social awareness. This included line-by-line codes such 

DV�³RWKHUV�´�³UHODWLRQVKLSV�´�³VHOI�´�³UHIOHFWLRQ�´�³FROOHFWLYH�´�DQG�³LQGLYLGXDO�´�DQG�GHVFULSWLYH�

FRGHV�VXFK�DV�³UHIOHFWLRQ�RI VHOI�´�³ZRUNLQJ�FROODERUDWLYHO\�´�³VHQVH�RI�FROOHFWLYLVP�´�DQG�

³H[SUHVVLQJ�IHHOLQJV�DERXW�VHOI�RWKHUV´�WR�QDPH�VRPH�H[DPSOHV��,�WKHQ�FRGHG�WKH�GDWD�DJDLQ�ZLWK�

a more specific focus on evidence of self and social awareness using the CASEL capacities for 

each of those SEL competencies, interpreting phrases, words, and ideas in the data and creating 

codes that connected to those look-fors. Examples of these codes are listed in Appendix G. I first 

examined patterns within singular data sources, then triangulated across all data sources to 

identify emergent themes and subthemes that were relevant to one or both research questions. 

Themes were determined throughout the triangulation of the data sources based on the patterns 
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identified; these themes were separated by research questions to look more in-depth at the two 

SEL competencies highlighted in this study, self-awareness and social awareness. 

 

Role and Position of the Researcher 

 For the duration of this study, I acted as a complete participant because I was both the 

researcher and teacher of the third-grade class in this study. My experiences as a young female, 

elementary educator, graduate student, and advocate for student-centered learning influenced my 

research questions, my interpretations and analysis of data, and the perspectives I shed light on in 

this study. My research interests in teaching the whole child, project-based learning, social-

emotional learning, and the unstandardization of education through policy reform also influenced 

the ideas and perspectives I brought to this study. I addressed these biases by looking for data 

that might disconfirm the ways in which the PBL unit enacted and the resulting learning that 

occurred in my classroom throughout this study (Creswell 2013).  

 

Trustworthiness 

 To ensure trustworthiness in this study, I triangulated my sources in order to find 

corroborating evidence in the data I collected (Creswell 2013). This allowed me to analyze all of 

my data sources and develop a more informed perspective, which Creswell (2013) notes will 

³SURYLGH�YDOLGLW\�WR�>P\@�ILQGLQJV´��S��������,�DOVR�ZRUNHG�ZLWK�D�FRPPLWWHH�WR�SURYLGH�IHHGEDFN�

and insight throughout the study. Lastly, I consistently revised my hypotheses as I continued to 

analyze and draw conclusions about my findiQJV��VRPH�RI�ZKLFK�SURYHG�WR�EH�³QHJDWLYH�RU�

GLVFRQILUPLQJ�HYLGHQFH´�WR�WKH�LQLWLDO�K\SRWKHVHV��&UHVZHOO������S��������,�DP�DOVR�ERWK�WKH�

teacher and the researcher in this study, and I am also actively involved in the field of education; 
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therefore, I was able to build stronger rapport with my participants in the study and this also 

ensures the relevance of my research question to the field.  

 The next section contains the analysis of the data collected and a discussion of the results 

from the study.  

  



 

 45 

FINDINGS 

 

      The purpose of this qualitative study was to conduct research on possible opportunities 

for the development of (a) student self-awareness and (b) student social awareness when 

engaging in a social-emotional learning (SEL) unit taught through a project-based learning 

(PBL) framework. The themes that emerged within self-awareness include the following: (a) 

Discovering Ideas About the Self in which students reflected on strengths, assets, or 

introspective realizations; (b) Identifying Feelings and Emotions, and (c) Building Self-

Empowerment which includes self-efficacy, self-confidence and developing a sense of purpose. 

Within social awareness, themes include the following: (a) Recognizing the Perspectives of 

Others and (b) Considering Feelings and Experiences of Others, which includes demonstrating 

empathy and showing concern for the feelings of others. Also presented in this chapter of the 

findings of the study is the summary. 

 

Social-Emotional Learning, PBL, and Self-Awareness 
 

Discovering Ideas of Self. Berg et al. (2017) defined self-NQRZOHGJH�DV�SUHVHQWLQJ�³DQ�

DZDUHQHVV�RU�NQRZOHGJH�FRPSRQHQW´�WR�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RQHVHOI��WKLV�LQFOXGHV�DQ�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�

³RQH¶V�SHUVRQDOLW\��VWUHQJWKV��DQG�ZHDNQHVVHV´��S����, p. 161). While the CASEL capacities for 

self-awareness do include a factor on identity, there is no working definition that clearly defines 

self-identity; however, with self-identity presenting itself as an emergent theme in the data for 

this study, it is important to align self-identity with a clear definition, in which Berg et al. (2017) 

most clearly and closely aligned with the findings appearing in the emergent patterns in this 

study related to self-LGHQWLW\��:KHQ�VWXGHQWV�UHIHU�WR�WKHPVHOYHV�XVLQJ�³,´�VWDWHPHQWV��GHVFULEH�
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traits they attribute to define themselves as individuals, identify strengths or limitations of 

themselves, or express learning something about themselves, these are examples of self-identity. 

Analysis of multiple data sources exhibited that the project-based learning (PBL) framework of 

the social-emotional learning (SEL) unit taught did allow for opportunities for students to 

develop a stronger sense of self-identity, thus providing opportunities for students to engage in 

one of the capacities of self-awareness, as outlined by CASEL (2022). Through weekly student 

reflections, students were asked to reflect on their project, thoughts, feelings, and emotions they 

were experiencing during SEL time each week, and anything else they felt necessary to share. 

Students were given time at the end of each week of the 8-week study to reflect on their 

experiences, which led to self-discovery through awareness of strengths, limitations, and identity 

DV�DQ�LQGLYLGXDO�DQG�DV�D�SDUW�RI�WKH�FROOHFWLYH��6WXGHQW�5�ZURWH�WKDW�³,¶YH�OHDUQHG WKDW�,�GRQ¶W�

ZRUN�ZHOO�LQ�JURXSV�´�ZKLFK�VKRZV�WKHLU�SUHIHUHQFH�IRU�KRZ�WKH\�PD\�ZRUN�PRUH�SURGXFWLYHO\�

DIWHU�EHJLQQLQJ�WR�ZRUN�RQ�WKHLU�SURMHFW�ZLWK�RWKHU�SHHUV��5HIOHFWLRQ����������6WXGHQW�%�ZURWH�³,�

learned that I work better with one person than with more than one person. I also learned that if I 

UHDOO\�IRFXV�,�FDQ�JHW�D�ORW�PRUH�GRQH�WKDQ�,�WKLQN�´�UHYHDOLQJ�WKDW����WKLV�VWXGHQW�ZDV�UHFRJQL]LQJ�

their strengths and their potential and 2) this student was discovering their preference for a 

working environment (Reflection 2 2022). Similarly, Student L reflected that they learned they 

³OLNH�WR�EH�LQ�D�VPDOO�JURXS�QRW�D�ELJ�JURXS�DQG�QRW�WR�EH�DORQH�LQ�D�JURXS´��5HIOHFWLRQ����������

Each of these students reflected on their identities in relation to the types of environments they 

felt would work best for them. This may be a result of their engagement in the SEL unit and how 

they saw themselves within their groups, developing personal preferences for how they felt they 

could be most productive or hindered in a ZRUNLQJ�HQYLURQPHQW��6WXGHQW�(�UHIOHFWHG�WKDW�³,�QHHG�

to speak up and disagree in a nice way. I learned that no one agrees and sometimes it leads to 
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SUREOHPV��,�OHDUQHG�WKDW�VRPH�SHRSOH�JHW�HYHU\WKLQJ�WKH\�ZDQW´��5HIOHFWLRQ����������7KLV�

reflection reveals that this student recognized their struggle with speaking up, and that as a result 

of not speaking up, their ideas were not being considered and thus it seemed as though others 

ZHUH�JHWWLQJ�WKHLU�ZD\�HYHU\�WLPH��6LPLODUO\��6WXGHQW�)�UHIOHFWHG�WKDW�³VRPHWhing I learned about 

P\VHOI�LV�LI�,�KDYH�DQ�LGHD�,�ZDQW�LW�KHDUG�DQG�IHHO�XQQRWLFHG�ZKHQ�,�FDQ¶W�VD\�P\�LGHDV�´�

recognizing that they had contributions to share and appreciated when they felt heard by others 

(Reflection 3 2022). Each of these students expressed learnings about themselves and their 

preferences, as well as identified traits that they recognized in themselves through their weekly 

reflections as a result of engaging in the SEL unit.  

 Identifying Strengths and Limitations of Self in Student Weekly Reflections. Another 

facet of self-identity that the data exhibited was student identification of their own strengths and 

OLPLWDWLRQV��6WXGHQW�1�QRWHG�LQ�D�UHIOHFWLRQ�WKDW�³,¶P�EHWWHU�DW�H[SODLQLQJ�WR�SHRSOH�ZKDW�,¶P�

GRLQJ�WKDQ�ZULWLQJ�RU�GUDZLQJ´�DV�D result of their experience when explaining their ideas to their 

group members (Reflection 6 2022). This student self-identified that they thrived when they 

could use their voice to express and clarify an idea, rather than express themselves through 

writteQ�RU�YLVXDO�PHWKRGV��6WXGHQW�&�H[SUHVVHG�D�VWUHQJWK�WKH\�GLVFRYHUHG��VKDULQJ�³,�FDQ�GR�

DQ\WKLQJ�ZLWK�P\�EUDLQ��,I�ZH�SXW�WKUHH�EUDLQV�WRJHWKHU�ZH�FDQ�GR�PRUH´��5HIOHFWLRQ����������

This student not only reflected on an aspect of their own identity, but also on how that piece of 

their identity fit into their group project in relation to brainstorming ideas together. Student D 

H[SUHVVHG�UHFRJQL]LQJ�WKDW�WKH\�ZHUH�WDNLQJ�RQ�WRR�PXFK�RI�WKH�SURMHFW��VWDWLQJ��³,�WKLQN�WKDW�,�

need to not take over everything and tKDW�>P\�JURXS�PHPEHUV@�FDQ�KHOS�PH�WKLQN´��5HIOHFWLRQ���

2022). This student not only recognized that they were taking too much control of the project, 

but also observed that they still had a role to play within the group, thus integrating their self and 
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soFLDO�LGHQWLWLHV��6WXGHQW�*�UHIOHFWHG�RQ�WUDLWV�WKH\�DWWULEXWHG�WR�WKHPVHOYHV��VWDWLQJ�³,�KDYH�JUHDW�

LGHDV��,�KHOS�D�ORW´��5HIOHFWLRQ����������6WXGHQW�'�QRWHG�WKDW�³QR�RQH�KDV�WR�DJUHH�ZLWK�PH�WR�

ZRUN�ZLWK�PH´�ZKLFK�ZDV�DQ�LQWHUHVWLQJ�\HW�SRVLWLYH�VWDWHPHQW (Reflection 4 2022). This student 

realized that they can disagree with others and still work together, and that others can disagree 

ZLWK�WKHP�WRR��ZLWKRXW�GLVUXSWLQJ�FROODERUDWLRQ��7KLV�VWXGHQW¶V�LQWHJUDWLRQ�RI�VHOI-identity and 

social identity (who they are and who they are with others) is evidence of self-awareness through 

developing their own identity. Finally, Student L expressed self-discovery while also discovering 

that others are similar to them: 

 

 

I over think my work and that makes it take longer for me to finish my work. But 
I learned that other people also over think their work and that makes me feel good 
about P\VHOI��(YHQ�WKRXJK�,�ZRUN�VORZO\�LW¶V�JRRG�WR�NQRZ�WKDW�RWKHU�SHRSOH�GR�
too. (Reflection 1 2022) 

 

 

7KLV�VWXGHQW¶V�H[SUHVVLRQ�RI�their tendency to overthink has not always been a strength in their 

mind, but by identifying this as a trait about themselves and seeing it in relation to others who 

also share this trait, they both gained a sense of self-identity and also integrated that with how 

they identify with others. Through time to reflect each week after engaging in the SEL unit and 

their projects, students were provided with opportunities to express their learning about their own 

identity. This designated reflection time each week provided students with ample opportunities 

to engage in self-identity development. 

 Discoveries of Self in Lesson Transcripts and Voice Memos. Analyses of the lesson 

video transcripts and voice memo transcripts from lessons and conversations with students 
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throughout the unit also revealed opportunities for students to become further aware of their 

individual identities. Lessons in this unit were responsive to what the students needed in order to 

further progress with their project over the eight weeks after its introduction the first week. The 

first two lessons were designed to introduce students to the unit itself and develop a driving 

question which then guided the inquiry and goals for the works students did throughout the unit. 

As the teacher, I engaged students in the first lesson through whole-group discussion and 

brainstorming where they identified potential problems they wanted to try to solve for this unit. I 

began this discussion by asking students how they felt at school and how the school community 

includes them or does not include them. This allowed for reflection time and then sharing, in 

which many students shared stories of feeling safe at school, cared about, and happy because 

WKH\�KDG�IULHQGV��2QH�VWXGHQW�H[SODLQHG�WKDW�VKH�³>IHHOV@�PRVWO\�KDSS\�EHFDXVH�>VKH¶V@�PDNLQJ�D�

ORW�RI�IULHQGV�KHUH´�DQG�DQRWKHU�VWXGHQW�PHQWLRQHG�WKDW�VKH�³>IHHOV@�MR\IXO�EHFDXVH�>VKH@�OLNHV�

KRZ�WKHUH¶V�D�EXQFK�RI�GLIIHUHQW�JLUOV�EHFDXVH«DW�>KHU@�ROG�VFKRRO�>VKH@�ZDVQ¶W�UHDOO\�LQWHUDFWLQJ�

ZLWK�DQ\RQH´��:HHN���/HVVRQ�7UDnscript A 2022). During week 4, students watched a video to 

spark a discussion about how each person in the learning space has something to give to the 

world. Each student was asked to think about what they felt they could contribute to the world, 

modeled IURP�WKH�YLGHR�LQ�ZKLFK�SHRSOH�JDYH�³,�FDQ´�VWDWHPHQWV��6WXGHQWV�WKHQ�H[SUHVVHG�WKHLU�

RZQ�³,�FDQ´�VWDWHPHQWV�ZLWK�HDFK�RWKHU��UHFRJQL]LQJ�WKHLU�RZQ�FRQWULEXWLRQV�DQG�DELOLWLHV�WKDW�VHW�

WKHP�DSDUW��2QH�VWXGHQW�PHQWLRQHG�³,�FDQ�WHDFK�WKH�ZRUOG�DERXW�PDUEOH�UDFLQJ�EHFDXVH�,�GRQ¶W�

WKLQN�PDQ\�SHRSOH�NQRZ�DERXW�WKDW´�ZKLFK�IXUWKHU�VKRZV�WKLV�VWXGHQW¶V�VHOI-discovery because 

they recognized that their expertise is a part of what makes them unique, thus individualizes 

them from the collective (Week 4 Lesson Transcript 2022).   Another student mentioned that 

WKH\�FDQ�WHDFK�WKH�ZRUOG�DERXW�³SLFNOHEDOO��EHFDXVH�D�ORW�RI�SHRSOH�WKLQN�LW¶V�DQ�ROGHU�VSRUW�EXW�
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\RXQJ�SHRSOH�FDQ�SOD\�LW�WRR´��:HHN���/HVVRQ�7UDQVFULSW��������7KLV�VWXGHQW¶V�WKLQNLQJ�OHDYHV�

room to believe that they have noticed that playing pickleball is a unique aspect of their identity 

because not many people their age play, thus making this student more self-aware regarding their 

identity. One student responded that they had no idea what they could bring to the world, and 

hearing this, I asked the student if it would be alright if I let the class share what they felt this 

student had to contribute. The student said yes, and immediately, voices erupted in the room. 

³&UHDWLQJ�GUDJRQV��'UDZLQJ�VWXII��5LGGOHV�DQG EHLQJ�IXQQ\�´��:HHN���/HVVRQ�7UDQVFULSW��������

This student now had information about themselves through the lens of their peers, which in turn 

brought about a new level of awareness of who they are and how their peers viewed them, 

contributing to the development of their identity. These opportunities for students to reflect on 

and express how they saw themselves in their school community, as well as what they could 

bring to the world, provided moments for students to think about who they were as individuals 

and who they were in both current and past environments, integrating their self and social 

identities which is an indicator of self-awareness (CASEL 2022).  

 ,QWHUHVWLQJO\��LQ�P\�ILUVW�ZHHN¶V�UHIOHFWLRQ�DV�WKH�WHDFKHU-researcher, I noted my 

observations of students struggling with identity and awareness of who they are, reflecting that 

³VWXGHQWV�DUH�YHU\�KDUG�RQ�WKHPVHOYHV�DQG�VHHP�WR�EH�YHU\�XQVXUH�RI�ZKR�WKH\�DUH��HVSHFLDOO\�

WKHLU�RZQ�VWUHQJWKV´��7HDFKHU�5HIOHFWLRQ�� 2022). When triangulating across the other data 

sources, it is important to note the changes from my initial reflection of students and their own 

identities to student reflections throughout the unit and the development of their own identities 

through engaging in their projects. Overall, data analysis shows that this study provided students 

with ample opportunities to reflect on and experience who they are both within and outside of 
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groups of people and to develop aspects of their own identity, thus creating opportunities for 

self-awareness.  

 Identifying Emotions and Feelings of Self. There are two capacities of self-awareness 

within the emergent theme of identifying emotions and feelings and are defined by CASEL 

�������DV����³LGHQWLI\LQJ�RQH¶V�HPRWLRQV��KRZ�,�IHHO�´�DQG����³OLQNLQJ�IHHOLQJV, values and 

WKRXJKWV��FRQQHFWLQJ�HPRWLRQV�WR�WKLQNLQJ�´��SDUD������7KURXJK�DQDO\VLV�RI�WKH�GDWD��FRGLQJ�

revealed that students had a plethora of opportunities to express and identify feelings and 

emotions, and throughout the unit, began to connect their emotions to their thinking.  

 Identifying Emotions and Feelings of Self in Lessons, Voice Memos and Reflections. 

0DQ\�VWXGHQWV�H[SUHVVHG�WKHLU�HPRWLRQV�LQ�WKHLU�ZHHNO\�UHIOHFWLRQV��XVLQJ�VWDWHPHQWV�OLNH�³,�IHHO´�

RU�³,�OHDUQHG´�LQ�UHODWLRQ�WR�WKHLU�IHHOLQJV�or emotions. These statements were also used verbally 

during lessons, discussions, and in conversations during work time. The environment created for 

the unit relied heavily on discussion and communication, and through analysis of the data, 

students were given opportunities to identify and express their feelings, which occasionally led 

students to connecting their feelings to their thinking. During the first lesson, students were 

asked to reflect and share how they felt at school, and whether or not they felt like they belonged. 

6WXGHQW�,�ZKR�KDG�EHHQ�DW�WKH�VFKRRO�IRU�WKUHH�\HDUV�VDLG��³,�IHHO�KDSS\�EHFDXVH�,¶P�PDNLQJ�D�ORW�

RI�IULHQGV�KHUH´�ZKLFK�VKRZV�WKDW�WKH\�UHODWHG�IHHOLQJ�KDSS\�WR�EXLOGLQJ�UHODWLRQVKLSV�DW�VFKRRO�

(Week 1 Lesson Transcript A 2022). SimLODUO\��6WXGHQW�1�H[SUHVVHG�IHHOLQJ�³MR\IXO�EHFDXVH�,�

OLNH�KRZ�WKHUH¶V�D�EXQFK�RI�GLIIHUHQW�JLUOV�EHFDXVH�D�IHZ�\HDUV�DJR�DW�P\�ROG�VFKRRO�,�ZDVQ¶W�

UHDOO\�LQWHUDFWLQJ�ZLWK�DQ\RQH�´�ZKLFK�DJDLQ�VKRZV�D�VWXGHQW�H[SUHVVLQJ�WKHLU�HPRWLRQV�DQG�

connecting them to the relationships they are building with others (Week 1 Lesson Transcript A 

�������6WXGHQW�'�VWDWHG��³,�IHHO�UHVSHFWHG�EHFDXVH�OLNH��\RX�NQRZ�KRZ�DW�FDPS�,�VDLG�,�IHHO�PRUH�
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VDIH�EHFDXVH��OLNH��WKHUH¶V�SHRSOH�DOZD\V�WKHUH"�7KHUH¶V�SHRSOH�DOZD\V�KHUH��WRR�´�VKRZLQJ�

expressions of emotions such as safety and respect and again, associating those feelings with 

people and the relationships they have built (Week 1 Lesson Transcript A 2022). Data analysis 

also revealed a correlation between expressing emotions in relation to productivity. For example, 

6WXGHQW�3�QRWHG�LQ�WKHLU�ZHHNO\�UHIOHFWLRQ�WKDW�WKH\�³IHHO�KDSS\�DERXW�ZKHQ�ZH�JRW�D�ORW�RI�ZRUN�

GRQH�DQG�KDG�IXQ�´�DVVRFLDWLQJ�WKHLU�IHHOLQJ�RI�KDSSLQHVV�ZLWK�EHLQJ�SURGXFWLYH�DQG�HQMR\LQJ�

themselves while doing it (Reflection 6 2022). This identification of their feelings shows that the 

student is comfortable in the environment to express their emotions. Student F, after engaging in 

group work during their project, expressed frustration with their group members in their 

reflection. This student expressed,  

 

 

I have been mad and sad throughout this week since first of all, we were the only group 
who did not get to talk with the principal. Oh, and also I feel like nobody listens to me so 
ZH�FDQ¶W�GR�ZKDW�ZH�QHHG�WR�Go, only what they want to do, like mess around. (Reflection 
5 2022) 

 

 

7KLV�VWXGHQW¶V�H[SUHVVLRQ�RI�IHHOLQJ�³PDG´�DQG�³VDG�´�DV�ZHOO�DV�H[SUHVVLQJ�WKDW�WKH\�GR�QRW�IHHO�

listened to, suggests that they are able to identify and express their feelings, as well as connect 

them to reasons why they are feeling that way. Interestingly, in the first teacher reflection, I 

shared an observation I had made and wondered about:  

 

 

Students often feel a lot of complex emotions but do not always know how to label the 
feelings or put them into words. Using the [school universals] has helped with that, and I 
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wonder if this unit will help students with naming their emotions beyond a color. 
(Teacher Weekly Reflection 1 2022) 
 

 

When considering the way students label their emotions throughout the study, no students 

referenced the school universals which is essentially a system of identifying and expressing 

emotions using colors. For example, if you are in the blue zone, you may feel tired, sick, or sad. 

Throughout the study and across the data sources, no student used colors to describe their 

feelings. Students instead labeled their emotions by stating the emotion explicitly, using 

VWDWHPHQWV�OLNH�³,�IHHO«´�DQG�³,�IHOW�OLNH«´�IROORZHG�E\�D�GHVFULSWLYH�IHHOLQJ�ZRUG�VXFK�DV�

happy, sad, mad, angry, or excited. This shows that students were able to clearly and explicitly 

express emotions when given the chance to, and many chances were given within this unit 

through discussion, reflection, and the collaborative nature of the unit. Student J highlighted that 

³OHDUQLQJ�DERXW�>WKHPVHOYHV@�PDGH�>WKHP@�IHHO�JRRG´�GXULQJ�DQ�DFWLYLW\�LQ�ZKLFK�VWXGHQWV�ZHUH�

tasked with brainstorming and posting possible problems they noticed in their school community 

(Reflection 1 2022). This student connected learning about themselves (i.e., self-awareness) and 

feeling good, thus associating positive feelings to an opportunity to build on their self-awareness. 

 Identifying Emotions and Feelings of Self from Driving Question Work. During a lesson 

during week two, I facilitated a discussion surrounding the student-created driving question. The 

GULYLQJ�TXHVWLRQ�FUHDWHG�ZDV�³+RZ�FDQ�VWXGHQWV�LQ�>WKH�WHDFKHU¶V@�FODVV�KHOS�DOO�VWXGHQWV�DW�

5RVHGDOH�(OHPHQWDU\�IHHO�PRUH�ZHOFRPH�DQG�FRQQHFWHG�DW�VFKRRO"´�ZKLFK�VWHPPHG from the 

SUHYLRXV�ZHHN¶V�OHVVRQ�WKDW�ERWK�LQWURGXFHG�WKH�XQLW�DQG�WKH�ZD\�WR�FUHDWH�D�GULYLQJ�TXHVWLRQ�

which drives the rest of the unit (Appendix E-1 Buck Institute 2019). This driving question 

became the unit, and all activities, lessons, and student projects were based upon this question as 
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WKH�IRXQGDWLRQDO�SLHFH��,Q�ZHHN�WZR¶V�OHVVRQ��VWXGHQWV�ZHUH�WDVNHG�ZLWK�JHWWLQJ�VSHFLILF�LQ�ZKDW�

WKH�WHUPV�³ZHOFRPH´�DQG�³FRQQHFWHG´�PHDQW�VR�WKDW�WKH\�FRXOG�EHWWHU�LQIRUP�WKe types of 

projects they may engage in to answer the question. Words and phrases that came up for the 

ZRUG�ZHOFRPH�LQFOXGHG�³ILWWLQJ�LQ�KDYLQJ�D�SODFH�´�³UHFRJQLWLRQ�IRU�\RX�RU�\RXU�ZRUN�´�³QRW�

DORQH�ZLWK�ZKDW�\RX¶UH�GHDOLQJ�ZLWK�´�³LQFOXVLRQ�´�NQRZLQJ�\RX DUH�LPSRUWDQW�´�³KDYLQJ�

IULHQGV�´�³ZKHQ�SHRSOH�VKRZ�HPSDWK\�WRZDUGV�PH´�DQG�³IHHOLQJ�VHHQ�DQG�KHDUG´��Appendix E-2 

2022). Students did the same activity for the word connected, identifying words and phrases such 

DV�³ILWWLQJ�LQ�´�³D�SDUW�RI�VRPHWKLQJ�´�³UHODWLRQVKLSV�DQG�QRW�IHHOLQJ�DORQH�´�³IHHOLQJ�ORYHG�DQG�

VKRZLQJ�ORYH�´�³EHLQJ�FORVH�ZLWK�VRPHRQH�´�³FRPPXQLW\�´�³VSHQGLQJ�WLPH�ZLWK�SHRSOH�GLIIHUHQW�

IURP�XV�´�DQG�³EHLQJ�LQYROYHG´��Appendix E-3 2022). These brainstorming webs showcased 

students expressing how they interpreted the feeling of being welcome and the feeling of being 

connected, linking what they know of that feeling to the thoughts and phrases that made it onto 

the web. This activity engaged students in identifying emotions and linking them to thoughts and 

values, a facet self-awareness. Interestingly, Student B reflected at the end of week two some of 

their insights and expressed some feelings of their own:  

 

 

,�OHDUQHG�WKDW�VRPH�SHRSOH�GRQ¶W�IHHO�ZHOFRPH�RU�FRQQHFWHG�DW�VFKRRO��1RW�MXVW�QHZ�
VWXGHQWV��,�OHDUQHG�WKDW�VRPHWLPHV�,�IHHO�OLNH�,�GRQ¶W�IHHO�ZHOFRPH�RU�FRQQHFWHG�DW�VFKRRO��
DQG�,¶YH�QRWLFHG�WKDW�GXULQJ�6(/��7KDW¶V�ZKDW�,¶YH�OHDUQHG�DERXW�P\VHOI���5HIOHction 2 
2022) 
 

 

 This student reflected on how the activity of defining welcome and connected made them realize 

that they have not always experienced those feelings at school. Moreover, this student expressed 
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that this was something they learned about themself, showing another opportunity for self-

DZDUHQHVV�GHYHORSPHQW��0XOWLSOH�VWXGHQWV�DOVR�VKDUHG�IHHOLQJV�WKDW�GLGQ¶W�UHODWH�WR�WKHLU�ZRUN��

EXW�LQVWHDG�MXVW�DERXW�OLIH�LQ�JHQHUDO��)RU�H[DPSOH��6WXGHQW�,�ZURWH��³WKLV�ZHHN�,�ZDV�VLFN�DQG�,�

was kind of sad thaW�,�ZDVQ¶W�DW�VFKRRO�DQG�NLQG�RI�KDSS\�DW�WKH�VDPH�WLPH�VR�,�JXHVV�,�OHDUQHG�

WKDW�,�FDQ�IHHO�GLIIHUHQW�ZKHQ�,�DP�QRW�DW�VFKRRO´��5HIOHFWLRQ����������7KLV�VWXGHQW�H[SUHVVHG�

feeling both sad and happy that they were not at school, and then connected those feelings to 

what they learned from expressing those emotions. Having a space to express, reflect, and share 

emotions both verbally and written allowed for students to both identify emotions and integrate 

them with their thoughts and values, thus building on their self-awareness.  

 Building Self-Empowerment. For the purpose of this study, the theme Empowerment of 

Self umbrellas multiple capacities of self-awareness, as identified by CASEL (2022); self-

efficacy/self-confidence and a sense of purpose. Self-efficacy, for the purpose of this study, 

UHIHUV�WR�DQ�LQGLYLGXDO¶V�RZQ�EHOLHI�LQ�WKHLU�DELOLW\�WR�FDUU\�RXW�VSHFLILF�WDVNV��$GGLWLRQDOO\��IRU�

the purpose of this study, the Merriam-Webster Dictionary definition for self-confidence has 

EHHQ�DGRSWHG��ZKLFK�LV�³FRQILGHQFH�LQ�RQHVHOI�DQG�LQ�RQH¶V�SRZHU�DQG�DELOLWLHV´��6HOI-confidence 

n.d.). Both of these capacities of self-awareness are categorized under the emergent theme of 

self-empowerment as revealed by analysis of the data sources. Throughout the study, students 

ZRUNHG�RQ�WKHLU�SURMHFWV�FROODERUDWLYHO\�ZLWK�SHHUV�ZKR�VKDUHG�WKH�SURMHFW¶V�JRDO�DV�VRPHWKLQJ�

they felt passionate about. Initially, this way of working posed challenges for students. The 

teacher-researcher reflected after just the first week that: 

 

 

My students have been an incredibly dependent bunch, constantly questioning whether 
WKH\¶UH�GRLQJ�VRPHWKLQJ�ULJKW�DQG�RIWHQ�FRPSDULQJ�WKHPVHOYHV�WR�RWKHUV��EHFRPLQJ�
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anxious, and then checking with me because they worked themselves up. (Teacher 
Reflection 2 2022) 
 

 

This shows that there was an initial lack of self-efficacy and confidence at the start of this project 

IURP�WKH�WHDFKHU¶V�SHUVSHFWLYH��,W�LV�LPSRUWDQW�WR�QRWH�WKDW�SURMHFW-based learning (PBL) is not 

widely practiced at this particular school, so students may have at first felt uncomfortable with 

the way lessons and work were presented to them. Different from what the teacher-researcher 

observed, students in their first-week reflections expressed feelings of self-confidence. Student E 

expressed thaW�³>WKH\�DUH@�JHWWLQJ�PRUH�FRQILGHQW�LQ�>WKHPVHOYHV@´�DIWHU�MXVW�WKH�ILUVW�ZHHN�RI�

HQJDJLQJ�LQ�WKH�XQLW��5HIOHFWLRQ����������6LPLODUO\��6WXGHQW�'�UHIOHFWHG�WKDW�³>WKH\@�OHDUQHG�D�ORW�

PRUH�GLYLVLRQ�VWUDWHJLHV�DQG�>WKH\@�IHHO�JRRG´�ZKLFK�VKRZV�QRW�RQO\�D�VHQse of empowerment 

and confidence related to academics, but also shows that for this student, they connected SEL 

time to their confidence gained in a separate subject (Reflection 1 2022). As the project went on, 

the teacher-researcher reflected again on student confidence and efficacy, noting a shift by week 

6:  

 

 

Creating plans has helped students work together better and a lot more students are
feeling more confident in leadership and delegating tasks better. I think this could be
because instruction has been intentional to their needs, and many groups struggled with
hierarchies in their small groups which often got in the way of getting work done in the
initial weeks of the project. This skill has been difficult for many of them, but seeing it
develop over the past few weeks has been a positive thing to see. I think that a lot of
students had to become more aware of themselves as individuals and then themselves
within a group which led to some reality checks that led to some changes in how they 
handle themselves in a group. (Teacher Reflection 6 2022) 
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The time allotted for students to work together and problem-solve within groups for a longer 

duration (eight weeks) may have allowed students to build on their self-confidence over time, 

thus providing opportunities for further development of self-awareness.  

 Developing A Sense of Purpose. Finally, analysis of the data exhibited students 

developing and expressing a sense of purpose in their project work throughout the unit. Having a 

sense of purpose for the purpose of this study is defined as finding a reason to engage in a task or 

make something happen, or recognizing its importance and relevance beyond oneself; it 

appeared in the data as students showing signs of engagement in their projects and either 

expressing that verbally during lessons/work time or through written reflection. For example, 

ZKHQ�VWXGHQWV�ZHUH�LQLWLDOO\�EUDLQVWRUPLQJ�SURMHFW�LGHDV��RQH�VWXGHQW�VXJJHVWHG�³ZH�FRXOG�UDLVH�

PRQH\�WR�IL[�XS�WKH�VFKRRO�DQG�KHOS�SDUHQWV�WKDW�GLGQ¶W�JR�WR�VFKRRO´�(Voice Memo 1 February 

9th 2022).  This student from the start was able to recognize that there may be families who 

struggle financially, and that was motivating to this student to create a project surrounding that 

purpose. Once students created lists of possible project ideas, students then condensed them to 

narrow them down to five projects. In my third weekly reflection, I noted that this process was 

engaging for students and allowed them to choose projects that they saw purpose in:  

 

 

«VWXGHQWV�IHHO�very strongly about having [these ideas] as separate projects. Students 
were extremely motivated and engaged, as many were talking to each other, 
brainstorming project plans before we narrowed down everything to the final list. We
ended with students choosing their top two favorite ideas that they felt most passionate
about. It was refreshing to see on their sheets that students really chose their passion, and 
not what their best friends wanted. (Teacher Reflection Week 3 2022) 
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This reflection entry shows students, when given the opportunity to brainstorm ideas for projects 

from the start, were able to gain a better sense of purpose and develop their own interests, thus 

providing an opportunity for self-awareness. In a later reflection, I also noted in my observations 

WKDW�³VWXGHQWV�LQ�RQH�JURXS�UHFRJQL]HG�WKH�QHHG�WR�UHJURXS�EHFDXVH�VRPH�PHPEHUV�ZHUH�D�ELW�ORVW�

on their goals, but once they established their goals, they were all back on track and were able to 

GLYH�GHHSHU�LQWR�WKHLU�ZRUN´�ZKLFK�VKRZV�What when students were working together toward a 

clear, common goal, they were able to find a greater purpose in their work which indicates self-

awareness.  

 Additionally, at the start of the unit, students learned how to create a driving question 

which involved brainstorming four areas: topic, purpose, audience, and product. Once initial 

ideas were generated in relation to problems at Rosedale Elementary School, students looked at 

DOO�RI�WKH�SUREOHPV�WKH\�LGHQWLILHG�DQG�FDPH�WR�WKH�FRQFOXVLRQ�WKDW�³PDNLQJ�all students feel 

ZHOFRPH�DW�>VFKRRO@´�ZDV�WKH�WRSLF�WKDW�HDFK�SURMHFW�LGHD�FRQQHFWHG�WR��Appendix E-1 2022). 

Students then shared what they felt the purpose for solving that problem was: 

 

  

,I�VWXGHQWV�GRQ¶W�IHHO�ZHOFRPH��WKHQ�WKH\�ZRQ¶W�ZDQW�WR�EH�KHUH� ,I�\RX�GRQ¶W�PDNH�SHRSOH�
feel welcome, parents will get mad and it will lead to a cycle of unhappiness. At school,
\RX�FDQ�PDNH�IULHQGV��,I�\RX�GRQ¶W�PDNH�IULHQGV��\RX�DUH�QRW�JRLQJ�WR�IHHO�KDSS\��,I�\RX
GRQ¶W�IHHO�ZHOFRPH��SDUHQWV�ZLOO�KHDU�DQG�WKH\�ZLOl leave the school and then students
PD\�QRW�EH�OHDUQLQJ��,I�ZH�GRQ¶W�IHHO�ZHOFRPH��ZH�FDQ¶W�GR�RXU�EHVW�WKLQNLQJ�RU�OHDUQLQJ
When we know who people are and can connect with them, we can play soccer or know 
them and introduce them to other people. (Appendix E-1 2022) 

 

 

Students were given the opportunity to not only identify a problem they found to be present in 

their school, but they also defined a purpose for their work from the start, connecting each group 
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project to each other through the common driving question and purpose behind it. This purpose 

statement and the driving question were referred to often throughout the unit by both myself and 

students, and was often used as a reflection tool to make sure projects were still aligned to the 

overarching purpose of making students feel more welcome and connected at school. In Student 

%¶V��������ILIWK�ZHHNO\�UHIOHFWLRQ��WKH\�H[SUHVVHG�WKDW�WKH\�³WKLQN�ZH�ZLOO�KDYH�D�FOHDQ�VFKRRO´�

DQG�WKDW�WKH\�³WKLQN�WKLV�ZLOO�FKDQJH�RXU�VFKRRO´�ZKLFK�VKRZHG�WKHLU�DZDUHQHVV�Rf the purpose 

and power of their project, and was also motivating for the student to continue working 

�5HIOHFWLRQ�����6WXGHQW�$�H[SUHVVHG�LQ�WKHLU�UHIOHFWLRQ�WKDW�³KRSHIXOO\�WKH�SURMHFW�ZLOO�PDNH�D�

FKDQJH�´�H[KLELWLQJ�WKH�FODVV-discussed purpose of the driving question by recognizing that 

making a change may be a result of their work (Reflection 3 2022). This opportunity to reflect 

and engage in this project allowed for the student to develop a deeper sense of purpose, thus 

increasing their self-awareness. /DVWO\��6WXGHQW�1�UHIOHFWHG�WKDW�WKH\�OHDUQHG�WKDW�³LW¶V�QRW�DOO�

DERXW�KDYLQJ�IXQ��,W¶V�DERXW�KHOSLQJ�NLGV�DW�>VFKRRO@�MRLQ�WKH�FRPPXQLW\´��5HIOHFWLRQ����������

Similar to Student A, this student came to a realization that there is a greater purpose to their 

project and that the project is possible; this reflection statement shows an increased level of self-

awareness because the student recognized that their work has a greater purpose than they initially 

realized. Overall, students were able to engage in learning activities that built upon their self-

efficacy, self-confidence and sense of purpose which are all indicators of self-awareness 

development.  

 

Social-Emotional Learning, PBL, and Social Awareness 
 
 Recognizing the Perspectives of Others. 
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 Perspective Taking in Student Written Reflections. Perspective taking for the purpose of 

this study is defined as 1) being able to listen to others, even when disagreement arises and 2) 

having awareness of the perspectives of others (CASEL 2022). Through analysis of the data, 

perspective taking emerged as a prominent theme across all data sources, including student 

reflections, artifacts, teacher reflections, and lesson transcripts. For example, multiple students 

reflected on their agreements and disagreements with each other throughout the project. Student 

(�PHQWLRQHG�WKDW�³RXU�JURXS�LV�VWDUWLQJ�WR�DJUHH�ZLWK�HDFK�RWKHU��:H�VWRSSHG�ILJKWLQJ�DQG�FU\LQJ��

:H�DUH�JHWWLQJ�DORQJ��:H�DUH�D�JUHDW�WHDP�DQG�VRPHWLPHV�ZH�GRQ¶W�NQRZ�WKDW´��5HIOHFWLRQ���

2022). This student reflected on how their group had shifted from arguing and disagreeing to 

moving toward more agreement, which helped them realize that their group was happier and 

ZRUNLQJ�PRUH�SURGXFWLYHO\�ZKHQ�WKH\�FRXOG�DOO�WDNH�HDFK�RWKHU¶V�SHUVSHFWLYHV�DQG�FRQWLQXH�RQ��

While Student E identified agreement as what helped their group, Student I reflected that in their 

JURXS��³VRPHWLPHV�GLVDJUHHLQJ�LV�ILQH��:H�DOO�VWLOO�ZRUN�WRJHWKHU��:H�DOO�WDON�VRPHWLPHV�ZKLFK�LV�

SHUIHFWO\�ILQH��:H�DOZD\V�ZRUN�WRJHWKHU��,W¶V�UHDOO\�IXQ�ZKHQ�ZH�ZRUN�WRJHWKHU´��5HIOHFWLRQ���

2022). This student also reflected on perspective taking, but expressed that their group came to 

terms with disagreement and that disagreement is okay, because one can disagree and still work 

cohesively with a group. Student Q reflected on their perspective taking of the students who 

ZRXOG�EH�PRVW�LPSDFWHG�E\�WKHLU�SURMHFW��VWDWLQJ�³,�OHDUQHG�WKDW�RQFH�NLQGHUJDUWHQHUV�JHW�XVHG�WR�

VFKRRO��WKH\�OLNH�D�ORW�DQG�WKH\�IHHO�JRRG�DQG�KDSS\´��5HIOHFWLRQ����������2QFH�WKLV�VWXGHQW�

began to work with the students that their project most directly impacted, they were able to see 

and then reflect on the perspectives of those students. Similarly, Student R reflected the same 

ZHHN�WKDW�WKH\�OHDUQHG�³\RX�KDYH�WR�H[SODLQ�WKLQJV�YHU\�VSHFLILF�WR�NLQGHUJDUWHQ´�DQG�WKDW�³D�ORW�

RI�SHRSOH�LQ�WKH�VFKRRO�VDLG�WKH\�ORYHG�WKH�VFKRRO´�ZKLFK�VHHPHG�WR�VXUSULVH�WKHP��5HIOHFWLRQ���
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2022). Recognizing the perspective of others in this way provided students with an opportunity 

to develop social awareness. One studHQW�UHIOHFWHG�WKDW�³,�KDYH�OHDUQHG�WKDW�ZH�DOO�DJUHH�RQ�VWXII�

VRPHWLPHV�DQG�VRPHWLPHV�ZH�GRQ¶W�DJUHH�RQ�VWXII´�ZKLFK�VKRZV�WKDW�WKLV�VWXGHQW�UHFRJQL]HG�WKDW�

agreement and disagreement are both natural occurrences in group settings, thus increasing their 

soFLDO�DZDUHQHVV��'XULQJ�ZHHN�IRXU��6WXGHQW�&�UHIOHFWHG�WKDW�LW¶V�LPSRUWDQW�WR�³GLVDJUHH�NLQGO\�

DQG�QLFHO\´�DQG�DGGHG�WKDW�³ZH�FDQ�OLVWHQ�WR�HYHU\RQH�HYHQ�LI�\RX�GRQ¶W�OLNH�WKHLU�LGHDV´��WKLV�

reflection exhibits a strong sense of perspective taking by their realization that no matter what, it 

is possible to sit and listen to an idea even if you are not fond of it (Reflection 3 2022). Similar to 

WKLV�VWXGHQW��6WXGHQW�'�UHIOHFWHG�WKDW�³QR�RQH�KDV�WR�DJUHH�ZLWK�>WKHP@�WR�ZRUN�ZLWK�>WKHP@´�

which is a powerful realization because it shows that 1) they are aware of themselves enough to 

QRW�IHHO�KXUW�LI�WKH\�DUH�GLVDJUHHG�ZLWK�DQG����WKH\�DUH�RSHQ�WR�RWKHUV¶�LGHDV�HYHQ�LI�WKH\�

WKHPVHOYHV�GRQ¶W�DJUHH�RU�KDYH�D�GLIIHUHQW�VXJJHVWLRQ��5HIOHFWLRQ����������6WXGHQW�/�H[SUHVsed 

WKDW�WKH\�OHDUQHG�³WR�GLVDJUHH�UHVSHFWIXOO\�DQG�LI�\RX�GLVDJUHH�UHVSHFWIXOO\�\RX¶UH�PRUH�OLNHO\�WR�

JHW�ZKDW�\RX�ZDQW�EHFDXVH�SHRSOH�UHVSRQG�PRUH�WR�SHRSOH�WDONLQJ�UHVSHFWIXOO\�´�ZKLFK�

H[HPSOLILHV�WKHLU�WDNHDZD\�IURP�WKDW�ZHHN¶V�OHVVRQ�RQ�GLVDJUHHLQJ�DSpropriately and 

respectfully, as well as their realization that disagreements do not have to have negative 

outcomes (Reflection 3 2022). Their noticing that speaking respectfully to others is more likely 

to elicit a response from someone, even if in a disagreement, is evidence of increased social 

awareness. Student K reflected on their group having different ideas and thoughts, stating that 

³>WKH\@�OHDUQHG�WKDW�SHRSOH�KDYH�RWKHU�WKLQJV�WR�VD\�DQG�GR´�DQG�WKDW�WKH\�³>WKH\@�WKLQN�>WKHLU�

group has] great ideas´��5HIOHFWLRQ����������7KLV�VKRZV�HYLGHQFH�WKDW�WKLV�VWXGHQW�ZDV�DFWLYHO\�

thinking about their experiences with their peers in their group, and recognized that they all have 
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different assets to bring to the table, thus considering perspectives of others and viewing that in a 

neutral way.  

 Perspective Taking Outside of Student Written Reflections. During a reflection toward 

WKH�HQG�RI�WKH�XQLW��RQH�VWXGHQW�VKDUHG�DERXW�WKHLU�JURXS¶V�SHUVSHFWLYH�WDNLQJ�ZLWK�HDFK�RWKHU�WR�

work with each other more effectively:  

 

 

I feel like we really understand now how to compromise with each other and using
GLIIHUHQW�ZRUGV�LQVWHDG�RI�MXVW�VD\LQJ�VWXII�OLNH�µRK�\RX¶UH�VR�GUDPDWLF¶���ZH�XQGHUVWDQG
how everyone feels so [we] know how to talk to [each other]. (Voice Memo 3 2022) 

 

 

7KLV�VWXGHQW¶V�YHUEDO�UHIOHFWLRQ�H[KLELWV�WKHLU�JURXS¶V�FKDQJH�LQ�VRFLDO�DZDUHQHVV�RYHU�WKH�FRXUVH�

of the unit, expressing that they now understand how to better communicate with each other 

because they are aware of how others feel, thus taking into consideration the perspectives of 

other people. In contrast to this reflection, another student shared that some parts of the project 

were going well and others were not. When I inquired for them to tell me more, they shared that 

³ZH�XQGHUVWDQG�HDFK�RWKHU�PRUH��EXW�ZH�VWLOO�DUJXH�D�ORW´�ZKLFK�,�IROORZHG�XS�ZLWK�VKDULQJ�WKDW�

this shows even when we get to know people well, we can still have disagreements (Voice 

Memo 3 2022). This student also increased their social awareness, but through recognizing that 

their group is still having difficulties despite understanding each other more, unlike the student 

who felt their group had been able to work better together because of compromise. Another 

student also reflected verbally about their own experience taking the perspective of their group 

PHPEHUV��VKDULQJ�WKDW�³VRPH�SHRSOH�ZHUHQ¶W�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�ZKHUH�WKLQJV�ZHUH�JRLQJ�ZKHQ�ZH�

DOUHDG\�XQGHUVWRRG�LW«VRPH�SHRSOH�NQHZ�DQG�VRPH�SHRSOH�GLGQ¶W�DQG�ZHUH�D�OLWWOH�PRUH�EHKLQG��
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:H�KDG�WR�UHJURXS´��9RLFH�0HPR����������%\�UHcognizing that the solution to this problem of 

group members not being on the same page was to regroup and assist everyone in realigning with 

their project goals, this student showed an increased level of social awareness through taking the 

perspectives of the students in their group that were not as aware of their tasks at the time. 

6LPLODUO\��DQRWKHU�VWXGHQW�LQ�D�GLIIHUHQW�JURXS�VKDUHG�WKDW�³PRVW�RI�>WKHP@�ZHUH�WKLQNLQJ�>WKH�

QRWH�WR�WKH�SULQFLSDO@�ZDV�UHDG\�WR�EH�VHQW�DQG�VRPH�RI�>WKHP@�ZHUHQ¶W´�ZKLFK�ZDV affecting their 

productivity due to disagreement (Voice Memo 4 2022). This group still had to problem solve as 

WR�KRZ�WKH\�FRXOG�EHWWHU�LQFOXGH�HYHU\RQH¶V�SHUVSHFWLYHV�LQ�RUGHU�WR�UHDOLJQ�WR�WKHLU�SURMHFW�

purpose, and through that problem solving, opportunities for increasing social awareness were 

apparent. In addition, during a lesson on kindness in which students watched a kindness video 

where one small act of kindness started a chain of thoughtful actions, one student reflected that 

³>SHRSOH@�FDQ�EH�NLQG�EXW�WKH\�GRQ¶W�KDYH�WR�EH�NLQG�LQ�WKH�VDPH�ZD\´�ZKLFK�H[KLELWV�SHUVSHFWLYH�

taking through the recognition that everyone has the ability to be kind, but can do so in ways that 

make sense to that person. This increased social awareness may be a result of connecting their 

thoughts about the video to the world around them and shows that reflection can lead to 

perspective taking. Finally, I reflected on a situation in which two students were bickering about 

whose job it was to write a letter for a part of their project. One student was assigned the job, but 

FKRVH�WR�³JRRI�RII´�DFFRUGLQJ�WR�WKHLU�JURXS�PHPEHUV��VR�WKH\�MXVW�WRRN�LW�XSRQ�WKHPVHOYHV�WR�

have someone else do it. In my reflection, I expressed the following: 

 

 

 I felt like this interaction was showing a sense of perspective taking, as the student was 
 willing to let the other student write the letter as they wanted, but then recognized that the 
 VWXGHQW¶V�RII-task behavior was causing their group to fall behind and not get their work 
 done. (Teacher Reflection Week 5 2022) 



 

 64 

 

 

After five weeks of this group working and combating a variety of off-task behaviors with 

various group members, the ability of some group members during this particular week to 

recognize the impact of those behaviors on their work time allowed for their own perspectives to 

emerge and act as in favor of supporting their group and their project. This increase in social 

awareness through perspective taking allowed for the group to have increased productivity on 

their project as well.  

 Through engaging in student-centered activities that allowed for collaboration with 

others, working on a project unified by a driving question and purpose, and opportunities for 

reflection on time spent working with others on this project, students were provided with ample 

opportunities to increase their social awareness through the capacity of perspective taking.   

 Considering Feelings and Experiences of Others. 

 Considering Feelings and Experiences of Others in Lessons, Voice Memos, and Artifacts. 

Students were given ample opportunities to increase their social awareness, as the unit itself 

centers on working collaboratively with peers to answer a driving question which establishes the 

central purpose. Through collaborative projects, discussions, and opportunities for reflection 

throughout the duration of the unit, students had a plethora of opportunities to develop and 

increase their social awareness. A second theme that emerged from data analysis and 

triangulation of the data sources was students demonstrating empathy and exhibiting concern for 

the feelings of others. Demonstrating empathy and showing concern for the feelings of others are 

both indicators of social awareness, as identified by CASEL (2022). Many students demonstrated 

empathy, defined by Merriam-:HEVWHU�DV�³WKH�DFWLRQ�RI�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ��EHLQJ�DZDUH�RI��EHLQJ�
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VHQVLWLYH�WR��DQG�YLFDULRXVO\�H[SHULHQFLQJ�WKH�IHHOLQJV��WKRXJKWV�DQG�H[SHULHQFH�RI�DQRWKHU´�

which is the definition adopted for the purpose of this study (Empathy n.d.). From the beginning 

of this unit, students immediately demonstrated empathy in their suggestions for projects. For 

H[DPSOH��RQH�VWXGHQW�VKDUHG�GXULQJ�VPDOO�JURXS�EUDLQVWRUPLQJ�WKDW�³WKHUH�VKRXOG�EH�D�VWXGHQW�

day because every single year new KindergartenerV�FRPH�DQG�WKH\¶UH�DOZD\V�VFDUHG�VR�WKH\�

VKRXOG�DOZD\V�JHW�D�OLWWOH�SDUW\�MXVW�WR�PDNH�WKHP�IHHO�ZHOFRPH´��9RLFH�0HPR���)HEUXDU\��������

By putting themselves in the shoes of the kindergarteners, this student demonstrated empathy by 

considering kindergartenHUV¶�IHHOLQJV�DQG�HPRWLRQV�LQ�UHODWLRQ�WR�WKH�GULYLQJ�TXHVWLRQ��ZKLFK�

centers on helping all students at school feel more welcome and connected. Another group of 

students during this same discussion were discussing how to help students who do not attend 

scKRRO��2QH�VWXGHQW�KDG�VXJJHVWHG�WKH\�UDLVH�PRQH\�³IRU�NLGV�ZKR�GRQ¶W�JR�WR�VFKRRO�VR�WKDW�WKH\�

FDQ�EH�PRUH�UHVSHFWHG´�DQG�ZKHQ�DVNHG�KRZ�LW�UHODWHV�WR�WKH�GULYLQJ�TXHVWLRQ��WKH�VWXGHQW�

FODULILHG�DQG�VDLG��³ZHOO��LW�FDQ�PDNH�NLGV�IHHO�PRUH�ZHOFRPH�EHFDXVH�Whey can have friends, they 

FDQ�DFWXDOO\�OHDUQ�PRUH«ZH¶UH�JRLQJ�WR�KHOS�WKHP�JR�WR�VFKRRO�VR�WKDW�WKH\�FDQ�KDYH�IULHQGV´�

(Voice Memo 1 2022). While this project idea may not be as focused as others, this shows both 

empathy and concern for feelings of others through considering the experiences of kids who may 

not have access to education, as well as considering the feelings of others in that situation. A 

third group mentioned that they were thinking of a project where they would create maps with a 

clear map kH\�³EHFDXVH«LI�NLGV�GRQ¶W�NQRZ�ZKHUH�WKHLU�URRP�LV�RQ�WKH�ILUVW�GD\��RQ�HDFK�ERDUG��

WKH\�FRXOG�VHH�WKHLU�URRP´�ZKLFK�ZRXOG�PDNH�WKHP�IHHO�³KDSS\�EHFDXVH«LI�WKH\¶UH�HYHU�QRW�

NQRZLQJ�ZKHUH�DQ\WKLQJ�LV��WKH\�FDQ�ILQG�LW´��9RLFH�0HPR����������7KLV�VKRZV�FRQFHUn for the 

feelings of students who may not be able to find their way around, thus increasing social 

awareness. One student suggested during project brainstorming that the lunch menu needs to 
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have more lunch choices, expressing concern for their classmates who are unable to eat certain 

foods due to allergies or diet restrictions (Lesson 1 Week 1 2022). Similarly, another group 

ZDQWHG�WR�FUHDWH�D�EHQFK�WKDW�FRXOG�EH�XVHG�WR�LQFOXGH�RWKHUV�DW�UHFHVV��7KH\�VKDUHG�WKDW�³WKLV�

project will help first grade, kindergarten, second grade, third grade, fourth grade, and fifth 

JUDGH��7KLV�ZLOO�KHOS�WKHP�DOO�RXWVLGH�DW�UHFHVV�ZKHQ�WKH\�GRQ¶W�IHHO�ZHOFRPHG´��3UHVHQWDWLRQ�$�

Week 8 2022). They added the purpose behind their project as well, and why they felt it was 

important: 

 

 

2XU�SURMHFW�LV�LPSRUWDQW�EHFDXVH�SHRSOH�ZKR�DUH�XSVHW��VDG��DQG�ZKR�GRQ¶W�KDYH�D�IULHQG
could go to the Buddy Bench and someone would basically walk up to them and sit down
and they could become friends. And then it would start all over again, like a cycle. And
SHRSOH�ZKR�DUH�XSVHW��PDG��FDQ�JHW�FDOPHG�GRZQ�E\�RQH�RI�WKHLU�IULHQGV�LI�WKH\�DUHQ¶W 
already walking on the track with their friends. (Presentation A Week 8 2022) 

 

 

This demonstrates both empathy by recognizing people may feel unwelcome at recess, and also 

FRQFHUQ�IRU�RWKHUV¶�IHHOLQJV�EHFDXVH�WKH\�H[SODLQ�WKDW�LW�ZLOO�KHOS�DOO�JUDGH�OHYHOV��LGHQWLI\LQJ�WKDW�

any student could feel unwelcome and that is the problem the driving question is trying to solve. 

By engaging in this SEL project, students increased their social awareness by demonstrating 

empathy and showing concern for the feelings of others.  

 Additionally, another group created a weekly trash clean up that included the whole 

school in order to make the school environment cleaner, which helps students feel more welcome 

DW�VFKRRO��7KH\�VKRZHG�FRQFHUQ�IRU�RWKHUV¶�IHHOLQJV�LQ�WKHLU�SUHVHQWDWLRQ��LQ�ZKLFK�WKH\�VWDWHG�

WKDW�³WKLV�SURMHFW�KHOSV�DOO�SHRSOH�DW�RXU�VFKRRO�feel welcome and connected because maybe a kid 

ZRXOG�WU\�WR�SLFN�XS�D�SLHFH�RI�JODVV�DQG�JHW�FXW´��3UHVHQWDWLRQ�&�:HHN����������7KLV�FRQFHUQ�
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for others helped drive their project and gave them an opportunity to build empathy, as well as 

increase their social awareness through engaging in a project that serves a purpose beyond 

themselves.  

 Lastly, another group of students worked on a project that included creating a group of 

student tour guides, and in their project presentation, they shared that a student-led tour is better 

than an adult-OHG�WRXU�EHFDXVH�³LI�LW¶V�D�NLG��LW�LV�SUREDEO\�JRLQJ�WR�EH�EHWWHU�EHFDXVH�\RX�KDYH�

someone closer to your age and one time when I was reading a book and the character opened up 

to kids around his age way more than an adulW´��3UHVHQWDWLRQ�'�:HHN����������1RW�RQO\�GLG�WKH�

students connect academic learning to their SEL project, they also demonstrated empathy by 

expressing the difficulty students may have with connecting with an adult versus a student close 

to their age. StudHQWV�DOVR�GHPRQVWUDWHG�HPSDWK\�ZKHQ�GHILQLQJ�WKH�ZRUGV�³ZHOFRPH´�DQG�

³FRQQHFWHG´�LQ�WKH�GULYLQJ�TXHVWLRQ��:KHQ�GHILQLQJ�³ZHOFRPH�´�ZRUGV�DQG�SKUDVHV�WKDW�FDPH�XS�

LQFOXGHG�³IHHOLQJ�FRQQHFWHG�´�³PDNLQJ�SHRSOH�IHHO�OLNH�WKH\�EHORQJ�´�³ZKHQ�SHRSOH�VKRZ�

empathy WRZDUGV�PH�´�DQG�³NQRZLQJ�\RX�DUH�LPSRUWDQW´��Appendix E-2 2022). When defining 

³FRQQHFWHG�´�VWXGHQWV�VKDUHG�SKUDVHV�VXFK�DV�³EHLQJ�KXPDQ�´�³EHLQJ�FORVH�ZLWK�VRPHRQH�´�

³EHLQJ�D�SDUW�RI�VRPHWKLQJ�´�³FRPPXQLW\�´�³FRQQHFWLQJ�WR�VRPHWKLQJ�ELJJHU�´�DQG�³VSHQGLng 

WLPH�ZLWK�SHRSOH�GLIIHUHQW�IURP�XV´��Appendix E-3 2022). These phrases were shared in a 

discussion with the whole class when I facilitated and recorded student answers as they shared. 

Many students had stories about times in their own lives when they did not feel welcomed or 

connected, so that enabled them to empathize with and show concern for others who may also be 

feeling that way. This also allowed for students to relate to one another and realize they were not 

alone in feeling unwelcome or disconnected at some point in their life, which helped them 

consider the feelings and experiences of each other. It also brought students closer to the purpose 
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behind the driving question, and through this discussion, students were able to build on their 

empathy skills, thus increasing their social awareness.   

 Considering Feelings and Experiences of Others in Student Weekly Reflections. 

Reflections of both the students and myself revealed more evidence of increased social 

awareness through demonstrations of empathy and concern for the feelings of others. In their 

ILUVW�ZHHNO\�UHIOHFWLRQ��6WXGHQW�1�QRWHG�WKDW�WKH\�OHDUQHG�³VRPH�SHRSOH�QHHG�PRUH�KHOS�WKDQ�

RWKHU�SHRSOH«SK\VLFDOO\�DQG�PHQWDOO\´�ZKLFK�H[KLELWV�DZDUHQHVV�RI�WKH�H[SHULHQFHV�DQG�QHHGV�

of others, thus making this an opportunity for increasing social awareness. Student K also 

UHFRJQL]HG�ZKDW�KHOSV�RWKHUV�IHHO�ZHOFRPH�DQG�VDIH��VWDWLQJ�WKDW�³SHRSOH�OLNH�ZKHQ�WKH\�KDYH�

IULHQGV�WKDW�OLNH�WKHP�DQG�WR�NQRZ�WKDW�WKH\�PDWWHU��>7KH\@�OLNH�ZKHQ�NLGV�VD\�µJRRG�MRE¶�DQG 

µ\RX¶UH�VR�VPDUW¶�RU�µQLFH�ZRUN¶�DQG�VWXII´��5HIOHFWLRQ�� 2022). Through sharing how helpful 

actions and words can impact the way people feel, this student demonstrated empathy and 

concern for others, thus increasing their social awareness. Also in their first reflection, Student I 

H[SUHVVHG�WKDW�WKH\�QRZ�³VHH�WKDW�VRPH�SHRSOH�FDQ�IHHO�OHIW�RXW�EXW�>WKH\@�FDQ�KHOS�WKHP´�

(Reflection 1 2022). This student shared that they now understand that other people can feel 

excluded, but by working on this project, they also learned they are capable of helping those 

people problem-solve that. This shows the student identifying and having some concern for the 

feelings of others by recognizing how others feel and also being willing to problem-solve to help 

combat those feelings of exclusion. Additionally, Student C reflected after the first week that 

³VRPHWLPHV�\RXU�ZRUGV�KXUW�RWKHU�SHRSOH¶V�IHHOLQJV�D�ORW´�ZKLFK�VKRZV�D�KHLJKWHQHG�VHQVH�RI�

social awareness because of their reference to how words can hurt the feelings of other people 

(Reflection 1 2022). Interestingly, Student C also shared this in their second weekly reflection, 

VWDWLQJ�WKDW�³\RXU�YRLFH�FDQ�KXUW�RWKHU�SHRSOH¶V�IHHOLQJV´��5HIOHFWLRQ����������,W�LV�ZRUWK�QRWLQJ�
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that this student did not see their previous weHN¶V�UHIOHFWLRQ��VR�WKLV�UHDOL]DWLRQ�FRQWLQXHG�LQWR�

week two as well, showing consistency in their development of social awareness.  

 This concern for others continues to show up throughout student weekly reflections, 

especially as the unit prolonged and students continued to collaborate with each other. During 

the second week of reflections, Student I noted in their reflection that they were concerned that 

³D�ORW�RI�SHRSOH�>LQ�VFKRRO@�GRQ¶W�IHHO�VDIH´�DIWHU�HQJDJLQJ�LQ�D�GLVFXVVLRQ�GXULQJ�WKH�ZHHN�DERXW�

how students feel if they are not welcomed or connected (Reflection 2 2022). Student I did not 

elaborate more, but their thinking that not everyone feels safe was concerning or surprising 

enough to them to include it in their reflection, showing concern for others, and thus exhibiting 

increased social awareness from engaging in the lessons and discussions from the week.  Student 

O shared a reflection that exhibited their increased social awareness through demonstrating 

empathy; they shared that they felt that ³VRPHZKHUH�LQ�WKH�ZRUOG�VRPHRQH�LV�EHLQJ�WHDVHG�EXOOLHG�

DQG�LW�PDNHV�>WKHP@�VDG��/LNH�KRZ�ZH�DOO�ZHUH��PD\EH��ZKHQ�WKH�SXIIEDOO�MDU�VKDWWHUHG´�

(Reflection 4 2022). This student showed concern for others by thinking of the possibility of 

people getting bullied or teased, and recognizing that they felt sad as a result of how being 

EXOOLHG�RU�WHDVHG�PD\�PDNH�WKHP�IHHO��,Q�DGGLWLRQ���6WXGHQW�'¶V�UHIOHFWLRQ�RI�WKHLU�RZQ�DFWLRQV�

led them to develop concern for the feelings of others as a result of their actions, VKDULQJ�WKDW�³,�

WKLQN�WKDW�HYHU\ERG\�VKRXOG�KDYH�SDUW�QR�PDWWHU�LI�WKH\¶UH�EDG�DW�LW�RU�JRRG�DW�LW«,�WKLQN�WKDW�,�

QHHG�WR�QRW�WDNH�RYHU�HYHU\WKLQJ��WKDW�>P\�JURXS�PHPEHUV@�FDQ�KHOS�PH�WKLQN´��5HIOHFWLRQ���

2022). This student recognized that people were not feeling like their voices were heard because 

this student kept putting themselves in control. Through this realization, Student D showed 

concern for the feelings of their group members and then demonstrated empathy by making a 

change in their actions to help their group members see that they had a valuable role and insight 
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LQ�WKHLU�JURXS��$QRWKHU�VWXGHQW�FRQQHFWHG�WKHLU�OHDUQLQJ�WR�WKHLU�IDWKHU��VKDULQJ�WKDW�WKH\�³OHDUQHG�

WKDW�LW¶V�KDUG�WR�JHW�DOO�WKH�VWXII�ZH�QHHG�>GRQH@��6R�QRZ�ZKHQ�P\�GDG�VD\V�ZRUN�LV�hard I can see 

ZK\´��5HIOHFWLRQ����������7KLV�UHIOHFWLRQ�GHPRQVWUDWHV�HPSDWK\�WKURXJK�FRQVLGHUDWLRQ�RI�WKH�

IHHOLQJV�RI�WKH�VWXGHQW¶V�IDWKHU��WKXV�GHPRQVWUDWLQJ�VRFLDO�DZDUHQHVV�WKURXJK�EHLQJ�HPSDWKHWLF��

By giving students opportunities to reflect on their experiences each week during the unit, it is 

evident through data analysis that students had multiple opportunities to collaborate with one 

another and connect to themselves which led to the development of empathy and concern for the 

feelings of others, thXV�LQFUHDVLQJ�VWXGHQWV¶�VRFLDO�DZDUHQHVV�� 

 Considering Feelings and Experiences of Others in Teacher Reflections. Lastly, in my 

weekly reflections, I noted multiple examples throughout the duration of the unit that exhibited 

students demonstrating empathy through words and actions, as well as showing concern for the 

feelings of other people. For example, in my first reflection, I shared how students reacted to 

HDFK�RWKHU¶V�VWRULHV�RI�JHWWLQJ�EXOOLHG�DW�VFKRRO� 

 

 

Students have been empowered this week and have driven most of the discussions on 
their own already with me facilitating. They all seem to be truly motivated and
impassioned by helping other people. They made some disgusted faces when people
shared bullying experiences in school, and many students made comments about how
they hope no one in our class feels that way now. (Teacher Reflection Week 1 2022) 

  

 

Analysis of this reflection reveals that many students had a strong sense of empathy upon 

starting this unit, and this empathy continued to guide students in their project work, group 

collaboration, and discussions. It also shows that discussions were a powerful tool in helping 

VWXGHQWV�EXLOG�RQ�WKHLU�HPSDWK\�DQG�FRQFHUQ�IRU�RWKHUV¶�IHHOLQJV��WKXV�SURYLGLQJ�RSSRUWXQLWLHV�WR�
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deepen their social awareness. Additionally, during the first week, I observed that while revising 

WKH�GULYLQJ�TXHVWLRQ��VWXGHQWV�ZDQWHG�WR�LQFOXGH�VRPHZKHUH�WKDW�³HYHU\�NLG�VKRXOG�IHHO�

ZHOFRPH´�ZKLFK�UHVXOWHG�LQ�WKH�DGGLWLRQ�RI�WKH�ZRUG�³DOO´�WR�WKH�GULYLQJ�TXHVWLRQ��7HDFKHU�

Reflection Week 1 2022). This concern for others was evident during the creation of the driving 

TXHVWLRQ��DV�³VWXGHQWV�IRFXVHG�D�ORW�RQ�DFWLYLWLHV�WKDW�ZHUH�LQFOXVLYH�RI�DOO��DIIHFWHG�DQG�EHQHILWHG�

DOO�VWXGHQWV��DQG�LGHDV�WKDW�ZHUH�UHDOLVWLF�´�H[KLELWLQJ�HPSDWhy and considering the feelings of 

others, including those different from them (Teacher Reflection Week 1 2022). One student, 

ZKHQ�ILQDOL]LQJ�WKHLU�SURMHFW�LGHD��VXJJHVWHG�WKDW�³ZH�VKRXOG�KDYH�WKH�PDS�NH\�KDYH�WKDW�VWXII�

used for people who are blind so thDW�WKH\�FDQ�UHDG�LW�WRR´��7HDFKHU�5HIOHFWLRQ�:HHN����������

This student truly was thinking of all the people who may use the map they were creating, and 

wanted to make sure it was accessible for those who experience blindness. While this student had 

not experienced blindness, they demonstrated empathy by considering the experiences, feelings, 

and needs of those who do experience blindness, thus exhibiting social awareness.  

 As we wrapped up the fourth week of the unit, I noted that students continued to reflect 

on what was going well and what was still posing a challenge to their projects, and there were 

almost always more challenges and issues arising than things that were going well and helping 

students feel successful. Despite this though, as described iQ�P\�UHIOHFWLRQ�RI�ZHHN�IRXU��³PRVW�

VWXGHQWV�XVHG�³ZH´�DQG�QRW�³,´�ZKHQ�WDONLQJ�DERXW�ZKDW�ZHQW�ZHOO�DQG�ZKDW�ZDV�QRW�JRLQJ�ZHOO´�

�7HDFKHU�5HIOHFWLRQ�:HHN����������7KLV�VKRZV�VWXGHQWV¶�FRQFHUQV�IRU�HDFK�RWKHU¶V�IHHOLQJV�

because their collectivism built up during their collaboration and shifted their perspectives from 

focusing on themselves to focusing on the group. This collectivist mentality increases social 

awareness due to the perspective shift by more deeply considering and caring about the feelings 

of others in their groups; they view the group as something bigger than themselves, but not 
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without remembering they are an important part of it. One group really struggled with having 

empathy for each other, constantly bickering over who was in charge of what and dealing with 

constant power struggles. This endured for a couple weeks when students were mostly on their 

own, working with their group to create their projects. In the seventh week, I reflected on a 

statement made by one of the students in this grouS��VKDULQJ�WKDW�³>WKH\@�DOO�WDONHG�DERXW�>WKHLU@�

IHHOLQJV«DQG�ZH�DOO�GLG�WKDW�EHFDXVH�ZH¶UH�JHWWLQJ�DQJU\��%XW�QRZ�WKDW�ZH�GLG�WKDW��ZH�DUH�

DFWXDOO\�KDSS\�DQG�ZRUNLQJ�EHFDXVH�ZH�NQRZ�KRZ�HYHU\RQH�IHHOV´��7HDFKHU�5HIOHFWLRQ�:HHN���

2022). This demonstrates concern for others, as this group realized that their arguing and anger 

was causing the group as a whole to be unproductive and unsuccessful and they problem-solved 

through showing concern for each other to ensure success in their project. In a different group, I 

reflected on a conversation I had with students who were planning to create a special event for 

NLQGHUJDUWHQ�VWXGHQWV��$V�ZH�GLVFXVVHG�WKHLU�LGHDV��RQH�VWXGHQW�PHQWLRQHG��³ZDLW��KRZ�FDQ�ZH�

NQRZ�ZKDW�VRPHRQH�HOVH�OLNHV�LI�ZH�GRQ¶W�DVN"�7KHQ�LW�ZRXOG�just be our stuff and they might 

QRW�OLNH�ZKDW�ZH�OLNH´��7HDFKHU�5HIOHFWLRQ�:HHNO\����������,Q�WKLV�FRQYHUVDWLRQ��WKLV�VWXGHQW�

recognized the importance of considering the feelings of others and then worked with their group 

to take action and make necessary revisions. This demonstration of empathy and taking action as 

a result of that consideration of the feelings and interests of others shows that their project did 

give them an opportunity to build upon their social awareness.  

 

Summary 

       Triangulation of the data across multiple sources including student reflections, teacher-

researcher reflections, artifacts, observations, lesson videos, and voice recordings revealed that 

overall, the social-emotional learning unit taught through a project-based learning framework did 
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provide ample opportunities for students to engage in self-awareness, specifically exhibited 

through discoveries of themselves, identifying thoughts and feelings, and building self-

empowerment such as self-confidence and self-efficacy. Triangulation of the data across multiple 

data sources also revealed that overall, the social-emotional learning unit taught through a 

project-based learning framework also provided ample opportunities for students to engage in 

social awareness, specifically exhibited through perspective taking, demonstrating empathy, and 

VKRZLQJ�FRQFHUQ�IRU�WKH�IHHOLQJV�RI�RWKHUV��7KLV�UHVXOWHG�LQ�DQ�LQFUHDVH�LQ�VWXGHQWV¶�VRFLDO�

awareness. Based on these findings, I posit that an SEL unit taught through a PBL framework 

does provide opportunities for students to engage in self-awareness and social awareness.  

  



 

 74 

DISCUSSION 

 

 The purpose of this qualitative study was to conduct research on project-based learning 

(PBL), specifically opportunities PBL may create for social-emotional learning (SEL), and to 

inform educators, school leaders, interested parties, and policy makers about the importance of 

advocating for student-centered pedagogical practices like PBL for K-12 students, especially 

when considering how tR�LQFUHDVH�VWXGHQWV¶�VRFLDO-emotional development. Two research 

questions were used to guide this study: 1) how can a social-emotional learning curriculum 

taught through a PBL framework create opportunities for self-awareness? And 2) how can a 

social-emotional learning curriculum taught through a PBL framework create opportunities for 

social awareness? Through analysis of the qualitative data collected, both of these questions can 

be answered with insights into necessary further research. This chapter includes the following 

sections: (a) Summary of the Findings, including Self-Awareness, Engagement and Achievement 

and Social Awareness, (b) Implications, (c) Limitations, (d) Recommendations for Future 

Research, and (e) Conclusions.  

 

Summary of the Findings 

 Using two competencies of SEL, self-awareness and social awareness, as focuses for this 

study, the enactment of a PBL framework to teach these social-emotional skills presented 

elementary students in my class with a plethora of opportunities to engage in, develop, learn 

about, and apply skills in the areas of self-awareness and social-awareness. As a result of this 

study, the data reported that engaging students in SEL through a project-based unit did allow for 

ample opportunities for both self-awareness and social awareness, including higher levels of the 
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following: 1) student self-confidence, 2) more comfortability in identifying and expressing 

feelings and emotions, 3) deeper insights about themselves, 4) awareness of the perspectives of 

others and 5) increased empathy and concern for the feelings of others.  

 Self-Awareness, Engagement and Achievement. In this study, a project-based learning 

framework was used to design a unit that focused on social-emotional learning, specifically 

looking at the standards of student self-awareness and social awareness. Students collaborated to 

LGHQWLI\�SUREOHPV�WKDW�FRXOG�DIIHFW�D�SHUVRQ¶V�IHHOLQJV�WRZDUG�VFKRRO��DQG�WKHQ�FUDIWHG�D�GULYLQJ�

question (how to make all students at Rosedale Elementary School feel more welcome and 

connected) which guided the rest of the unit. This strengthened student engagement due to 

increased levels of ownership and investment by designing the trajectory of their learning, which 

supports the findings of both Evans (2019) and Kaldi et al. (2011) in which increased levels of 

student achievement were reported due in part to higher levels of engagement when learning 

through a project-based unit. The more that students in this study engaged with their projects and 

collaborated with peers, the more comfortable students became in identifying their feelings and 

emotions. That increased comfortability in expressing, identifying, and connecting thoughts to 

emotions and feelings shows that opportunities for self-awareness were present throughout the 

unit, and provided students with more introspective insights.  

 The results of this study also support the findings of Krajcik et al. (2021), noting that 

DVSHFWV�RI�3%/�DOORZ�IRU�IXUWKHULQJ�VWXGHQW�OHDUQLQJ�LQ�ERWK�VFLHQFH�DQG�6(/��:KLOH�.UDMFLN¶V��

study used science as the subject and this study used SEL as the subject being taught, it is 

important to note that PBL promotes both academic learning and SEL skill development. 

Students designed projects that required mathematical knowledge such as measuring, adding and 

subtracting, and determining costs of items. Students were consistently engaging in reading and 
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writing throughout the entire unit as well, ranging from reading for research to writing letters to 

the principal or emails to teachers. All academic learning in this unit was built upon the 

foundational social-emotional learning opportunities that this unit created, which students 

developed through reflection, discussion, and collaboration with others. 

 Additionally, the unit in this study was designed to focus solely on the SEL skills of self-

awareness and social awareness. That being said, other academic areas such as math and literacy 

were not intentionally built in due to the goals of the study and the student-centered and student-

driven nature of PBL, but were still a part of the unit as a result of being responsive to student 

QHHGV��7KLV�VXSSRUWV�)LW]JHUDOG¶V��������ILQGLQJV�WKDW�D�3%/�XQLW�ZLWK�LQWHJUDWHG�VXEMHFWV��

provided elementary students with increased opportunities for learning in both academic areas 

and SEL. This also supports the following ideas of Immordino-Yang et al. (2018), who shared 

WKDW�VWXGHQWV¶�VRFLDO-emotional development and academic development are intertwined: 

 

 

To develop habits of mind such as curiosity, awareness of oQH¶V�RZQ�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ��DQG 
persistence-as well as empathy and ethical reasoning-teachers engage students in 
H[WHQGHG�WDVNV�WKDW�LQFRUSRUDWH�VWXGHQWV¶�LQWHUHVWV�DQG�FKRLFHV«>DQG@�DOVR�SURYLGH
students with opportunities to exhibit and explain their thinking, gain feedback from one 
another, and revise their work. These processes contribute to deeper learning and help 
students develop perseverance, resilience, and a growth mindset. (p. 16) 

 

 

This case exhibits one way in which the integration of PBL and SEL allows for both academic 

and social-emotional learning to take place in an elementary classroom, and how the integration 

of PBL and SEL skills creates increased opportunities for both learning about the self and 

learning about others. Not only does this case show the potential for SEL skill development in 
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PBL, it also supports the notion that PBL allows for the deeper development of social-emotional 

skills (Dresden 2018; Fitzgerald 2020; Kaldi et al. 2011). Like Kaldi et al. (2011) found in their 

study, this study also reported an increase in student self-efficacy and confidence in themselves 

as learners, as well as finding group work to be positive and important. Many students reflected 

on challenges with working with groups, specifically when disagreements arose, but by the end 

of the unit when all of their learning came together in their final projects, they reflected 

positively on the work their groups were able to accomplish together.  

 It is important to note that throughout this case study, whenever students reflected 

whether written or verbal, or were simply just discussing situations with their groups, there was a 

shift in students focusing more on the collective than their individual selves. This came up 

WKURXJK�FRQVLVWHQW�XVDJH�RI�WKH�ZRUG�³ZH´�LQVWHDG�RI�³,´�ZKHQ�H[SUHVVLQJ�SUREOHPV��UHIOHFWLRQV�

on what could be done better, or in general discussions about the progress of their work. This 

collectivist mindset may have been a result of an increase in intrinsic motivation, as students 

began to considHU�WKH�LPSDFW�RI�WKHLU�DFWLRQV�DQG�WKHLU�JURXS�PHPEHUV¶�DFWLRQV�RQ�WKHLU�SURMHFW�

quality. The initial hierarchies within groups shifted toward more collective, collaborative teams 

as the unit went on, which is also acknowledged by Baines et al. (2021); these findings provide 

some insight into further research needed to understand group dynamics within the context of 

PBL. 

 Social Awareness. The findings of this case study also illustrated that PBL provides 

ample opportunities for empathy building and perspective taking, which are two competencies of 

the SEL competency of social awareness (CASEL 2022). As students reflected, shared positive 

and negative experiences from school such as times they felt a sense of belonging and times they 

GLGQ¶W��DQG�FROODERUDWLng within their project groups, data showed that students demonstrated 
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empathy and concern for others throughout the study. Opportunities to take on the perspectives 

of others allows students to engage with themselves and their peers in new ways, and helps 

students establish their identity as an individual and as an individual within a group. These 

findings support Baines et al. 's (2021) ideas on expression and collaboration, two of their 

identified key elements of SEL that are integral to PBL. Through collaboration and expression 

throughout the unit, students in this case study were able to further understand themselves and 

others through taking the perspectives of the experiences of others, and were able to apply that 

learning in the moment. Whether it was a student checking in on a frustrated peer, writing about 

their realizations regarding ways in which their peers have similar or different experiences to 

them, or actively listening during group discussions, the data showed that students both increased 

and deepened their social awareness through this PBL-designed, SEL-centered unit. Becoming 

more socially aware as a result of engaging in a student-centered curriculum, regardless of the 

subject(s) being learned, supports the findings and discussions of Allensworth et al. (2018), 

Baines (2021), Beisel (2021), Immordino-Yang et al. (2018) and Jagers et al. (2019). Through 

enacting project-based learning into teaching, a student-centered instructional methodology, 

opportunities for increased SEL capacity development in students, specifically self-awareness 

and social awareness, are abundant.  

Implications 

 The opportunities for advancement of elementary student self-awareness and social 

awareness when students engaged in a SEL unit plan taught through a project-based learning 

framework provide insight into the growing body of research in support of integrating social-

emotional learning and academic learning. Additionally, the results of this study affirm previous 

research conducted on the overwhelming benefits of student-centered instructional 
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methodologies like PBL, such as student engagement, academic achievement, and engaging in 

and applying real-world skills. If more schools across the K-12 educational landscape could 

support educators in the implementation of more student-centered practices such as PBL, 

opportunities for the development of social-emotional learning skills such as self-awareness and 

social awareness may increase for even our youngest students. By integrating academic learning, 

social-emotional learning, and project-based learning, it is expected that student engagement, 

sense of identity, empathy development, and perspective taking will increase. It is also probable 

that student achievement will improve. While these implications could prove invaluable to 

students, it is important to note the barriers in the way. Until there is effective policy change that 

centers students in which the education system is supposed to serve, increased support and 

training for educators from administrators and policymakers, and more resources and funding 

allocated to public schools to support student-centered instruction and effective SEL programs, 

these implications have limitations in their application. School district administration, 

policymakers, and interested parties in public education need to consider advocating more for 

student-centered pedagogy and integrating SEL into those practices in order to ensure that 

education is accessible and equitable for all students; it begins when we break the barriers that 

stand between a standardized education and an equitable one.   

Limitations 

 There are a few limitations to this study that are important to recognize in order to make 

changes for future research. First, this was a case study, in which only one teacher in one school 

was utilized to enact this unit. It would be beneficial to have this study done across multiple 

schools within the same grade level to have a larger sample size and thus more precise results. 

Additionally, this study was conducted with a classroom of students in a predominantly White, 



 

 80 

affluent neighborhood; thus, this sample of participants does not adequately reflect the general 

population. The reason for this was that the teacher-researcher used her own class for the study. 

Another limitation of the study is that student reflections were collected as opposed to student 

interviews, which may have prevented some students from elaborating further in their self-

reflections due to their age and lack of experience with reflections. Lastly, this study was 

completed over the course of eight weeks, with one week being cut short due to inclement 

weather. It would be interesting to see what data may show if the study were conducted over a 

longer period of time, and also within various subjects besides strictly SEL. Similar to Fitzgerald 

(2020), how might opportunities for SEL emerge when a PBL unit for math or writing is taught? 

 

Recommendations for Future Research 

 Despite the limitations of this study, the results reported as well as prior research in 

relation to PBL and SEL lay out a tenacious foundation for future research. One direction that 

would be interesting is examining the effects of student achievement and SEL skill development 

on enacted PBL curriculum with educators who have been adequately trained to teach PBL units. 

Most existing research on PBL expresses the same common challenges with enacting PBL which 

include the preparedness of educators and allotted time to plan for a PBL unit. This would be a 

worthy investment too, as it could contribute to the current research that shows the benefits PBL 

has on student achievement, engagement, ownership, etc. Additionally, it would be interesting to 

research the ways in which PBL can impact achievement in math, reading, and writing, as these 

subjects were lacking across existing literature regarding PBL. Another avenue for further 

research that could contribute compelling evidence for both PBL and SEL is further analyzing 

the impact of PBL and SEL on minimizing inequities in education, specifically for historically 
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underserved populations. A larger sample size of students would strengthen that research. It 

would also be interesting to research the implications of a PBL unit and the opportunities created 

for the additional SEL competencies, including relationship building, self-management, and 

responsible decision making. This could provide a more comprehensive understanding of the 

effect on students when SEL is explicitly integrated into PBL.  Lastly, it is worth noting that 

multiple studies discussing PBL and SEL discuss the pertinent need for further research, 

advocacy of, and implementation of PBL and/or SEL in order to do what is best for all students 

in public education (Jagers et al. 2019; Allensworth et al. 2018; Baines et al. 2021; Fitzgerald 

2020; Durlak et al. 2011; Jones and Kahn 2017; Immordino-Yang et al. 2018; Dresden 2018; 

Weissberg and Cascarino 2013; Kaldi et al. 2011; Krajcik 2021). 

 

Conclusions 

 All students deserve access to an equitable, student-centered, engaging educational 

experience. Now more than ever, student access to this kind of education, an education that 

allows for self-discovery, exploration, and real-world skill development and application is 

limited due to inequitable educational policies and a lack of advocacy for student-centered 

instructional methodologies that often embed social-emotional learning within academia. As 

%DLQHV��������H[SODLQV��³VRFLDO�DQG�HPRWLRQDO�GHYHORSPHQW�LVQ¶W�DQ�DGG-on to academic 

H[SHULHQFHV�EXW�LV�LQWHJUDO�WR�WKRVH�DQG�D�FRUH�SDUW�RI�D�VWXGHQW¶V RYHUDOO�HGXFDWLRQ´��S������7KLV�

VWXG\¶V�ILQGLQJV�KDYH�VKRZQ�WKDW�VWXGHQW-centered practices such as project-based learning, allow 

for ample opportunities for social-emotional development in elementary students. Not only that, 

it is already known within the growing body of research that student-centered practices like PBL 

also create opportunities for deeper levels of engagement, promote collaboration, facilitate 
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critical thinking, engage students in real-world experiences, and often increase student 

achievement. Social-HPRWLRQDO�OHDUQLQJ�DOORZV�IRU�IXUWKHU�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�VWXGHQWV¶�LGHQWLWLHV�

and emotions, assists students in demonstrating empathy through perspective taking, and helps 

their social development as a whole. These advantages of project-based learning and social-

emotional learning are not ones to be ignored, for ignoring both the research bodies of PBL and 

SEL will prove to be detrimental to students everywhere. This again begs the question, who is 

education for? If policymakers, curriculum designers, interested parties, education leaders, 

administration, and educators truly believe that education is for the students in which we serve, 

then it is time to start acting like it. With the research available that identifies the positive 

impacts that both PBL and SEL have on students, this case study contributes and builds onto 

those ideas, in relation to the opportunities for increased self-awareness and social awareness 

WKURXJK�WKH�LQWHJUDWLRQ�RI�3%/�DQG�6(/��³,QWHJUDWLQJ�VRFLDO�DQG�HPRWLRQDO�GHYHORSPent with 

academic instruction is foundational to the success of our young people, and therefore to the 

VXFFHVV�RI�RXU�HGXFDWLRQ�V\VWHP�DQG�VRFLHW\�DW�ODUJH´��ZKHQ�ZH�DOORZ�IRU�WKH�LQWHUVHFWLRQDOLW\�RI�

social, emotional and academic learning through student-centered instructional practices like 

PBL to take place in our schools, we are not only investing in our students, but in our society 

(Jones and Kahn 2017). The time to act is now. 
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APPENDICES 

 

Appendix A: Informed Consent form for Building Principal 
 
Dear [building principal], 

Your students are EHLQJ�LQYLWHG�WR�SDUWLFLSDWH�LQ�D�0DVWHU¶V�UHVHDUFK�SURMHFW�IRU�(OHPHQWDU\�
Education with an emphasis in Curriculum and Instruction at Missouri State University about 
project-based learning and social-emotional learning. This study is being conducted by Kaitlin 
Kilby. 

There are no known risks to the students if families decide to allow their children to 
SDUWLFLSDWH� LQ� WKLV� VWXG\�� 7KHUH� DUH� QR� FRVWV� IRU� WKH� VWXGHQWV¶� SDUWLFLSDWLRQ� LQ� WKLV� VWXG\�� � 7KH�
information gathered will form the basis for future research, improvements in the classrooms, and 
may be used in scholarly publications. The information collected may benefit you, families, and 
students directly.  The information gathered in this study should provide more general benefits to 
educators, policymakers, and educational researchers regarding project-based learning and social-
emotional learning in the classroom. 

The information gathered from the research instrument is confidential. No identifying data 
ZLOO�EH�NHSW�ZLWK�VWXGHQWV¶�UHVSRQVHV��,QGLYLGXDOV�Irom the Institutional Review Board may inspect 
these records. Should the data be published, it will be used in aggregate; individual participants 
cannot be identified. 

6WXGHQWV¶�SDUWLFLSDWLRQ�LQ�WKLV�VWXG\�LV�FRPSOHWHO\�YROXQWDU\��6RPH�DGGLWLRQDO�WLPH�PD\�be 
required of students in order to participate, such as during interviews.  All data collection will be 
conducted during normal classroom time.   

If you are willing for our students to have the opportunity to participate in the analysis, the 
participation would be greatly appreciated. By signing this form, you are voluntarily agreeing to 
allow your students the opportunity to participate in the study. 

If you have questions regarding the research, you may contact the researcher: Kaitlin 
Kilby and research advisor, Dr. Chloe Bolyard.  Contact information is provided below. If you 
are willing to allow your students to participate in the research, please sign below.  Thank you for 
your time and cooperation ± it is greatly appreciated. You may keep this portion of the page.  
 
Kaitlin Kilby                Dr. Chloe Bolyard, Ph.D. 
(314) 960-3495    (417) 836-8736 
Kek88@live.missouristate.edu  CBolyard@missouristate.edu 

 
Cut at the line, keep top section and return the bottom section 

 
I agree to allow my students to participate in the study regarding project-based learning and 

social-emotional learning. I understand that student participation is voluntary and their names, 
P\�QDPH��DQG�WKH�VFKRRO¶V�LGHQWLI\LQJ�LQIRUPDWLRQ�ZLOO�QRW�EH�DVVRFLDWHG�ZLWK�SDUWLFLSDQW�

responses. 
 
__________________________                                           _____________  
3ULQFLSDO¶V�6LJQDWXUH��������                                              Date  

mailto:Kek88@live.missouristate.edu
mailto:CBolyard@missouristate.edu
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Appendix B: Institutional Review Board (IRB) Approval 
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Appendix C: Informed Consent for Parent/Guardian 
 
Dear [parent/guardian], 

<RXU�FKLOG� LV�EHLQJ� LQYLWHG� WR�SDUWLFLSDWH� LQ�D�0DVWHU¶V� UHVHDUFK�SURMHFW� IRU�Elementary 
Education with an emphasis in Curriculum and Instruction at Missouri State University about 
project-based learning and social-emotional learning. This study is being conducted by Kaitlin 
Kilby. 

There are no known risks if you decide to allow your child to participate in this study. 
7KHUH�DUH�QR�FRVWV�IRU�\RXU�FKLOG¶V�SDUWLFLSDWLRQ�LQ�WKLV�VWXG\�� The information gathered will form 
the basis for future research, improvements in the classrooms, and may be used in scholarly 
publications. The information collected may benefit you and your child directly. The information 
gathered in this study should provide more general benefits to educators, policymakers, and 
educational researchers regarding project-based learning and social-emotional learning in the 
classroom.  

The information gathered from the research instruments is confidential. Individuals from 
the Institutional Review Board may inspect these records. Should the data be published, it will be 
used in aggregate; individual participants cannot be identified. 

<RXU�FKLOG¶V�SDUWLFLSDWLRQ�LQ�WKLV�VWXG\�LV�FRPSOHWHO\�YROXQWDU\��6RPH�DGGLWLRQDO�WLPH�PD\�
be required of your child in order to participate.  All observations will be conducted during normal 
classroom time.  If you are willing for your child to participate in the study, the participation would 
be greatly appreciated. By signing this form, you and your child are voluntarily agreeing to 
participate. 

If you have questions regarding the research, you may contact the researcher: Kaitlin 
Kilby and research advisor, Dr. Chloe Bolyard.  Contact information is provided below. If you 
are willing to have your child participate in the research, please have both you and your child 
sign below.  Thank you for your time and cooperation ± it is greatly appreciated. 
 
Kaitlin Kilby                 Chloe Bolyard, Ph.D. 
(314) 960-3495     417-836-8736 
Kek88@live.missouristate.edu  CBolyard@missouristate.edu 

 
Cut at the line, keep top section and return the bottom section 

 
I agree to allow my students to participate in the study regarding project-based learning and 

social-emotional learning. I understand that student participation is voluntary and their names, 
P\�QDPH��DQG�WKH�VFKRRO¶V�identifying information will not be associated with participant 

responses. 
__________________________            ___________________________   
  
Parent/Guardian Name Printed         Parent/Guardian Signature   
       
Date __________________________ 
 
 
__________________________            ____________  
Child Name Printed    Date 

mailto:kek88@live.missouristate.edu
mailto:CBolyard@missouristate.edu
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Appendix D: Project Design Rubric and Essential Elements Checklist   
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Appendix E: Artifacts 
 

Appendix E-1: Student Brainstorming that Led to the Driving Question. 
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 Appendix E-2: Definition Web of ³Welcome�´ 
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Appendix E-3: Definition Web of Connected. 
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 Appendix E-4: Whole Group Reflection. 
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 Appendix E-5: Finalized Driving Question. 
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 Appendix E-6: Student Project Brainstorming as a Result of the Driving Question. 
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 Appendix E-7: Student-Created Project Poster. 
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Appendix E-8: Student-Created Survey for Kindergarteners. 
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Appendix F: Student Weekly Reflection Page 
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Appendix G: CASEL Capacities for Self-Awareness and Social Awareness and Their 
Respective Codes  
______________________________________________________________________________ 

Capacities for Evidence of Self-Awareness 
Look-Fors 

 
Self-DZDUHQHVV�LV�GHILQHG�DV�³WKH�DELOLWLHV�WR�
XQGHUVWDQG�RQH¶V�RZQ�HPRWLRQV��WKRXJKWV��DQG�
values and how they influence behavior across 
FRQWH[WV�´1  

Capacities for Evidence of Social Awareness 
Look-Fors 
 
6RFLDO�DZDUHQHVV�LV�GHILQHG�DV�³WKH�DELOLWLHV�WR�
understand the perspectives of and empathize 
with others, including those from diverse 
EDFNJURXQGV��FXOWXUHV��DQG�FRQWH[WV�´1 

Ɣ ³,QWHJUDWLQJ�SHUVRQDO�DQG�VRFLDO�
identities (who I am and who I am 
ZLWK�RWKHUV�´ 

ż Codes 
Ŷ Self-reflection 
Ŷ Introspection 
Ŷ Traits (e.g., I am kind, I 

am funny, I goof off a 
lot, I am distracted, 
etc.) 

Ŷ 2WKHUV¶�RSLQLRQV 
Ŷ Roles/identifying roles 
Ŷ Self-discovery 

Ɣ ³,GHQWLI\LQJ�SHUVRQDO��FXOWXUDO��DQG�
linguistic assets (what I have to 
FRQWULEXWH�´ 

ż Codes 
Ŷ Contribution 
Ŷ Recognition from self 
Ŷ Recognition from 

others 
Ŷ Sharing ideas with 

others 
Ŷ Status of relationships 

with others 
Ɣ ³,GHQWLI\LQJ�RQH¶V�HPRWLRQV��Kow I 

IHHO�´ 
ż Codes 

Ŷ Identifying 
feelings/emotions 

Ŷ Emotions 

Ɣ ³7DNLQJ�RWKHUV¶�SHUVSHFWLYHV��OLVWHQLQJ�
to others even when disagreement 
DULVHV�´ 

ż Codes 
Ŷ Perspective taking 
Ŷ Agreement/disagreeme

nt 
Ŷ Compromise/lack of 

compromise 
Ŷ Listening/evidence of 

listening 
Ɣ ³5HFRJQL]LQJ�VWUHQJWKV�RI�RWKHUV´ 

ż Codes 
Ŷ Strength in others  
Ŷ Recognizing others can 

help 
Ŷ Seeking support 

Ɣ ³'HPRQVWUDWLQJ�HPSDWK\�DQG�
compassion through words and 
DFWLRQV´ 

ż Codes 
Ŷ Demonstrating empathy 
Ŷ Empathy 
Ŷ Compassion 
Ŷ Compassion for others 
Ŷ Compassion for self 
Ŷ Relationship building 

Ɣ ³6KRZLQJ�FRQFHUQ�IRU�WKH�IHHOLQJV�RI�
RWKHUV´ 

ż Codes 
Ŷ &RQFHUQ�IRU�RWKHUV¶�

 
1 CASEL Staff. (2022). What is the CASEL Framework? CASEL. 
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Ŷ Feelings 
Ŷ Feeling words (happy, 

sad, frustrated, etc.) 
Ɣ ³'HPRQVWUDWLQJ�KRQHVW\�DQG�LQWHJULW\´ 

ż Codes 
Ŷ Honesty/Demonstrating 

honesty 
Ɣ ³/LQNLQJ�IHHOLQJV��YDOXHV��DQG�

thoughts (connecting emotions to 
WKLQNLQJ�´ 

ż Codes 
Ŷ Connecting feelings to 

thoughts  
Ŷ Thinking about 

emotions 
Ɣ ³([DPLQLQJ�SUHMXGLFHV�DQG�ELDVHV´ 

ż Codes 
Ŷ Bias 
Ŷ Recognizing bias 

Ɣ ³([SHULHQFLQJ�VHOI-efficacy (self-
confidence and self-PRWLYDWLRQ�´ 

ż Codes 
Ŷ Positive about self 
Ŷ Negative about self 
Ŷ Experiencing self-

efficacy 
Ŷ Confidence 
Ŷ Pride 
Ŷ Success 

Ɣ ³+DYLQJ�D�JURZWK�PLQGVHW��QRW�JLYLQJ�
XS�ZKHQ�LW�JHWV�KDUG�´ 

ż Codes 
Ŷ Growth 
Ŷ Growth mindset 
Ŷ Perseverance 

Ɣ ³'HYHORSLQJ�LQWHUHVWV�DQG�D�VHQVH�RI�
SXUSRVH´ 

ż Codes 
Ŷ Sense of purpose 
Ŷ Important to self 
Ŷ Engagement 
Ŷ Evidence of learning 
Ŷ Expressing interest in 

work/learning 
 

feelings 
Ŷ Feelings of others 
Ŷ Concern for group 
Ŷ Problem-solving 

Ɣ ³8QGHUVWDQGLQJ�DQG�H[SUHVVLQJ�
gratitude (thank you/I am glad this 
SHUVRQ«�´ 

ż Codes 
Ŷ Gratitude 
Ŷ Expressing gratitude 
Ŷ 5HIHUHQFLQJ�RWKHUV¶�

contributions 
Ɣ ³,GHQWLI\LQJ�GLYHUVH�VRFLDO�QRUPV��

including unjust ones (standing up 
against rules or possibly unjust 
GHPDQGV�IURP�JURXS�PHPEHUV�´  

ż Codes 
Ŷ Identifying lack of 

fairness 
Ŷ Standing up to others  
Ŷ Recognizing social 

norms 
Ɣ ³5HFRJQL]LQJ�VLWXDWLRQDO�GHPDQGV�DQG�

RSSRUWXQLWLHV´� 
ż Codes 

Ŷ Recognizing situational 
opportunities 

Ŷ Recognizing situational 
demands 

Ɣ ³8QGHUVWDQGLQJ�WKH�LQIOXHQFHV�RI�
organizations and systems on 
EHKDYLRU´ 

ż Codes 
Ŷ Understanding 

influences of 
organizations and 
systems on behavior 
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