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Abstract

The purpose of this study was to determine how an Early Learning Program supported
social emotional learning and skill development for students preparing to enter kindergarten.
Further, the study examined if teacher-led activities focused on early learning skills aligned to
the Kansas Early Learning standards resulted in increased evidence of social emotional skills.
The proxy used to determine this relationship was the existence of behavior referrals during the
kindergarten school year in a mid-western state school district. Thus, the study’s design aimed to
determine if an early intervention program equipped pre-kindergarteners with the social and
emotional skills necessary to be successful in kindergarten as measured by behavior referrals.

Descriptive statistics and logistical and multiple regression models with control were
utilized to determine relationships between participation in the early learning program.
Relationships studied included participation in the program and referrals measured at quarterly
intervals during the kindergarten year. Relationships were also studied when controlling for race,
gender, students receiving free and or reduced meals, students with disabilities, and English
Language Learners. This study correlated the Kansas Early Learning Standards to each of the
behavior codes utilized by The School District. This correlation allowed the researcher to
determine if a specific social emotional skill showed a stronger relationship to participating
students compared to peers who did not participate in the program. The three specific skills
taught were kindness, feelings, safety and learning.

The results of this study found participation in the three-week Early Learning Program
did have a statistically significant relationship to social emotional learning compared to peers
who did not participate in the program. When reviewing the data at quarterly intervals during the

kindergarten year, results showed a significant relationship for the second quarter and third



quarter and no significant relationship for the first quarter and fourth quarter. The study also
found a relationship for Hispanic, Asian, and White students in addition to English Language
Learners. The information and relationships observed can be used to support future programing,

areas of focus for additional research, and expansion of early intervention funding.
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Chapter 1 - Introduction to the Research Study
Introduction to the Problem

Every parent aspires to create the best situation for their child. When it comes to creating
the best educational setting for children, when is the best time to start? In Kansas, children can
attend all-day kindergarten at their local public school if they turn five years old by August 31st
of the current school year. Though the law currently determines mandatory schooling to begin at
age 7, should this be the first time students are introduced to a formal learning or school
environment? Is this the recipe for the best educational setting for children? Is kindergarten too
late to begin supporting academic and social emotional learning for our youngest learners?

In 2021, only 21% of three through six-year-olds were enrolled in a public preschool program
(Fabina et al., 2023). This statistic is startling. Extensive literature states when students engage in
a quality early intervention program, they are more likely to have a successful transition to
kindergarten (Entwisle, 1995), experience positive impacts on student learning (Conger et al.,
2019; Duke University Center for Child and Family Policy, 2017; Duncan & Magnuson, 2011;
Wechsler et al., 2016), and experience positive impacts later in life in the areas of education, the
labor market, and overall health (Duncan & Magnuson, 2011; Duncan & Magnuson, 2013; Jones
et al., 2015; Thompson, 2018). With this information in mind, there is an opportunity for parents
to create the best educational situation for their children prior to kindergarten.

Why is pre-kindergarten an ideal time to support children? It could be because
“neuroscientists have estimated that the brain grows at an astounding rate over the first several
years of life, reaching about 80 percent of its ultimate adult volume by age three” (Duke
University Center for Child and Family Policy, 2017, p. 3). The first several years of life are a

critical period for a child’s brain development, and pre-kindergarten programs have an



opportunity to maximize this important time. Pre-kindergarten programs often teach early
literacy and numeracy skills as part of their curriculum to support learning. Early intervention in
pre-kindergarten not only supports students as they transition to kindergarten and positively
impacts their learning, but it also proves beneficial to children later in life. How does early
intervention support the social emotional skill development for students before entering
kindergarten? How important is social emotional learning for our youngest learners?

In the area of social emotional learning, only 40% of students enter school with the skills
needed to be successful in kindergarten (Ashdown & Bernard, 2012). In addition, teachers and
administrators identify supporting students’ social emotional needs as a critical priority (US
Department of Health and Human Services, US Department of Education, & US Department of
Justice, 2000). Parents also consider social interaction skills more important than academic skills
when entering kindergarten (Kim et al., 2005). Over half of the students who enter kindergarten
are missing necessary social emotional skills, and parents, teachers, and administrators have
identified this as an important area to create the best educational opportunities for our youngest
learners. The literature is clear about the impacts of early intervention and social emotional
learning.

Heckman et al. (2013) suggests that when pre-kindergarten students can learn social
emotional skills, the skills persist beyond elementary school. Prior to kindergarten, children need
opportunities to begin cognitive and social development in a thriving, engaging, and language-
rich environment (Ramey & Ramey 2004). Magnuson et al. (2007) conducted research and
found early intervention has increased benefits for disadvantaged students and suggested an
increase in funding to support pre-kindergarten programs for disadvantaged students. Research

also suggests students with pre-kindergarten experiences focused on social emotional learning



have a smoother transition to kindergarten than peers without those experiences (Berlin et al.,
2011). Evidence suggests one way to create the best educational situation for children is to
participate in a high-quality pre-kindergarten program.

What is missing from the literature is information regarding the social emotional impact
of pre-kindergarten programs that connect social emotional learning skills with early learning
state standards. More information is necessary regarding early intervention and social emotional
learning where specific learning standards are identified as either a strength or area of
improvement. This research determined if teacher-led activities focused on early learning skills
aligned to the Kansas Early Learning standards resulted in an increased or improved evidence of
social emotional skills. The proxy used to determine this relationship was the existence behavior
referrals during the kindergarten school year. The purpose of this study was to determine if an
early intervention program can equip pre-kindergarteners with the social and emotional skills
necessary to be successful in kindergarten as measured by behavior referrals. The information
and relationships observed can be used to support future programing, areas of focus for
additional research, and potentially expand early intervention funding.

While the idea of supporting social emotional learning is not a new topic, it has become a
frequent topic of conversation and concern for educational systems following the impact of
Covid-19 and the global pandemic. The global pandemic made an impact on educational systems
due to the high death rates associated with the virus as well as lockdowns across businesses and
educational settings (Lewin, 2020). On March 17*, 2020, Laura Kelly, Governor of Kansas,
announced all schools would close and cease in-person instruction until May 29*, 2020 (Scott,
2020). This announcement made Kansas the first state in the nation to close all schools by

executive order (Scott, 2020). The executive order forced school districts to adapt quickly and



create remote learning options for students. Administration, students, and caregivers had to adapt
to a new learning model which involved students learning from a location other than school with
a combination of asynchronous learning and live instruction via interactive video conferencing.
In Kansas, the 2020-2021 school year was also full of varying learning models. The Kansas
Department of Education (KSDE) provided guidance to schools which included three learning
models (2021). The first learning model was on-site learning where students would be at school
with or without social distancing or mitigating measures in place. The second learning model
was referred to as hybrid. In this learning model, students could be working at school part of the
time and at home learning remotely other times. The third learning model was completely
remote. In this model, all students would only learn from home. School districts in Kansas had to
work quickly to create solutions for what teaching and learning would look like within these
three learning models. At the same time, school staff, students, and families navigated ever-
changing health and safety guidelines to keep learning environments safe during the Covid-19
global pandemic.

Due to upheaval in the family unit, daily work and employment status, on-going health
crises, and teaching in technology-based environments, the visible needs of social emotional
stability in students skyrocketed. While social emotional learning opportunities have been in
place in educational systems, the need for direct, social emotional instruction is now more
critical than ever following the world-wide disruption of school closures and remote learning. It
is important to children, communities, and the state that the social, emotional, and academic
needs of all students are addressed through quality educational practices. Early intervention

programs are one way to support students before entering kindergarten. Early interventions and



their ability to support students academically and socially emotionally will be explored in detail
in chapter 2.
Background

The School District created a program in 2014, referred to as the Early Learning
Program. This application-based, three-week summer program was created to help prepare
incoming kindergarten students for the transition to kindergarten. When the Early Learning
Program was established in 2014, it was offered at three elementary schools. In 2018, due to an
increase of applications and the value observed in the district, the program was offered at 19 of
the 34 elementary schools in The School District. Since 2014, the program has supported over
1,700 students. The Early Learning Program components include: 1) A teacher to student ratio
1:10 or better, 2) when applicable, the student's kindergarten/first grade teacher will be his/her
Early Learning Program teacher, 3) a focus on social competencies, 4) a focus on language and
math skill development, 5) parent engagement events, and 6) exposure to the learning
environment and routines of elementary school (The School District, personal communication,
2024).
Statement of the Problem

The School District has collected data on the academic impact of the Early Learning
Program for almost ten years, which will be explored more in chapter 3. This data showcases the
positive impact on reading and math during the first six months of the kindergarten year for
students participating in the three-week program. The researcher's goal was to determine if a
relationship existed for students participating in the Early Learning Program and social
emotional skill acquisition during the kindergarten year. Social emotional learning skills were

the construct for this study. Specifically, the researcher looked at social emotional learning skills



taught during the Early Learning Program. However, behavior referrals were the proxy being
utilized to determine the significance of the relationship between participation in the Early
Learning Program and social emotional learning. This research was needed as The School
District currently does not have data to show the impact this program has on social emotional
development or social skill acquisition. The School District will use the information gained from
this study to better support the students who will be participating in the Early Learning Program
in the future. The information learned impacts future curriculum design and implementation
regarding social emotional learning. This information could also support other school districts as
they work to prepare students for kindergarten. As referenced earlier, the pandemic has had a
measurable impact on student learning. It is important to the researcher to see if the Early
Learning Program is one way The School District can better support students as they make the
transition to elementary school. As stated previously, information regarding the social emotional
impact of pre-kindergarten programs that connect social emotional learning skills with early
learning state standards is missing in the literature. More information is necessary regarding
early intervention and social emotional learning where specific learning standards are identified
as either a strength or area of improvement. The researcher will develop the connections between
discipline referrals, social emotional behaviors, and the Kansas Early Learning Standards

(Adhima et al., 2024) in chapter 2.



Figure 1.1
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The School District utilizes a student management system to enter behavior referrals.

This study compared the behavior referrals entered for students who participated in the Early

Learning Program to peers who did not participate in the program during the kindergarten school

year. As referenced previously, social emotional learning is defined as, “the process of

developing friendship skills, self- regulation, and self-awareness” (Burchinal et al., 2022, p. 65).

For this study, the social emotional learning skills identified were safety and learning, kindness,

and friendship.

The research questions addressed in this study included:

1. Is there is a relationship between participation in the Early Learning Program and social

emotional learning skills?



a. Is there a relationship between participation in the Early Learning
Program and social emotional learning skills captured at quarterly intervals
(quarter 1, 2, 3, and 4) through the kindergarten school year?
2. Is there a relationship between participation in the Early Learning Program and social
emotional learning skills when controlling for race, gender, free and reduced lunch (low
socio-economic status), students with disabilities, and English Language Learners?
By answering these questions, the researcher gained an increased understanding of how the Early
Learning Program supports social emotional learning and skill development for students as they
prepare to enter kindergarten. This research provides additional areas of growth and further
refinement for the curriculum and instruction for social emotional readiness for students as they
prepare to enter kindergarten. Additionally, this will inform future areas of focus for
kindergarten teachers.
Research Purpose

This research study was to determine if participation in the Early Learning Program
improved the transition for students entering kindergarten. Specifically, did students who
participate in the Early Learning Program demonstrate improved social emotional skills? A gap
in the literature exists as this study will utilize behavior referrals as a proxy for measuring social
emotional learning, while connecting the behavior referral categories to the Kansas Early
Learning Standards. While a study was conducted to see if students who participated in pre-
kindergarten received fewer behavior referrals, no other study has explored participation in pre-
kindergarten learning by examining the impact of behavior referrals during the following year in
kindergarten, with a correlation to specific early learning standards (Nold et al., 2021). This

study examined whether students enrolled in the Early Learning Program in The School District



have statistically significant differences on the number of student behavior referrals compared to
peers who did not participate in the Early Learning Program. It specifically reviewed student
disciplinary incidents as reported in the student management system for The School District. The
researcher reviewed this disciplinary data for students who participated in the Early Learning
Program from 2014-2023 compared to those who did not. Data from this study was
disaggregated by the following variables: 1) race, 2) gender, 3) free and reduced lunch (low
socio-economic status), 4) students with disabilities, and 5) English Language Learners. The data
set created was from all students in the Early Learning Program and peers in the same
elementary kindergarten classrooms where at least six or more students also participated in the
Early Learning Program.
Rational for Focusing on Social Emotional Readiness

The researcher seeks to add to the literature by exploring the impact a three-week early
intervention summer program has on the social emotional readiness for incoming
kindergarteners. The Early Learning Program offered by The School District has academic
evidence to support the positive impact the program has on students who participate; however,
evidence is lacking to show if this program also positively impacts social emotional growth or
readiness of students. Specifically, there is no information specific to social emotional learning
proving this early learning summer program positively impacts students who participate. This is
important as students who have transitional opportunities are more likely to be successful in the
educational setting (Entwisle, 1995). This research is extremely important as it can add more
information to the field to make better decisions about when, how, and what educators and
policy makers prioritize when it comes to our youngest learners. Further, the information gained

from this research could help The School District to make informed decisions regarding the



Early Learning Program. This information could then be shared with other school districts to best
support their learning communities. The School District is also focused on closing the
achievement gap. Evidence shows students from low-income families may enter kindergarten
with fewer skills than their higher-income peers (Lee, 2002). Supporting early intervention may
be another way to reduce the achievement gap. Finally, students who enter school ready to learn
can do so at a faster rate than peers (Duncan et al., 2018). This research could impact our
youngest learners and set them up for success as they begin their educational journey.
Limitations and Assumptions

A potential limitation of this study could be the number of student behavior referrals
collected during the kindergarten year from 2014-2023, which may impact the strength of the
relationships observed within the data. Another potential limitation of the study is the accuracy
of the behavior data in the student management system. This is because behavior referrals and
the selection of behavior codes are at the discretion of teachers and ultimately entered and or
edited in the student management system by the building administration. Further, due to the age
of the students when this data is collected, it is possible some administrators and teachers may
not fully implement The School District behavior guidance.
Operational Definitions

The following terms were used in this study:
Social-Emotional Learning (SEL): “the process of developing friendship skills, self-
regulation, and self-awareness” (Burchinal et al., 2022, p. 65).
Social-Emotional Skills: “refer to the ability to share and cooperate with friends, to identify and

regulate emotions, and to deal with problematic social situations” (Burchinal et al., 2022, p. 65).
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For this study, the specific emotional skills identified are safety and learning, kindness, and
friendship.
Kindergarten Readiness: “term used to describe the desired age-appropriate language, math,
and social-emotional skills for children to have acquired at kindergarten entry” (Dore, 2021, p.
903).
Early Learning Program: Program started in 2014 and continues currently in The School
District. This is a three-week program where students are invited to participate to support
kindergarten readiness (The School District, personal communication, 2024)
Kansas Early Learning Standards: Standards from the Kansas State Board of Education
(KSBOE) which outlines the skills students should attain from birth to kindergarten updated on
April 15, 2024 (Adhima et al., 2024).
Asynchronous Learning: Learning takes place from a location of a student's choice and
instruction is available for students at a time which works best for the student (Johnson et al.,
2022).
Nature of Study

This quantitative research study utilized student behavior data collected in a student
management system used by The School District. It will determine whether the Early Learning
Program impacted social emotional skills and, in turn, created fewer behavior referrals for
participating students. Students in the Early Learning Program are enrolled for three weeks
during the summer before kindergarten starts. The Early Learning Program has been in place for
ten years. The researcher analyzed kindergarten behavior referrals of participating students from
2014 to 2023. This data was then compared to peers of the same age from the same school sites

who did not participate in the program.
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Summary

The School District created the Early Learning Program in 2014 to help prepare students
for the transition to kindergarten and their kindergarten year. The program has grown in the
number of students served and in the number of locations offered. Busing service and free meals
have been added at times to the program to help increase participation as well as to meet the
needs of students and families. The School District documented student growth in mathematics
and literacy for students participating in the program; however, no information exists on how this
program supports social emotional learning for the students who participate in the program. The
researcher utilized behavior referrals entered during the kindergarten year from 2014-2023. The
data set created was from all students in the Early Learning Program and peers in the same
elementary kindergarten classroom where at least six or more students also participated in the
Early Learning Program. The researcher looked for trends and comparisons across students from
the same cohort that did and did not participate in the Early Learning Program. This study
addresses a gap in literature as this research was needed to explore the correlation between early
learning skills and state early learning standards while students participate in a three-week early
learning program. The information gleaned from this study has the potential to impact other
districts, programs in other states, and provide additional evidence to support early intervention

at the national level.
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Chapter 2 - Review of Literature
Purpose of Schools

The review of literature provides important background for the rationale and justification
for this research study. The chapter first reviews schools' purpose to provide a historical
education perspective. Next, the researcher provides a rationale for why social emotional
learning has an important place in education. Additionally, early intervention programs will be
explored and information about how those programs have impacted students and their transition
to elementary school and beyond. In addition to early intervention programs, chapter 2 will share
similarities and differences between publicly funded early intervention programs and privately
funded programs. Finally, chapter 2 concludes with correlations between social emotional
learning and academics, and social emotional skills and behavior referrals. At the conclusion of
this chapter, the reader will have a sound understanding of why early intervention programs are
in place and why social emotional instruction is needed. The reader will also understand why
more information was needed on the Early Learning Program and how it supported students as
they transitioned to kindergarten as measured by behavior referrals.

This chapter begins with a background on the original purpose of schooling. Before
exploring the potential impact of the Early Learning Program on incoming kindergarten students,
the original purpose of schooling must be explored. According to Barber, the fundamental
purpose of school is to create a sense of citizenship and a model for how students live and
function in a democracy (Barber, 1994). Public schools in the United States were originally
established to help promote a democratic society (Barber, 1994). The function of schooling has
shifted from Barber’s definition as the literature review is developed to portray post-pandemic

and current reality in today’s schools. This is especially true regarding pre-kindergarten learning
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opportunities. The disruption to opportunities for quality early childhood learning during and
after the Covid-19 pandemic created an even larger departure from Barber’s (1994) definition of
school’s purpose. Today, schools have additional supports which go well beyond Barber’s
(1994) definition of schools’ purpose. These supports may include social workers, counselors,
career and guidance counselors, and school nurses. Some schools have mental health agencies or
clinics providing support to students during the school day (Grossman et al., 2007). Given the
historical perspective on the purpose of school, it is important to explore and understand the
advantages, examples, and purpose of early intervention for students prior to kindergarten
relative to this research study.

Social Emotional Learning

Based on results from the National Household Education Survey, “social-interaction
skills were reported as being more important for kindergarten readiness than were academic
skills” (Kim et al., 2005, p. 3). Using data from over 10,000 parent surveys, the authors found
parents believed students “should be ready for social interaction before acquiring basic academic
skills” (Kim et al., 2005, p. 12). The survey results make it clear that parents and caregivers view
social emotional skills and learning as a priority when it comes to early education and
intervention.

It is important to investigate and understand why parents in this survey felt social
emotional interactions are needed as a prerequisite for academic learning (Kim et al., 2005). In
the United States, it is estimated one in ten children suffer from mental illness, and it is estimated
one in five children receive mental health services (US Department of Health and Human
Services, US Department of Education, & US Department of Justice, 2000). When schools were

originally created, it would not have been possible to predict the level of social emotional needs
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that would evolve as the country grew and time passed. For over 20 years, the nation has been
unable to meet the mental health needs of students (US Department of Health and Human
Services, US Department of Education, & US Department of Justice, 2000). According to
Maslow (1943), the most basic needs, such as food, water, and the need to feel safe, must be met
before a person can be ready to learn, thrive, or find self-actualization. In addition, research
clearly links early social-emotional development, emotional control, self-regulation, attention,
and appropriate social skills, to school readiness (Green et al., 2012). As a society, it is
imperative to recognize the purpose of school extends beyond academic growth. Public schools
must support the whole child and provide early intervention on social emotional skills prior to
kindergarten.

Next, the researcher will explore further evidence over the past twelve years to support
the continued need to address the social emotional learning of elementary students. In 2012, The
National Research Council Institute of Medicine reported only 60% of children enter school with
the cognitive skills needed to be successful, but only 40% have the social-emotional skills
needed to succeed in kindergarten (Ashdown & Bernard, 2012). In 2014, Macy et al. reported
21% of children have a mental health disorder. Students struggling with mental health are more
likely to have academic challenges and less likely to graduate high school (Capp, 2015). It is also
reported 70% of students do not receive the mental health support they need (Moore et al., 2022).
According to elementary principals who serve students from kindergarten through eighth grade,
supporting the increasing number of students with mental health issues is a primary concern
(Franks, 2018). Finally, it is reported, in the United States, about 17% of students from the age of
two to eight have a mental health, behavior, or developmental disorder (Nygaard et al., 2023).

Based on this information, almost one fourth of the students in classrooms today have a mental
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health disorder and fewer than half of kindergarteners have the social emotional skills needed to
be successful. Early intervention and instruction around social emotional learning is needed to
support students.

Recognizing students in the school setting have unmet social emotional needs is a critical
first step to help support the students in our classrooms. The mental health of students and youth
in the United States was mentioned for the first time by the White House in June of 1999 (US
Department of Health and Human Services, US Department of Education, & US Department of
Justice, 2000). Following this, in the year 2000, the Office of the Surgeon General hosted a
conference focusing on children’s mental health (US Department of Health and Human Services,
US Department of Education, & US Department of Justice, 2000). At this conference, it was
shared, “[m]ental health is a critical component of children's learning and general health” (US
Department of Health and Human Services, US Department of Education, & US Department of
Justice, 2000, p. 8). It was also stated, “fostering social and emotional health in children as a part
of healthy child development must...be a national priority” (US Department of Health and
Human Services, US Department of Education, & US Department of Justice, 2000, p. 8). All
students do not receive the mental health services they need which in turn creates students who
are unable to establish social emotional skills and competencies (Lazarus & Sulkowski, 2011). In
2006, a report from President George W. Bush’s New Freedom Commission on Mental Health
stated mental health services should be implemented at schools as they are historically connected
to the community (Mills et al., 2006). In this same report, it was stated the implementation of
more comprehensive mental health services will translate into better academic and social success
for students (Mills et al., 2006). As a nation, it is clear supporting the mental health and social

emotional needs of our youth is not a new topic. Even with national attention to this issue for
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over twenty years, however, we continue to see students struggle in our classrooms. Data from
the 2012-2015 National Survey on Drug Use and Health found not all schools have resources to
support the mental and social emotional health of all students (Ali et al., 2019). Further, the type
of support available to students can vary greatly by school. It was also noted that only about one
third of students who seek support for mental or social emotional needs do so in a school setting
(Alietal., 2019).

To address the needs of students in Kansas, the Kansas State Board of Education
(KSBOE) adopted five state outcomes for all students who graduate high school. Two of the
state outcomes important to this study are social-emotional growth and kindergarten readiness,
(Kansas State Department of Education, 2024). The KSBOE views social-emotional growth and
kindergarten readiness as critical components to student success. Both outcomes identified by the
KSBOE support the rational and the need for this study. These state outcomes also support the
work at the national level which started in 1999. The outcomes from the KSBOE provide further
evidence that our youth need more than just academic skills to be successful (Blair & Raver,
2015). There is information on students in Kansas regarding their academic success as reported
on state assessment data. When reviewing data from KSDE (Kansas Building Report Card,
2022), the performance of third grade students tested in Kansas, considered below grade level,
was the highest in 2021 and 2022 in both reading and math. This fact was revealed when
reviewing Kansas State Assessment data for third grade students from 2017 to 2023. This
researcher believes the increase in students performing below grade level is a direct result of the
pandemic. It would be safe to also predict a similar relationship exists between student's social
emotional skills and school readiness. This is especially the case when students' learning

environments were drastically altered by the pandemic (Lewin, 2020).
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Kansas is not alone in its desire to address social emotional readiness. All 50 states and
the District of Columbia now have clearly defined preschool, social emotional learning standards
(Eklund et al., 2018). Moreover, each state clearly identified what each student should be able to
know and do in relation to social emotional readiness (Eklund et al., 2018). Interestingly, only 11
states had freestanding SEL standards K-12 and the inclusion of SEL was more common to be
imbedded within other subjects such as health education (Eklund, et al., 2018).

It is encouraging to know all states have SEL standards at the preschool level, and 11
states have stand-alone SEL standards K-12. This could be a positive sign our nation is shifting
more towards early intervention. This notion is supported by research as the “preschool period is
deemed as an optimal time to identify and reduce early signs of problems, before they develop
into permanent patterns” (Poulou et al., 2018, p. 363). When looking specifically at our
preschool population, 76% of children in the United States are being supervised by someone
other than a guardian (Capizzano et al., 2000). Of the 76% of preschool aged students being
supervised by a non-guardian, about 32% are enrolled in some sort of center-based childcare or
preschool (Capizzano et al., 2000). A center-based childcare or preschool would be a location
outside of a child’s residence where they are learning alongside peers. This is a considerable
number of children in a center-based childcare facility and an optimal time to begin teaching and
developing students' social and emotional readiness. With 32% of preschool aged students in
center-based program, there is a substantial opportunity to support the social emotional needs of
future elementary students.

According to The Collaborative for Academic, Social and Emotional Learning (CASEL),
“five core social and emotional competencies that are important foundations for young people’s

well-being: self-awareness, social awareness, self-management, relationship skills, and
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responsible decision making” (Ashdown & Bernard, 2012, p. 397). CASEL has identified these
core areas as foundational aspects to address when looking at social emotional learning. The key
social-emotional skills children need as they enter school include self-confidence, the capacity to
develop positive relationships with peers and adults, concentration and persistence on
challenging tasks, an ability to effectively communicate emotions, an ability to listen to
instructions and be attentive, and skills in solving social problems (National Research Council
Institute of Medicine, 2000). Further, being able to utilize the skills above allows students to
work together with peers and solve problems. The ability to work in a learning environment with
peers on the skills needed to grow and be successful connects directly to this study's theoretical
framework, sociocultural theory. Students need to possess social skills to promote academic
success and later life success (Parlakian, 2003). Children need high quality care to promote
social emotional development and overall positive mental health (Parlakian, 2003). As
previously stated, the fundamental purpose of school was to help support a democratic nation by
fostering citizenship and stewardship (Barber, 1994). The need to regulate emotions is present in
classrooms today and can be supported by instruction on social emotional skills. When students
are working in a classroom, they need to be able to comprehend the new information while
managing their social behaviors with peers and adults (Blair et al., 2018). Students need to be
socially emotionally equipped in today’s classroom to prepare for learning (Blair et al., 2018).
Further evidence of the correlation between academic preparedness and social emotional
learning was found in a meta-analysis of 213 elementary and secondary school-based programs
(Durlak et al., 2011). These programs were designed to promote social-emotional competence in
children from age five to 18. The results found the utilization of SEL programs does increase

students' competencies on the social skills or the social competencies targeted (Durlak et al.,
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2011). It was also found students exposed to SEL programs increased their prosocial behaviors,
had less conduct and internalizing problems, while increasing academic outcomes such as grades
and achievement assessments (Durlak et al., 2011). This study validates that social emotional
factors for children are not separate from the academic and cognitive abilities of students.
Students who are better able to manage their emotions and work with peers and adults are in a
better position to participate in a learning setting. According to Blair and Raver (2015), social
competencies and school readiness, “... are, in fact, interrelated with and integral to aspects of
child cognitive ability, primarily executive functions and the regulation of attention that are
centrally important for learning in school” (p. 714). When students are set on a positive
trajectory with quality pre-kindergarten support focused on social emotional learning and
academics, they are more likely to be successful later in life (Blair & Raver, 2015).

In Kansas, a clear focus exists on the importance of social-emotional learning and
kindergarten readiness. The KSBOE identified kindergarten readiness as one of five outcome
areas important to measure school district progress. Furthermore, every school district in Kansas
was required to begin utilizing a developmentally appropriate snapshot tool starting in the 2018-
2019 school year (Kansas State Department of Education, 2022). The snapshot tool adopted by
Kansas was the Ages and Stages Questionnaires, Third Edition (ASQ-3). The ASQ-3 is a tool
each school in Kansas must provide to families prior to their child starting kindergarten. The
information gained from this tool helps parents gauge where their child’s development is in
comparison to expected development at a specific age. The ASQ-3 assesses development in
gross motor, fine motor, communication, problem solving, and personal social development
(Gulati et al., 2023). Further, this tool allows school districts to have insight on incoming

kindergarten students in respect to the five assessed areas.

20



Advantages of Early Intervention

Public schools in America are designed to support all students, at all ages and levels of
development and learning, to perform to the best of their abilities. In the state of Kansas, to be
eligible to begin kindergarten, students must be five years old before August 31st of the current
school year. The 2014-2015 school year was the first year Kansas started funding all-day
kindergarten for all learners (Zeff, 2017). This was another positive step toward further
supporting early learning for students.

At the national level, a group of scientists worked together to review data on state funded
pre-kindergarten programs (Duke University Center for Child and Family Policy, 2017). This
group, the Pre-Kindergarten Task Force, wanted to know how the United States intended to
prepare future generations. Specifically, this group wanted to know how the United States will
prepare and develop citizens to have the skills needed to meet the demands of the 21 century
(Duke University Center for Child and Family Policy, 2017). This inquiry led the task force to
explore how well the United States prepares students for learning prior to kindergarten. The task
force designed their study to investigate how early intervention impacts students over their
lifetime (Duke University Center for Child and Family Policy, 2017). The task force examined
two privately funded pre-kindergarten programs: the Perry Preschool Project and the
Abecedarian Project (Duke University Center for Child and Family Policy, 2017). The task force
stated, “research-based, generously funded efforts can enhance the development of small
numbers of low-income children” (Duke University Center for Child and Family Policy, 2017, p.
3). The task force also highlighted the fact that studies have shown students who participate in

pre-kindergarten programming are better prepared for kindergarten than peers who did not have
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a pre-kindergarten educational setting (Duke University Center for Child and Family Policy,
2017).

Why is pre-kindergarten an ideal time to support children? It could be because
“neuroscientists have estimated that the brain grows at an astounding rate over the first several
years of life, reaching about 80 percent of its ultimate adult volume by age three” (Duke
University Center for Child and Family Policy, 2017, p. 3). Pre-kindergarten learning
experiences have been shown to have positive impacts on student learning (Conger et al., 2019;
Duke University Center for Child and Family Policy, 2017; Duncan & Magnuson, 2011;
Wechsler et al., 2016).

The years prior to kindergarten are a critical time to support brain development and to
create positive learning environments to support student learning (Duke University Center for
Child and Family Policy, 2017). Nearly 60% of children ages three through five are in a center-
based program prior to kindergarten. The other 40% of children are in their home setting with a
caregiver, non-parental care provider, or with a relative (Duke University Center for Child and
Family Policy, 2017). This report also stated overall, positive academic gains can be found in
literacy, language, and math skills for students participating in a pre-kindergarten program (Duke
University Center for Child and Family Policy, 2017). There is evidence to support the positive
impact of early intervention on brain development and performance of all students, as well as
specific evidence to support this impact on students from low-income families. Because of this
context, this study will include low-income as a subgroup when reviewing behavior referrals in
chapter 4. Further, it was found fewer studies have been conducted related to social emotional
skills and or student behaviors for pre-kindergarten programs (Duke University Center for Child

and Family Policy, 2017).
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Early Intervention and Relationships

Early intervention creates the opportunity for children to build relationships. Educators
understand the importance of interpersonal relationships between teacher and child, and they also
understand that relationships are impacted by a child's lack of comfort within a new context.
Research suggests the ability for students to create relationships with the elementary school they
will attend may allow students to begin to understand the expectations and social demands which
exist in the new setting (Entwisle, 1995). This understanding and view on transitions connects to
the theoretical lens for this research. Entwisle (1995) explains in each new transition for early
learners, students must learn how to adjust to the new demands of each unique setting and learn
how to respond and interact with those around them. Students with limited opportunities to
interact with peers in a familiar environment may alter or delay development (Ladd & Burgess,
1999).

Being proactive and creating intentional transitional opportunities for students can
positively impact later life outcomes (Entwisle, 1995). Entwisle (1995) also found early
intervention can reduce the likelihood students will be retained or referred for special education.
Ladd and Burgress (1999) conducted research to look exclusively at students who exhibit
specific behaviors like aggression and withdrawal in a school setting. This study found students
who exhibited these behaviors had more difficulties forming relationships with peers and
teachers. These behaviors often continued during the elementary school years (Ladd & Burgess,
1999).

Some research suggests creating transition supports beyond those from pre-kindergarten
to kindergarten may have greater impact on students. Bogard and Takanishi (2005) suggest

creating alignment from pre-kindergarten to third grade may have the greatest impact on student
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learning. Early intervention provides teachers, parents, and learning communities the chance to
start positive interventions with a child’s future school and the opportunity to build positive
relationships. Interpersonal relationships and comfortability with an unfamiliar environment are
important for all learners. When early connections and relationships are made, students may have
an overall more positive school experience (Kraft-Sayre & Pianta, 2000). These findings inform
this study’s comparison of students who participated in the Early Learning Program and were
provided transitional activities and relational support to students who did not participate in the
Early Learning Program.
Early Intervention and Family Income

Students learn differently and enter kindergarten with a varying set of skills and life
experiences which may or may not have prepared them for learning in a classroom. Because of
this, the need for early intervention may be more critical for certain children. Further, how
students respond to their lack of preparation for kindergarten, either social-emotionally or
academically, may differ depending on the child (Rimm-Kaufman et al., 2000). Kindergarten
teachers notice how students respond to their environment. In a survey of kindergarten teachers,
it was reported 48% of children in kindergarten had difficulties transitioning and struggled most
with following directions and having a lack of academic skills (Rimm-Kaufman et al., 2000).

Duncan and Magnuson (2011) found students in low socioeconomic statuses (SES) are
“1.3 standard deviations lower than high-SES children in their kindergarten-entry math skills,
nearly two-thirds of a standard deviation below in teacher ratings of attention skills, and one-
fourth of a standard deviation worse in terms of teacher-reported antisocial behavior” (p. 2).
Early intervention programs such as Head Start target students in low SES settings. Not

addressing these discrepancies prior to kindergarten creates a learning gap which may be
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challenging to correct. According to Duncan and Magnuson (2011), these gaps are not closed
during elementary education. Similarly, the correlation found between persistent math delays as
well as behavior problems in early elementary school are even more concerning. These deficits
decrease the chance a student will graduate from high school or attend college (Duncan &
Magnuson, 2011). This longitudinal study found, “both early achievement and positive behaviors
help children negotiate their way through successful completion of high school” (Duncan &
Magnuson, 2011, p. 13). The authors further stated these variables contribute to postsecondary
enrollment.

Research shows a language rich and responsive environment often found in pre-
kindergarten settings can promote language acquisition (Tamis-LeMonda et al., 2001). Heckman
and Masterov (2007) stated, “early interventions for disadvantaged young children are more
effective than interventions that come later in life” (p. 3). Heckman and Masterov (2007) also
suggest early intervention is a more cost-effective means to support students and a benefit to
society, compared to later remediation like GED programs and job training. Persistent behavior
problems in early elementary school decrease the likelihood of graduation from high school or
attendance at college (Duncan & Magnuson, 2011), This research study will shed light on the
social emotional learning intervention impact provided to pre-kindergarten students in the Early
Learning Program.

Early Intervention and Potential Impact on Society

Beyond the immediate benefits early intervention provides students academically and
socially emotionally, it is equally important to explore the potential societal benefits. Karoly &
Bigelow (2005) conducted research to determine the long-term cost-effectiveness for early

intervention in California with the implementation of a universal pre-kindergarten program.
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Karoly & Bigelow (2005) explains the monetary benefit from one year of quality universal
preschool program would be around $7,000 per student, to society. Karoly & Bigelow (2005)
suggests this would be a return of $2.62 per dollar spent on the program, per student. This
estimate is under the actual return a universal preschool program would generate, providing
benefit to communities, business, property, and overall economic implications (Karoly &
Bigelow, 2005). Another study conducted showed there are long-term positive impacts to society
and student academic performance when students participate in two years of a quality preschool
program (Arteaga et al., 2014).

Research and data should drive the decisions being made at the local, state, and national
levels. Early intervention is critical for children, enabling them to acquire skills to complete high
school and become productive members of society (Duncan & Magnuson, 2011). Research
supports early intervention; yet the United States underinvests in early intervention programs
(Heckman & Masterov, 2007). Beyond the statistics and data summarized above regarding the
impact of early education, Lasser and Fite (2011) explain, “early intervention prepares the hearts
and minds of children to interact successfully with peers in the classroom setting” (p. 173).

Ramey and Ramey (2004) state the evidence of brain research is clear: learning starts
early. Prior to kindergarten, children need opportunities to begin cognitive and social
development in a thriving, engaging, and language-rich environment. This has a lasting positive
impact on their learning (Ramey & Ramey, 2004). Evidence gained from this study may further
support the social emotional benefits from students participating in early intervention programs

and the broader impact these programs have on society.
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Transitional Programs

In the United States in 1964, fewer than 500,000 children were in pre-school settings
(Duke University Center for Child and Family Policy, 2017). Fifty years later, in 2014, 4.7
million three- and four-year-old children attended preschool (Duke University Center for Child
and Family Policy, 2017). In 2015, 30% of four-year old children were not enrolled in a
preschool program, 26% in private preschools, 10% in Head Start, 28% in publicly funded
preschool programs, and 6% received subsidies to support childcare (Duke University Center for
Child and Family Policy, 2017). Yet, more than three million eligible students were not enrolled
in preschool in 2015 (Duke University Center for Child and Family Policy, 2017). As of 2021,
4.1 million preschoolers were enrolled in the United States: an increase of six million enrolled
(Fabina et al., 2023). According to a United States Census report, this is the lowest enrollment
since 2005 (Fabina et al., 2023). The decrease in overall enrollment in preschool during 2021 is
most likely a result of the pandemic. With over four million preschoolers enrolled in the United
States, this is an ideal time to engage with families and children to begin supporting early
learning and the transition to elementary school. While the focus of this research is not on the
total enrollment of students in programs prior to kindergarten, this context is important to the
study. As noted in chapter 1, students who do not have a positive start to school at an early age
are more likely to be “inattentive, disruptive, or withdrawn” (Ramey & Ramey, 2004, p. 473).
With more families enrolling in programs such as the Early Learning Program, information about
how such programs support social emotional growth for participating students will serve to
inform decisions made by educators, and specifically, in The School District. Understanding the
variance between preschool settings, the researcher narrowed the focus for this study to explore

publicly funded early intervention programs and private programs. Exploring both publicly
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funded and privately funded programs will help the researcher gain insight on the type of
funding stream and or programing which may have the greatest impact on social emotional
learning. Gaining a better understanding of early intervention program impact, will aid local
school districts in making decisions to allocate resources to support the transition to
kindergarten.
Publicly Funded Early Education Programs

In 2015, 42 states including the District of Columbia in the United States had public pre-
kindergarten programs. These programs served approximately 1.35 million children (Duke
University Center for Child and Family Policy, 2017). The availability of pre-kindergarten
programs varies greatly from state to state. In 2015, a Kindergarten Task Force found eight states
did not offer any public pre-kindergarten programs, and ten programs served fewer than five% of
three- and four-year-old's (Duke University Center for Child and Family Policy, 2017). At the
same time, 11 states served more than 25% of their three- and four-year-old's and eight states
served more than 50% of their three- and four-year old's (Duke University Center for Child and
Family Policy, 2017). It was interesting to find that publicly funded programs support about 29%
of four-year old’s and only around 5% of three-year old’s (Duke University Center for Child and
Family Policy, 2017). In 2012, 73% of preschool programs serving students not yet in
kindergarten received some sort of public funds (Duke University Center for Child and Family
Policy, 2017). As mentioned in chapter 1, the pandemic impacted education and enrollment in
schools, and this was the same for preschool enrollment. In 2019, 31% of three through six-year-
olds were enrolled in a public preschool program and this number dropped to 21% in 2021

(Fabina et al., 2023).
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Head Start

The mission of Head Start is to support families in rural or urban regions of the United
States to move out of poverty with a focus on social development while teaching the student,
parent, and guardian (Wymbs et al., 2023). Head Start is the largest publicly funded preschool
program serving more than 750,000 students (Duke University Center for Child and Family
Policy, 2017). Head Start was “initiated in 1964 as part of the War on Poverty to offer
developmental opportunities to improve the skills, capacities, and school performance of
disadvantaged children living in poverty” (Duke University Center for Child and Family Policy,
2017, p. 8). In 2010, Head Start distributed funds to support over 900,000 children (Duncan &
Magnuson, 2013). Karoly & Bigelow (2005) suggests long-term studies of Head Start show
higher rates of high school completion and college attendance for white students. Karoly &
Bigelow (2005) also suggested studies show higher graduation rates for disadvantaged students
as well as a lower rate of involvement in the criminal justice system for black students. Overall,
Head Start has shown to have a positive impact on participants decades later in areas of
education, the labor market, and overall health (Thompson, 2018). Because long-term studies
show a positive impact of early intervention, this study will be looking at participants in the
Early Learning Program based on race and ethnicity.
The High Scope/Perry Project

The High Scope/Perry Project is a frequently cited early intervention program from the
1960’s. The program supported 123 students from 1962 to 1967 (Karoly & Bigelow, 2005). This
two-year program specifically targeted low SES populations and African American children in
Michigan with lower intelligence quotient (IQ) scores (Duncan & Magnuson, 2011). After the

intervention, students in the program went from an average 1Q score of 80 to 95. This program
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documented the positive support early intervention can have on later success in life (Duncan &
Magnuson, 2011). Multiple studies have been conducted on the High Scope/Perry Project as an
intervention program with lasting effects for participants. Barnett (1996) found for every dollar
spent on the program, by age 27, there was a seven-dollar savings to society because of the
reduced crime rate and higher employment rate. At age 40, students who participated in the
program had higher earnings, higher employment rates, and less involvement in the criminal
justice system (Karoly & Bigelow, 2005). The High Scope/Perry Project was designed to support
students in low SES populations as well as African American students. This research study also
aims to examine the impact of early intervention on students from low SES populations, African
Americans, and other disadvantaged populations.
The Abecedarian Project

The Abecedarian Project is frequently referenced as an early intervention program that
supported students from infancy to kindergarten or for three years in elementary school. This
project also used a control group for comparison. The preschool group was supported with
curriculum while the elementary group was provided strategies to increase parent involvement
and to focus on increased individualization in the classroom setting (Campbell et al., 2002). This
project also supported students for an entire school day, five days a week. The Abecedarian
Project provides helpful context for this study’s comparison between students who participated
in the Early Learning Program and those who did not.
The Chicago Child-Parent Centers

The Chicago Child-Parent Centers (CPC) is another highly referenced and regarded
program due to both high quality and data supporting the effectiveness of the interventions

(Karoly & Bigelow, 2005; Reynold et al., 2011; Varshney et al., 2022). The CPC program was
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established in 1967 and continues to support students today in Chicago and has expanded to
support children in other Midwest cities (Reynold et al., 2011; Varshney et al., 2020). By the
1980’s, there were over 24 CPC programs across Chicago (Richardson et al., 2017). The
program is publicly funded, and it implements low teacher to student ratios (Karoly & Bigelow,
2005; Richardson et al., 2017). Evaluations of students who participated in the CPC program as
children starting at age three until the end of third grade show positive effects later in life as well
as increased school readiness compared to peers not participating in the program (Karoly &
Bigelow, 2005; Reynolds et al., 2011; Richardson et al., 2017). Statistically significant measures
found later in life included increased reading achievement, a lower retention rate, reduced special
education, lower incidents of child abuse and neglect, lower likelihood of involvement in the
juvenile justice system, and a greater likelihood of graduating high school (Karoly & Bigelow,
2005; Karoly 2016). It was interesting to note that studies on the CPC program show students'
gains are more impressive after the completion of the first year of early learning programing
versus the second year (Karoly & Bigelow, 2005). When looking at the early intervention
program regarding student gains, Karoly & Bigelow (2005) suggested early intervention gains
after just one-year were higher than those in year two. This is important to this study because of
the three-week length of the Early Learning Program: a shorter intervention program may be a
better return on investment.
Early Intervention in Texas

Texas offers a pre-kindergarten program at the state level to students who are considered
at-risk. Texas considers students at risk if the family qualifies for free or reduced meals, have
limited English, are homeless or have unstable housing, are in foster care, have a parent in active

military, or have a parent who was injured or killed on duty (Andrews et al., 2012). This program
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started in the 1985-1986 school year and in 2011, the program provided support for six% of
three-year-old children and 52% of four-year-old children in the state (Andrews et al., 2012).
This is a state-run program which has been in operation for almost 40 years. However, according
to Andrews et al. (2012), rankings and outcomes measured by the National Institute for Early
Education Research, the program is not considered to be high quality. The program was not
considered high quality due to the larger class sizes, availability of additional support such as
vision and hearing screenings, and a higher staff to student ratio (Barnett et al., 2011). Using
student data for five cohorts participating in the pre-kindergarten program; however, research
found the program did show positive effects for certain groups of students (Andrews et al.,
2012). The results were determined based on students who participated in the pre-kindergarten
program in Texas and how these students scored on a third-grade achievement test. Andrews et
al. (2012) found students who were limited in English proficiency or economically
disadvantaged scored higher than peers who did not participate in the program. Further, students
who participated in the Texas pre-kindergarten program were less likely to be retained or
referred to special education (Andrews et al., 2012). This work provided evidence to suggest
even a program that is not considered high quality, according to The National Institute for Early
Education Research, can still have positive outcomes for certain groups of students (Couchenour
& Chrisman, 2016). This study will include participants who are English Language Learners, are
limited in English, or are economically disadvantaged.
Privately Funded Early Education Programs

Research on the impact of privately funded early education programs was more
challenging to locate. This could be because data regarding publicly funded early education

programs is more accessible to researchers. For example, 73% of pre-kindergarten programs
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receive some sort of federal funding (Duke University Center for Child and Family Policy,
2017). Another potential reason is the limited availability of information regarding private early
intervention programs. Based on information in the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study in 2010,
11% of students entering kindergarten for the first time were enrolled in private programs
(Mulligan et al., 2012). This equates to almost 400,000 kindergarteners in private kindergarten
programs while over 3.5 million students were enrolled in a public kindergarten setting across
the nation. Based on the information provided in the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study,
students in privately funded kindergarten classrooms outperformed public kindergarten students
in reading and mathematics (Mulligan, et al., 2012). Additional research regarding private school
programs found, “regular parent volunteers were most prevalent in private schools, where over a
third of parents regularly helped in the school compared with about a fifth of parents whose
children attend public schools” (Rathbun & Hausken, 2001, p. 4). Federal funding for pre-
kindergarten programs is significant. Similarly, the setting for this study also receives federal
funding for early intervention. This data will provide evidence of impact and contribute to the
gap in research in this area.
Success of Early Education Programs

After reviewing research on both publicly funded and privately funded early intervention
programs, it is clear students who participate in learning opportunities prior to kindergarten are
more successful in their transition to kindergarten (Lazar & Darlington, 1982). Next, this
literature review will focus on the overall positive impacts of early intervention. Specifically, the
researcher will review early intervention frameworks and early intervention programs with a

focus on increasing students' social emotional readiness.
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Research supports that early intervention sets a strong foundation for learning for all
students (Welchons & Mclntyre, 2017). This is bolstered by research conducted by the Pre-
Kindergarten Task Force. The task force found early intervention can “boost children’s school
readiness, start children on trajectories of academic and life success, and produce a return on
investment over time” (Duke University Center for Child and Family Policy, 2017, p. 19). It is
equally important to understand how well the nation is performing related to early intervention
programming and implementation. It can be challenging to unpack pre-kindergarten programs
and varying funding streams. Collectively, states have not conducted research on the efficacy of
their own publicly funded programs. Of states offering publicly funded programs, the research
on their efficacy varied: 21 states have yet to conduct any evaluations, two states have conducted
short term studies, five states have conducted long term studies, and 11 states have conducted
both short-term and long-term studies (Duke University Center for Child and Family Policy,
2017). While long-term evaluations of public or private pre-kindergarten programs may not be
available by every state, the philosophy behind early intervention programs remains consistent.
These programs aim to provide students with a supportive, engaging, and emotionally safe
environment that will promote positive learning and growth (Duke University Center for Child
and Family Policy, 2017).

Early education and intervention programs provide opportunities for more successful
student transitions and success (Lazar & Darlington, 1982). Researchers independently
implemented early intervention programs in the 1960s. Data derived from 11 different pre-
kindergarten programs was examined for potential long-term effects. Their research specifically
looked for the impact programs had on low-income students (Lazar & Darlington, 1982). The

research studies found “early education programs for children from low- income families had
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long-lasting effects in four areas: school competence, developed abilities, children's attitudes and
values, and impact on the family” (Lazar & Darlington, 1982. p. 6). Investing in early education
has shown to have a positive impact on later life outcomes, improving further educational
pursuits, as well as level of income (Duncan & Magnuson, 2013; Jones et al., 2015). Welchons
and Mclntyre (2017) conducted research on the impact of pre-school and correlation to the
kindergarten transition for students with and without disabilities in social emotional learning.
Using information gained from parents and preschool and kindergarten teachers, students with
“higher levels of adaptive behavior and fewer problem behaviors in preschool significantly
predicted positive kindergarten transition outcomes in our sample of children with and without
disabilities” (Welchons & Mclntyre, 2017, p. 91). This information is critical to this study as the
researcher is specifically looking for relationships between early intervention and social
emotional learning.

Research also suggests early intervention programs which focus on creating an
environment similar to expectations in kindergarten help prepare students for social emotional
and relational skills necessary to be successful in the school setting (Eckert et al., 2008). This
study will examine an early learning program prior to the start of kindergarten with structures
and expectations like those in kindergarten.

Early Intervention Program Framework

Kraft-Sayre and Pianta (2000) created an approach to support the transition to
kindergarten. This work was completed for the National Center for Early Learning and
Development, specifically titled, the Kindergarten Transition Project. This research is relevant as
it supports the importance of early intervention. Kraft-Sayre and Pianta (2000) created five

guiding principles for states, districts, and schools to use as they support the transition to
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kindergarten. These principles are explained to better understand and interpret the data generated
by this research study.

The first principle is to foster relationships as resources. Students who have a supportive
culture may experience an easier transition to kindergarten (Kraft-Sayre & Pianta, 2000). Kraft
and Pianta (2000) describe the multiple relationships and interactions students experience in
preschool such as peers, teachers, school, parents, and community. These relationships and
interactions are experienced in kindergarten, but often occur with different peers, teachers, and
the broader school environment. The second principle is to promote continuity from preschool to
kindergarten. Creating a “bridge” of support for students can support a positive transition to
kindergarten (Kraft-Sayre & Pianta, 2000, p. 7). The third principle is to focus on family
strength. The fourth principle is to tailor practices to individual needs, and the fifth principle is to
form collaborative relationships.

These principles are important to understand as they are all incorporated in the Early
Learning Program. The Early Learning Program was designed to support the creation of
relationships, which is why it is housed at local neighborhood schools with the staff members
students will most likely interact with in kindergarten. Utilizing the neighborhood elementary
school allows students to begin to understand how to navigate in a new setting as well as the
locations of places such as the gym, lunchroom, and library. The Early Learning Program allows
educators a chance to work with families and students prior to kindergarten and allows educators
to begin to identify potential needs and supports students may need once they start kindergarten.
Having this information ahead of kindergarten allows educators a chance to begin working on

plans of support while creating positive relationships with families.
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The Kindergarten Transition Project also contained information from early childhood
educators. In a survey asking 3,600 kindergarten teachers what they do to help support the
transition to kindergarten, the three most common responses were: talk to parents, write a letter
to parents, and host an open house event after school starts (Kraft-Sayre & Pianta, 2000). Kraft-
Sayre and Pianta (2000) suggest transitional activities should take place prior to the kindergarten
year to achieve the most benefit for students. These efforts require extensive planning, but the
authors acknowledge that creating earlier activities helps form relationships and ease students’
transitions (Kraft-Sayre & Pianta, 2000). Further, if problems do arise during kindergarten,
already established relationships help when addressing those concerns (Kraft-Sayre & Pianta,
2000). The Early Learning Program implements family-focused activities throughout each of the
three weeks, before kindergarten starts, to foster positive relationships. This research examines
differences between participants and non-participating students.

Implementing transitional programs that support social and emotional growth has been
supported by research to better prepare students for kindergarten (LoCasale-Crouch et al., 2008).
Specifically, programs with proactive outreach to parents, families, and children increase
communication and familiarity with the social demands of kindergarten, have demonstrated
positive effects on school readiness as well as on later academic success (LoCasale-Crouch et al.,
2008). LoCasale-Crouch et al. (2008) conducted research to look for specific transitional
activities between pre-kindergarten and kindergarten to examine interventions or activities with
the greatest impact on students. LoCasale-Crouch et al. (2008) looked at nine practices for
transitioning to kindergarten. The practices included: pre-kindergarten students visiting a
kindergarten classroom, pre-kindergarten teacher visiting kindergarten classrooms, kindergarten

teacher visiting pre-kindergarten classrooms, spring orientation for pre-kindergarten students,
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spring orientation for pre-kindergarten parents, school-wide activity for pre-kindergarten
students, individual meetings with parents, written records of pre-kindergarten students shared
with kindergarten teachers, and contact with pre-kindergarten teachers about curriculum or
specific students. The authors found when pre-kindergarten teachers had the opportunity to
collaborate with the kindergarten teacher about specific students and curriculum, the
kindergarten teachers' perceptions of students' social competence increased (2008). Further,
LoCasale-Crouch et al. (2008) found contact between pre-kindergarten and kindergarten teachers
about students had the greatest impact on the kindergarten teachers' perceptions of students. The
study shows programs and intervention strategies which promote intentional and individualized
opportunities to prepare children for the transition to kindergarten have a positive impact and
lead to a more successful transition (LoCasale-Crouch et al., 2008). While collaboration between
pre-kindergarten and kindergarten teachers were shown to have the most positive impact on
kindergarten transition, this was not a common practice. The Early Learning Program used in
this study embeds communication among teachers and is foundational to the program's goals. In
this program’s case, the Early Learning Program teacher is assigned as the child’s kindergarten
teacher when possible. The work of LoCasale-Crouch et al. (2008) also demonstrated transitional
activities that involve students contribute to smoother transitions into kindergarten. In the Early
Learning Program, students are in kindergarten classrooms and are led by district staff members.
This study is important to see if these types of intentional transitional activities support a smooth
transition to kindergarten as measured by behavior referrals.

Cook and Coley (2017) used data from the Early Child Longitudinal Study to determine
what transitional practices were implemented by kindergarten teachers. This study included

approximately 4,900 students. Cook and Coley (2017) asked kindergarten teachers to report if
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they used any of the seven transitional practices prior to student entry into kindergarten. The
seven practices involved calling or sending information home, providing orientation for parents
prior to the start of school, scheduling preschoolers to spend time in the kindergarten classroom
prior to school, allowing parents and children to visit kindergarten prior to the start of school,
home visits, shortening days at the beginning of the school year for kindergarteners, and
staggering school entry for kindergarteners (Cook & Coley, 2017). The authors found three of
the seven practices, when implemented, supported the transition to kindergarten. They found
parent contact, children visiting the classroom, and parents visiting the classroom were the most
common transitional activities reported. It was also reported teachers with more experience and
those teaching in private schools were found to implement more transitional practices. Cook and
Coley (2017) attempted to associate transitional practices with social and academic success using
information from teacher and parent reports. They concluded the more transitional activities
kindergarten teachers reported, the higher students were rated with prosocial skills with peers
(Cook & Coley, 2017). Further, implementing parent and student orientation events translated to
higher reading and math scores (Cook & Coley, 2017). Overall, it was reported the more
transitional activities implemented translated into a better kindergarten transition for students and
increased prosocial skills for students (Cook & Coley, 2017).

Another study surveying kindergarten teachers found 95% of teachers reach out to
parents affer school starts (Pianta et al., 1999). This same study found transitional practices that
involved teachers reaching out to parents or children before kindergarten were the least common
practice. Rous et al. (2010) utilized a national survey of 2,434 preschool teachers to determine
what type of transitional activities are most often used for students transitioning to preschool.

The national survey included 25 practices preschool teachers could use to support the transition
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to preschool. The results of this study were similar to the transitional practices for kindergarten.
The study found a range of 22% to 95% of teachers reported utilizing at least one of the 25
transitional strategies. 70% of the preschool teachers reported using 12 of the 25 strategies
included in the survey (Rous et al., 2010). The most widespread practice found in this study, as
reported by preschool teachers, was talking to parents after preschool had started (Rous et al.,
2010). Pianta et al. (1999) found universally, schools have a long way to go to ensure a smooth
transition for children as they move from preschool to kindergarten.

Transitional practices not only support students to ultimately achieve a smoother
transition to kindergarten, but they also are critically important for students at risk. Students who
participate in transitional practices and are considered low income, have been shown to benefit
the greatest in terms of academic success (Schulting et al., 2005).

Early Intervention Programs Measuring Social Emotional Impact

As referenced throughout this literature review, sources exist that highlight student
participation in pre-kindergarten or early intervention programs. These studies prove the positive
impact on cognitive test scores (Conger et al., 2019). Specifically, research conducted at Rutgers
University found state-funded pre-kindergarten programs to have a positive impact on academics
for pre-kindergarteners (Barnett et al., 2005). Students who participated in a state-funded pre-
school program demonstrated 31% vocabulary growth in one year scored higher on a test of
early math skills and had a better understanding of print materials (Barnett et al., 2005).
However, it is more challenging to find specific research focusing on the social emotional impact
of pre-kindergarten or early intervention programs on early learners.

Research conducted by Winsler et al. (2008) on early intervention programs for three-

and four-year-old children found “center-based childcare programs in the community may be
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beneficial for fostering school readiness within ethnically diverse children in poverty, and that
public school pre-kindergarten programs may show even greater gains in some areas” (p. 314).
Winsler et al. (2008) focused research on comparing students participating in center-based
childcare in the community, Title 1 subsidized public pre-kindergarten programs, and fee-
supported public pre-kindergarten programs. His research focused on social emotional strengths
as measured by a teacher and parent report using the Devereux Early Childhood Assessment
(Winsler et al., 2008). He investigated students in all three programs and determined that all
students, regardless of program type, increased their social emotional strengths. Fee supported
public school pre-kindergarten programs showed the highest effect size both by teacher and
parent reports based on a pre-post assessment (Winsler et al., 2008).

In 2010, California passed a law which stated that to start kindergarten, students needed
to turn five on or before September 1st of the upcoming school year. In doing so, California also
created a new grade level called transitional kindergarten (TK). This grade level was specifically
created for students born between December 2nd and September 2nd (American Institutes for
Research, 2015). Transitional kindergarten was created because nearly one fourth of
kindergarteners were at the age of four when starting the school year. This program has data to
show that students who participated in the program improved pre-literacy and literacy skills,
improved mathematical skills, and “outperformed their peers on their ability to regulate their
behavior, remember rules, and think flexibly” compared to peers who didn’t participate in the
program (American Institutes for Research, 2015, p. 3). Overall, participants in transitional
kindergarten were “better prepared for kindergarten than were similar students who did not
attend TK, independent of age. [The study] found that TK broadly benefited enrolled students,

improving their reading and mathematics outcomes as well as their executive function”
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(American Institutes for Research, 2015, p. 4). This transitional program proved more successful
for students enrolled in the program than those not enrolled in it. Another study evaluating the
impact of TK reviewed student results from 2013-2014 and 2014-2015. The study found
participation in TK provided an advantage at the beginning of kindergarten in the areas of early
literacy, mathematical skills, and language skills (Manship et al., 2017). It was reported students
who participated in TK were more engaged in kindergarten than peers who did not participate in
TK (Manship et al., 2017). Interestingly, this study found no difference between students who
participated in TK and those who did not regarding reported behavior incidents (Manship et al.,
2017).

Magnuson et al. (2007) conducted research to look at the cognitive and social impact of
prekindergarten programs. Magnuson et al. (2007) found pre-kindergarten had “few lasting
positive effects on advantaged children’s skills and persisting adverse effects on their behavior
but yield[ed] larger benefits for disadvantaged children” (p. 30). His research suggested the need
for a national increase in funding to increase access to prekindergarten programs for
disadvantaged students. The research noted that pre-kindergarten classrooms employ certified
teachers where there is an academic classroom focus, in turn, creating the potential for more
behavioral problems (Magnuson et al., 2007). The researchers suggested that if a classroom has a
stronger focus on instruction, less attention is given to creating a positive social climate. While
this research suggests attending pre-kindergarten may result in more behavior problems in first
grade, it did not indicate an increased likelihood of being retained in kindergarten (Magnuson et
al., 2007). It is important to this researcher's study that there is reference to the need for more

attention toward social emotional and development skills.
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The Stars Program

The Stars program was implemented in four schools and included 100 participants.
Created by a teacher and a parent, the goal of this program was to support social and behavioral
skills (Berlin et al., 2011). The program was designed to support social competence, problem
solving, awareness of emotions, and self-control (Berlin et al., 2011). The program also included
a focus on pre-literacy and pre-numeracy skills as well as teaching school routines such as circle
time, lining up, taking turns, and how to take care of personal items (Berlin et al., 2011). For the
first three weeks, this program held a parent event each week with a specific focus. Topics were
provided ahead of time to parents and the materials needed for the event. The Star program was
held over four consecutive weeks for 5.25 hours each day prior to kindergarten. During the
program registration, mothers were asked to complete baseline data on 29 behavior problems
using a four-point Likert-type scale. During the first three weeks of kindergarten, teachers were
asked to complete three questionnaires regarding behavior, academics, and daily routines using a
five-point Likert-type scale (Berlin et al., 2011). Within the first three weeks of kindergarten,
Star participants' mothers were asked to answer questions about how their child was liking
school (Berlin et al., 2011). One group of students was assigned to their Stars program teacher as
their kindergarten teacher. This allowed for a control group of Stars students. Based on this
research, having the same teacher for kindergarten as the student did for the Stars program had
no impact on learning. However, the Stars program “indicated a positive and statistically
significant main effect of random assignment to the program, indicating that kindergarten
teachers rated program children as having made a more favorable transition to kindergarten—
socially—than control children” (Berlin et al., 2011, p. 7). Researchers found girls who

participated in the Stars program had a better transition socially compared to the control group.
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Researchers stated, “results indicated that teacher ratings for children's adaptation to kindergarten
routines were higher only for those children who had the same teacher for the program and
kindergarten” (Berlin et al., 2011, p. 8). Overall, the program reported better social adjustment to
kindergarten as reported by teachers as well as statistical significance for girls’ social transition
to kindergarten (Berlin et al., 2011). The Stars program's goals targeted the social and
transitional aspects of formal schooling. Looking at the academic impact of the Stars program,
researchers noted that no effect was observed. Researchers found no change in mothers' reports
of their child liking school, and no change in student reports of liking school. Evidence from the
Stars program suggests, however, that having the same teacher during an early learning program
as in kindergarten may have positive outcomes on routines and procedures in the classroom.
Preschool PATHS

Another preschool program researched is the Preschool PATHS curriculum. This
curriculum is designed to support behavior and emotional concerns and designed to increase
students' social competence (Hughes & Cline, 2015). This curriculum contains 44 lessons
designed to be delivered weekly. Lessons are designed in units. Each unit consists of a theme,
such as friendship (Hughes & Cline, 2015). To measure the effectiveness of this curriculum,
Hughes and Cline (2015) implemented the program within three different preschool settings.
Teachers implementing the program were provided training. Pre-intervention and post-
intervention data was collected. Each of the three schools implemented different interventions:
one group implemented the full Preschool PATHS curriculum, one group implemented a
modified version, and one group did not implement any of the Preschool PATHS curriculum and
followed the school's regular interventions for social and emotional learning. Based on the

results of their research, Hughes and Cline (2015) found the group receiving the Preschool
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PATHS curriculum increased their social behaviors, emotional knowledge, and self-regulation.
Based on their research, the group receiving the Preschool PATHS curriculum outperformed the
group who did not receive any of the Preschool PATHS curriculum on all three measures
(Hughes & Cline, 2015).
Jump Start

Harris (2010) researched Jump Start, a similar program to the Early Learning Program,
which is the focus of this study. Harris’ (2010) research focused on a literacy and social
emotional program called Jump Start. Her research focused on 74 students from low-income
preschool settings, allowing for a control group and students in the same classroom receiving the
Jump Start curriculum. Her focus aimed to see if the Jump Start curriculum had an impact on
literacy and social emotional gains. Overall, she found students receiving the Jump Start
curriculum made significant gains in social emotional outcomes and literacy. The Jump Start
curriculum is designed to be an add-on service or program to any preschool environment. The
focus of this curriculum is to pair college students with preschool students one-on-one in their
preschool environment.
Bridge to Kindergarten Program

The Bridge to Kindergarten program was created by a school district looking to support
students before they enter kindergarten. The School District provided this free program and
specifically targeted students with no formal pre-school learning. A study was conducted to see
if adding a self-regulation program could increase kindergarten readiness (Duncan et al., 2018).
Specifically, this study compared kindergarten readiness acquisition for students who received
instruction on self-regulation compared to students in the program who did not receive specific

instruction on self-regulation. The study utilized a program called Red Light Purple Light

45



(RLPL) to teach specific self-regulation skills. RLPL used 16 lessons, each 20-30 minutes long,
to teach executive functioning (Duncan et al., 2018). The study implemented the RLPL
intervention to one cohort of students in the Bridge to Kindergarten program while the
comparison group did not. Results of the study showed students who participated in the Bridge to
Kindergarten Program and received the RLPL intervention demonstrated improved performance
on self-regulation, math, and literacy skills during the fall of kindergarten (Duncan et al., 2018).
The gains made by the students who received the RLPL intervention continued to see “greater
than expected growth” for the months following the program (Duncan et al., 2018, p. 24).
Summer Success Program

The Summer Success program was created in response to a lack of summer programs
available for students' entering kindergarten. This program targeted students from low-income
families without previous pre-kindergarten learning experiences (Khan et al., 2017). The
Summer Success Program focused on instruction in math, literacy, social-emotional
competencies, and motor skills. This program was offered during the summers of 2016 and 2017.
For both years, the program was offered as a full-day or a half-day for four weeks prior to the
beginning of kindergarten. Twenty-four students in total were enrolled over the two years, with
17 of the students considered at-risk (Khan et al., 2017). Curriculum was created to support the
four core areas of the summer program (math, literacy, social-emotional, and motor skills). Pre-
tests and post-tests were used to measure the four-week program's effectiveness. At the
conclusion of the program, the results showed statistically significant gains in all four
instructional areas. Since the focus of this research was to see if the Early Learning Program has
a positive impact on social emotional learning, it was important to note the specific social

emotional areas measured by the Summer Success Program. These SEL areas included
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instruction on taking turns, labeling and discussing emotions, providing simple directions for
regulating behavior, practicing applying rules to new situations, providing visuals for new rules,
and providing structure and routine. The Early Learning Program teaches similar skills to those
taught in the Summer Success Program. Those skills are learning the routines of school,
kindness, rules, and feelings.

Correlation Between Social and Emotional Skills and Academics

For students to be prepared for kindergarten, programs must address the whole child.
Specifically, the social emotional and academic learning needs of students must be addressed to
prepare all students for the transition to kindergarten (Bowman & Donovan, 2001). Research
shows that students who have not mastered the ability to self-regulate or understand the social
skills needed in school, will have a more challenging time transitioning to kindergarten
(McClelland et al., 2006). Research also suggests that early school social emotional related skills
have a positive impact on students' ability to perform in mathematics and reading between
kindergarten and third grade (McClelland et al., 2006). Even more important to this work is that
McClelland et al. (2006) found teacher reporting of learning-related skills strongly indicated later
academic success. Learning related skills include self-regulation, responsibility, independence,
and cooperation (McClelland et al., 2006).

Social emotional competence and learning related skills are connected to student
learning. Further, students who enter kindergarten with more social competence tend to create
more friendships and have higher levels of peer acceptance (Ladd et al., 1999). These are critical
skills for all children entering kindergarten. When students start school with social emotional
difficulties, they will carry these difficulties throughout their early educational years (Campbell

et al., 1985). Without a solid foundation of social emotional competencies there is an increased
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possibility for aggressive behaviors in children (Goldstein et al., 2001). When students lack
social emotional competencies, it has the potential to disrupt a classroom environment, and one
aggressive student can elicit aggressive behaviors in others as a response (Goldstein et al., 2001).
Social Emotional Skills and Behavior Referrals

To answer the research questions posed in this study, the researcher provided literature to
support the idea that teaching and reinforcing social emotional skills in pre-kindergarten learning
programs have an impact on more successful transitions to kindergarten. Next, the researcher
explored if intentional instruction on social emotional skills and competencies impacts student
behavior as measured by behavior referrals. While this researcher is studying the relationship of
social emotional instruction and behavior referrals during the kindergarten year, the researcher
has also included studies looking at middle and high school. Including middle and high school
studies provides context for this research. It is important to understand the implications of gaps
in social emotional learning and skills, and the effect those gaps have as students get older.
Research around student outcomes in middle and high school can inform decision-making
around early intervention.
Social Emotional Skills and Behavior during Middle School and High School

O’Connell (2017) conducted research to see whether a correlation existed between the
proactive teaching of mindfulness, a component of social emotional learning, and the number of
behavior referrals in a middle school setting. After a two-year comparison of behavior referral
data, O’Connell (2017) found no evidence of a statistically significant difference between
behavior referrals after implementing mindfulness as part of a positive behavior intervention

implementation.
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Research suggests, in another study, that receiving a behavior referral significantly
impacts academic achievement in students transitioning from middle to high school (McIntosh et
al., 2008). Further, additional evidence shows middle and high school behavior referrals have a
stronger correlation to behavior and behavior-related issues (Pas et al., 2011). One study found
21% to 22% of middle and high school students who received a behavior referral had deficits in
social skills (Morgan-D’atrio et al., 1996). Some schools and school districts use behavior
referrals or behavioral data to make decisions regarding building-level interventions. Research
supported the use of behavior referrals to identify students who may need additional screenings
to support behavior (Pas et al., 2011). Overall, when looking at middle and high school data,
behavior referrals were considered moderately valid and reliable to assess student behavior and
future problems (Pas et al., 2011). Additional research was noted as a need to determine
effectiveness of behavior referrals at the elementary level as a measure of social emotional
competency (Pas et al., 2011).

Social Emotional Skills and Behavior during Pre-Kindergarten

Research was conducted looking at pre-kindergarten classroom quality of instruction to
see if social emotional impacts could be measured utilizing social skills assessments. It was
concluded that classrooms with instructors who showed warm and caring responses to student
needs had students who demonstrated fewer social emotional behaviors such as tantrums,
fighting with peers, or getting upset (Tynan, 2016). This research suggests early learning
educators who possess warm and caring responses to student needs may decrease the likelihood a
student receives a behavior referral.

One study conducted wanted to know whether participation in pre-kindergarten impacted

behavior referrals. The study specifically compared students who participated in pre-
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kindergarten and those who did not. The study found students who participated in pre-
kindergarten programing had less behavior referrals compared to peers who did not participate
(Nold et al., 2021). The study also found the students who participated in pre-kindergarten
outperformed peers academically who did not have exposure to pre-kindergarten (Nold et al.,
2021). The study found male students received more behavior referrals than female students
when comparing those who participated in pre-kindergarten (Nold et al., 2021). Further, male
students who did not participate in pre-kindergarten had more behavior referrals than male
students who participated in pre-kindergarten (Nold et al., 2021). The researchers suggest the
difference noted between students who participated in pre-kindergarten and those who did not
could be attributed to the social emotional curriculum taught (Nold et al., 2021). It is important
to note that the students who participated in this study were all considered disadvantaged as they
were living in poverty (Nold et al., 2021). These findings are extremely important to this study as
it provides evidence to support that a relationship may exist between an early learning program
and behavior referrals in the area of gender.
Summary

Research supports early intervention and the impact on academics. Further, evidence
suggests when pre-kindergarten students can learn social emotional skills, the skills linger
beyond elementary school (Heckman et al., 2013). Early interventions positively impacting
social emotional readiness may be one way to support the academic achievement for all students.
As referenced earlier, students with social emotional competencies and skills perform better in
reading and math (McClelland et al., 2006). This research aims to determine if a relationship
exists between the intentional instruction on social emotional skills in the Early Learning

Program and a more successful transition to kindergarten. Research has clearly outlined the
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importance of early intervention in supporting students as they transition to kindergarten to
increase academic and social emotional competencies (Heckman et al., 2013). This research is
critically important and relevant as more information is needed to determine the social emotional
impact of early intervention programs (Manship et al., 2017). This research could lead educators
to make informed and proactive decisions to support all learners beginning in their earliest years
of schooling. This is especially true when the “greatest potential return to public investments in
early education may be obtained by increasing disadvantaged children’s enrollment in
prekindergarten and by expanding programs located in local public schools” (Magnuson et al.,

2007, p. 49).
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Chapter 3 - Methodology
Introduction

This chapter will begin by a restatement of the research questions as well as the
hypotheses to the research questions. Then the research design, demographic characteristics, and
data collection procedures will be explored. This study's purpose was to determine if students
who participated in the Early Learning Program experienced social emotional learning as
measured by the proxy of behavior referrals. A snapshot of the academic information collected
from participants in the Early Learning Program will be presented and explored in this chapter.
The School District (pseudonym) started the Early Learning Program in 2014 and has collected
academic information on the participants each year. The data collected on the academic benefits
have supported the continuation of this summer early intervention program. By the end of the
2023 school year, over 1,700 students have participated in the Early Learning Program. The
Early Learning Program focuses on reading, mathematics, and social emotional learning. The
program design also provides incoming kindergarteners the chance to meet teachers and
familiarize themselves with their future school. For some students, their Early Learning Program
teacher will become their kindergarten teacher.

Before this study, an analysis of the social emotional impact of the Early Learning
Program was unavailable for review by The School District. More information was needed on
how the Early Learning Program supported the social emotional development and impact for
participating students. No information was available to illustrate how this program, implemented
in 2014, supported and prepared students for the social emotional demands of elementary school,
specifically, the transition to kindergarten. The KSDE has listed social emotional readiness as

one of the five state outcomes for measuring student progress in Kansas (Board Vision, 2024).
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With social emotional growth being identified as one in only five state outcomes, the information
gained in this study can support further programs aimed to prepare students for kindergarten
across the state and or nation.
Research Questions

The School District utilizes a student management system to enter behavior referrals.
This study compared the kindergarten behavior referrals entered for students who participated in
the Early Learning Program to peers who did not participate in the program. As referenced in
chapter 1, social emotional learning is defined as, “the process of developing friendship skills,
self- regulation, and self-awareness” (Burchinal et al., 2022, p. 65). For this study, the social
emotional learning skills identified were safety and learning, kindness, and feelings.

The research questions to be addressed in this study include:

1. Is there is a relationship between participation in the Early Learning Program and social
emotional learning skills?

a. Is there a relationship between participation in the Early Learning Program and social
emotional learning skills captured at quarterly intervals (quarter 1, 2, 3, and 4) through
the kindergarten school year?

2. Is there a relationship between participation in The Early Learning Program and social
emotional learning skills when controlling for race, gender, free and reduced lunch (low
socio-economic status), students with disabilities, and English Language Learners?
Answering these questions will allow the researcher to understand how the Early

Learning Program supports social emotional learning skills and development for students as they
prepare to enter kindergarten. Social emotional learning skills are the construct under study for

this research. Behavior referrals (both types and prevalences) are the proxies being used to
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measure the three subconstructs of the construct of social emotional learning skills as these
referrals are correlated to each of the three specific Early Learning Program social emotional
skills (safety and learning, kindness, and friendship).
Hypotheses to Research Questions
Alternate hypotheses were formed for all research questions and informed by literature
(Duncan et al., 2018; Heckman et al., 2013; Nold et al., 2021; Schulting et al., 2005). The
literature suggested participation in transitional activities improves the transition to kindergarten
especially for students from low-socioeconomic backgrounds and for disadvantaged students
(Magnuson et al. 2007). The literature suggests students from disadvantaged situations (free and
or reduced lunch or English Language Learners) may show greater gains with early intervention
while gains may not be as prevalent for students considered advantaged (Schulting et al., 2005;
Magnuson et al., 2007). Literature provides evidence that when transitional activities are in
place, students are more likely to have a smoother transition (Cook & Coley, 2017; LoCasale-
Crouch et al., 2008). Based on the literature review, the alternate hypotheses for the research
questions were:
1. There is a relationship between participation in the Early Learning Program and social
emotional learning skills.
a. There is a relationship between participation in the Early Learning Program and
social emotional learning skills as captured at quarterly intervals (quarter 1, 2, 3, and
4) through the kindergarten school year.
2. There is a relationship between participation in the Early Learning Program and social
emotional learning skills when controlling for race, gender, free and reduced lunch (low

socio-economic status), and English Language Learners.

54



Research Design
Quantitative Methods

A quantitative research design was utilized for this study. This approach was appropriate
for examining the number of behavior referrals by student and school location. A quantitative
research design allowed comparison of the existence of behavior referrals and type of referrals
from students who participated in the Early Learning Program compared to students from the
same school who did not participate in the program. The researcher was able to identify the type
of behavior referral categories selected for students as well as the number of behavior referrals
and compared this information to students from the same school who did not participate in the
program. The goal was to see if a relationship existed for students who participated in the Early
Learning Program and their social emotional skill acquisition. The School District implemented
the Early Learning Program in 2014 continuing through 2024, with the exception of one year.
Table 3.1 shows the year, number of schools, and the number of students who participated in the

Early Learning Program.
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Table 3.1
Early Learning Program Participation by School

Year Number of Schools Number of Students
2014 3 45
2015 12 196
2016 13 225
2017 19 298
2018 20 337
2019 16 298
2020 COVID- Program not offered

2021 8 124
2022 16 205
2023 15 210
Total 1,938

Theoretical Framework/Conceptual for Operationalizing Constructs into Variables
Measured in the Study

This research utilized student behavior data collected in a student management system
used by The School District to determine whether the Early Learning Program impacted social
emotional skills and in turn created fewer behavior referrals for participating students. Students
in the Early Learning Program are enrolled for three weeks during the summer before
kindergarten starts. The Early Learning Program has been in place for ten years. The researcher
analyzed kindergarten behavior referrals of participating students from 2015 to 2024. This data
was then compared to peers of the same age from the same school sites who did not participate in
the program. It is important to note this study includes a theoretical and conceptual framework.
The theoretical framework will be explained first as it is based on theory and supports the

learning environment of the Early Learning Program. A conceptual framework is also included

56



in this study as the researcher utilized the Kansas Early Learning standards in correlation to the
social emotional skills taught in the Early Learning Program to determine the relationship of
social emotional growth for students participating in the Early Learning Program.
Theoretical Framework

The study’s theoretical framework is sociocultural theory (Bowman & Donovan, 2001).
For this research, this theoretical framework is the lens the researcher used to examine the
research questions. Sociocultural theory states that learning and development take place in a
social setting when cognition is engaged (Bowman & Donovan, 2001). This is especially
appropriate as the researcher studied how the Early Learning Program supports social emotional
learning in the context of learning and development and the acquisition of skills in a classroom
setting. The researcher investigated if this learning had an impact on behavior referrals.
Vygotsky (1978) explored and theorized the relationship between learning and development.
This work is important as educators and policy makers look to explore the impact of early
intervention and its success in supporting the social emotional growth of early learners.
Vygotsky (1978) introduced the concept of the zone of proximal development (ZPD), which
theorizes that learning for every child starts the day they are born. Children learn how to talk,
listen, ask, and answer questions, and interact with their environment first by imitation
(Vygotsky, 1978). There is a difference between learning outside of a school environment and
inside a school environment. Within a school setting, new expectations and environments are
created to support learning for each child. There are opportunities for social interactions with
peers and adults (Vygotsky, 1978). Vygotsky (1978) suggests students should learn in the ZPD.
This zone is met when a student is pushed just beyond what they could do independently or

without support. For example, if a student is asked to handwrite their name, and they have the
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skills to complete this task independently, then they are working at their current developmental
zone. If a student is then asked to write their first and last name, and the student hasn’t been
introduced to the letters or sounds included in their last name, they are now working in their ZPD
(Vygotsky, 1978). After support, instruction, and modeling from a teacher, the student would
acquire the skills and knowledge to complete this task and then move onto the next concepts.

The idea of the ZPD is important as we explore early intervention. Early intervention
allows adults to create learning environments which lead early learners into the ZPD. Teachers
are better prepared to engage early learners with this exposure to the ZPD because of their
understanding of student development, curriculum, and learning strategies. The level of student
success may differ for students who have not had exposure to a pre-kindergarten learning
environment. Further, “children can imitate a variety of actions that go well beyond the limits of
their own capabilities. Using imitation, children can do much more in collective activity or under
the guidance of adults” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 88). In a pre-kindergarten learning environment with
peers and adults, students can extend their knowledge of the world around them. Vygotsky
(1978) states, “learning is a necessary and universal aspect of the process of developing
culturally organized, specifically human, psychological functions” (p. 90). Another important
aspect to this learning theory related to the ZPD is the role of the teacher and how instruction is
scaffolded for students (Bowman & Donovan, 2001). Scaffolding, a term frequently used in
education, is a way to support new learning by building on previous learning. Teachers in a
classroom setting will use previous information or knowledge about a student or class to scaffold
their instruction, and in doing so, push students towards their ZPD.

The Early Learning Program created specific learning outcomes for reading,

mathematics, and social emotional learning. The program also includes parent engagement
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activities. The implementation and teaching of the Kansas Early Learning Standards for Social
and Emotional Readiness in the Early Learning Program focuses on three themes: kindness, rules
(safety and learning), and feelings (The School District, personal communication, 2024). Using
sociocultural theory as the lens, this research determined if the social setting of the Early
Learning Program allows for social emotional learning around these three themes. The
acquisition of these skills was measured by the existence of behavior referrals for students during
their kindergarten year. If there are fewer behavior referrals, the social setting demonstrates
positive reinforcement of social emotional learning around the three themes. The researcher
utilized behavior data to see if any statistically significant trends can be observed for students
who participated in the Early Learning Program in comparison to those who did not. Learning in
a preschool setting, such as the Early Learning Program, occurs with peers directed by an adult.
Sociocultural theory uses the premise that, “emotional security allows for more effective
exploitation of learning opportunities. Moreover, learning requires self-regulation. Therefore,
behavioral issues, and the social and emotional environment of preschool classrooms that affect
behavior, are crucial to effective learning” (Bowman & Donovan, 2001, p. 66). Evidence in The
School District has established academic benefits for students who have participated in the Early
Learning Program. This study focused on determining if social emotional impacts can be
observed and documented.
Conceptual Framework

In 2018, Kansas revised their social emotional learning standards for kindergarten
through twelfth grade. The Kansas Social, Emotional, and Character Development standards
have three main constructs: character development, social development, and personal

development (McDonald-Augustine et al., 2023). Under character development, the two anchor
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standards are core principles and responsible decision making and problem solving. For social
development, the anchor standards are social awareness and interpersonal skills. Finally, self-
awareness and self-management are the anchor standards for personal development. KSDE also
created Early Learning Standards, specifically for birth to kindergarten. For this study, the
researcher utilized the pre-kindergarten social, emotional, and character development standards.
The Kansas Early Learning Standards serves as a conceptual framework connecting behavioral
referral categories to the social emotional learning outcomes taught during the Early Learning
Program (Adhima et al., 2024). For this study, the researcher utilized the already established
Kansas Early Learning Standards prior to the updated version released in March of 2024. The
Early Learning Standards for pre-kindergarten have 33 individual standards (see Table 3.2). For
this research, the standards were matched to the behavior or discipline categories listed from The
School District behavior coding (see Table 3.3). The School District behavior coding will be
explained in further detail later. This correlation allowed the researcher to look for specific
standards and skills as missing or as areas of strength (see Table 3.4). The correlation, noted in
Table 3.4, was created by the researcher after reviewing the Kansas Early Learning Standards
(Adhima et al., 2024). The researcher only included a correlation between the Kansas Early
Learning Standards and The School District Behavior Categories for level one and level two.
This was due to the early age of the students in the Early Learning Program. It is also important
to note that multiple Early Learning Standards could be impacted for each of the behavior codes
listed in Table 3.3. The researcher aligned the standards which most closely matched the
behavior code listed. The standards listed in Table 3.4 will then be a presumed skill deficit or

missing skill which then caused the student to have the behavior referral.
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Table 3.2
Kansas Early Learning Standards and Expected Skills Before Kindergarten

Character

SED.CD.p4.1: Responds appropriately to SED.CD.p4.4: Shows awareness of and
positive and negative feedback from adults most responds to feelings of others with adult
of the time. guidance and support.

SED.CD.p4.2 Recognizes effect of own SED.CD.p4.5: Demonstrates an understanding
behavior on others most of the time. of what it means to be a friend (i.e., someone
who cares, listens, shares ideas, trustworthy,
provides comfort).
SED.CD.p4.3: Recognizes examples and non-
examples of words and actions that are helpful

or hurtful.
Responsible Decision Making and Problem Solving

SED.R.p4.1: Anticipates and usually accepts SED.R.p4.5: Works with others as part of a

consequences of own actions. team, makes decisions with other children, with
adult assistance.

SED.R.p4.2: Follows predictable classroom SED.R.p4.6: Manages (i.e., expresses, inhibits

routines, manages transitions positively most of  or redirects) emotions, impulses and behaviors

the time with minimal adult support. with minimal guidance from adults.

SED.R.p4.3: Demonstrates confidence by SED.R.p4.7: Attempts to solve social problems

participating in most classroom activities. independently, by negotiation or with adult

assistance.

SED.R.p4.4: Interacts easily with familiar

adults by engaging in conversations, responding

to questions and following directions.

Personal Development

SED.PD.p4.1: Recognizes and identifies more SED.PD.p4.5: Expresses preferences in a

complex emotions (e.g., frustrated, socially acceptable way a majority of the time.

disappointed, jealous) in self and others, with

accuracy, with adult support.

SED.PD.p4.2: Expresses and responds to a SED.PD.p3.6: Develops strategies to express

range of emotions in socially acceptable ways. strong emotion and calm self, with adult help.

SED.PD.p4.3: Describes characteristics of self SED.PD.p4.7: Recognizes and accurately

and others. describes own feelings a majority of the time.
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SED.PD.p4.4: States more complex personal SED.PD.p4.8: Demonstrates age-appropriate

information (e.g., names of family members, independence in decision-making regarding

names of neighbors). activities and materials.
Social Development

SED.SD.p4.1: Demonstrates an understanding SED.SD.p4.8: Invites other children to join
of and responds to needs of others and people in groups or activities.
distress.

SED.SD.p4.2: Demonstrates an understanding SED.SD.p4.9: Develops friendships with one or
of which forms of emotional expression are two preferred peers.
acceptable for a given environment.

SED.SD.p4.3: Recognizes and respects SED.SD.p4.10: Demonstrates an understanding
similarities and differences between self and of which forms of emotional expression are
others (e.g., gender, race, special needs, acceptable for a given environment.

cultures, languages, family structures).

SED.SD.p4.4: Treats others with respect when SED.SD.p4.11: Adjusts behavior to different

conflict or differences occur, given adult settings (e.g., “inside voice”).
support.

SED.SD.p4.5: Displays socially competent SED.SD.p4.12: Resolves conflicts with peers,
behavior with peers (e.g., helping, sharing, and seeking adult assistance when necessary.

taking turns).

SED.SD.p4.6: Participates in conversational SED.SD.p4.13: Demonstrates flexibility in
turn taking by listening and responding to what  solving problems; will change plans if a better
was said. idea is thought of or proposed.

SED.SD.p4.7: Demonstrates strategies to join a

play group with adult support.

Note. Source from Adhima et al., 2024. Social Emotional Development Character Development
(SED.CD), Social Emotional Development Responsible Decision-Making and Problem Solving
(SED.R), Social Emotional Development Personal Development (SED.PD), Social Emotional
Development Social Development (SED.SD).

The School District Behavior Levels

The School District uses four progressive levels when coding behavior or discipline
referrals in the student management system. These four levels of coding behaviors are shared
with administrators and teachers. When a behavior occurs in a classroom, teachers are trained on

how to enter the behavior into the student management system. The building administrator then
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reviews the referral and proceeds with action as deemed necessary. The first level includes
behaviors which are considered minor, including: disruptive attire, inappropriate treatment of
materials, disruption of the classroom, lack of respect, refusal to work, tardiness, not following
directives, unauthorized object, leaving class without permission, and cheating or plagiarism.
The second level of behavior referrals includes behaviors considered minor or major. These
behaviors include repeated classroom violations, disrespect of classmates or staff, profanity or
obscene language, disruption of school class or activities, excessive or inappropriate activity, and
defiance of authority. The third and fourth levels of behavior were not included or considered in
this study because behaviors in these levels would not be typical for a kindergartener. As this
study focused on reviewing behavior referrals from early learners, the researcher expected most
behavior referrals to be reported at level one and level two. Elementary administrators and
teachers are trained on how to enter a behavior referral for students into the student management

system and categorize concerning behaviors into one of the categories referenced.
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Table 3.3

The School District Behavior Categories for the Student Management System

Level 1

Level 2

Disruptive Attire

Inappropriate Treatment of Materials
Disruption Classroom, Cafeteria, or Hallway
Lack of Respect

Refusal to Work

Not Following Directives

Unauthorized Object

Leaving Class w/o Permission

Cheating or Plagiarism

Repeated Classroom Violations
Disrespect-Classmates/Staff
Profanity/Obscene Language

Disruption School Class/Activities
Excessive/Inappropriate Activities

Defiance of Authority

Note. Source from The School District, personal communication, 2023.

Table 3.4

Correlation of Kansas Early Learning Standards and The School District Behavior Categories

Early Learning
Behavior Standard Standard Impacted

Level 1
Disruptive Attire RDM/PS/C SED.R.p4.1 SED.CD.p4.2
Inappropriate Treatment of Materials PD SED.PD.p4.8
Disruption of SED.R.p4.2 SED.R.p4.3 SED.R.p4.4
Classfoom/Cafeteria/Hallway RDM/PS/PD/C SED.C[};.p4.2 SED.PI§.p3.6 P
Lack of Respect SD SED.SD.p4.4
Refusal to Work RDM/PS SED.R.p4.4 SED.R.p4.7
Not Following Directives RDM/PS SED.R.p4.2 SED.R.p4.3
Unauthorized Object RDM/PS SED.R.p4.1
Leaving Class w/o Permission RDM/PS SED.R.p4.2 SED.R.p4.6 SED.PD.p4.5
Cheating or Plagiarism RDM/PS SED.R.p4.1

Level 2
Repeated Classroom Violations RDM/PS SED.R.p4.2
Disrespect-Classmates/ D SEDR.p4.2
Staff
Profanity/ SD SED.SD.p4.1
Obscene Language
DisFuI.)t‘ion School Class/ SD SED.SD.p4.5
Activities
Excessive/ L RDM/PS SED.R.p4.6
Inappropriate Activities
Defiance of Authority RDM/PS SED.R.p4.4
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Note. Source from Adhima et al., 2024; The School District, 2023. Responsible Decision Making
(RDM), Problem Solving (PS), Character (C), Social Development (SD), Personal Development
(PD)

Early Learning Program: Social Emotional Instruction

The Early Learning Program focuses on three themes during the three-week program
related to social emotional learning. The first week of the program focuses on kindness. With
specific instruction around the idea or concept: “It is always okay to be kind, it is never okay to
be disruptive or hurtful.” The second week of the program focuses on safety and learning. The
specific instruction focuses on the theme: “Why do we have rules?” Finally, the focus for the
third and final week of the program is feelings. The specific instruction around feelings
investigates the question: “It is okay to feel but what do you do when you have those big
feelings?” The program dedicates fifteen minutes each morning to instruction around these three
SEL themes.

The intentional instruction focused on kindness with an emphasis on not being disruptive
or hurtful directly correlates to The School District behavior referral categories in level one and
two. Specifically, a lack of kindness may result in a level one behavior referral titled “disruption
of the classroom, cafeteria, or hallway.” With direct instruction on kindness with an emphasis on
not being disruptive or hurtful, the behavior referral titled “lack of respect” could also be
appropriate if a student was not being kind. The second theme focuses on safety and learning
during the second week of the program. Several level one or two behavior referral categories
could apply such as “inappropriate treatment of materials,” “leaving the class without
permission,” or “not following directives.” The last week of the program’s instruction regarding
feelings, and more specifically, what to do when we have feelings, relates to several behavior

categories at level one and level two. These categories could include, “disruption of the
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classroom,” “lack of respect,” “not following directives,” “leaving the class without permission,”
“disrespect to classmates or staff,” or “defiance of authority.” The three SEL themes
implemented in the Early Learning Program have a clear connection to The School District
behavior categories at levels one and two. The researcher investigated the difference in the
number of behavior referrals during the kindergarten year following participation in the Early
Learning Program to students who participated in the program compared to those who did not
participate in the program.

Behavior Entry and Training

Since this study used behavior incidents reported by elementary school administrators, it
was important to review training regarding behavior entries. Building administrators are trained
each year regarding how to enter behavior referrals into The School District student management
system. Building administrators are also trained each year on how to utilize The School District
behavior matrix. This behavior matrix provides suggested discipline actions based on the student
behavior displayed. Building administrators are also encouraged to collaborate with their direct
supervisor regarding severe or major discipline situations.

As referenced in chapter 1, a correlation is provided between The School District’s
behavior levels one and two, and the Kansas Early Learning Standards. To answer the research
questions for this study, the researcher tied each of the three Early Learning Program targeted
social emotional skills to each of the behavior codes at level one and two in The School
District’s student management system. The researcher collaborated with colleagues at the district
office of The School District to review the correlation and alignment of behavior categories and

the Early Learning Program social emotional skills. This collaboration allowed the researcher to

have peers in the field who work with behavior daily to provide validity and reliability to the
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correlation. The three social emotional skills taught during the Early Learning Program are
kindness, safety and learning, and feelings. When teaching kindness, there is an emphasis on not
being disruptive or hurtful. Teaching safety and learning is especially important as the Early
Learning Program may be the first-time students have been in a formal classroom setting.

The final social emotional skill taught during the Early Learning Program is around
feelings. Specifically, instruction is focused on what to do when we have feelings. To answer the
research questions posed in this study, the researcher connected each of the three skills taught
during the Early Learning Program and the behavior categories listed for level one and level two
behavior referrals. Additionally, the researcher connected the Early Learning Standards to each
of the behavior categories. The Early Learning Standards include character, responsible decision
making and problem solving, personal development, and social development. Table 3.5 is a
correlation between The School Districts behavior codes, the Early Learning Program social

emotional skills taught, and the Early Learning Standards impacted for each behavior code.
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Table 3.5
The School District Behavior Categories for the Student Management System

The Early Learning Program Social Emotional Skills, The School District Behavior
Category, and Corresponding Kansas Early Learning Standard

Safety and Learning Feelings
Inappropriate Treatment of *Horse Play- Rough Play- RDM, Refusal to Work- Non-Compliance-
Materials- PD PS, PD RDM, PS RDM, PS
Not Following Directives- *Unsafe Act- RDM, PS, PD Profanity/Obscene *Inappropriate
RDM, PS Language- SD Language- SD
Disruption of School/Class *Banned Object- RDM, PS Defiance of *Profanity- SD
Activities- SD Authority- RDM,

PS
Disruption of Classroom,  *Disruptive Behavior- RDM, PS,
Cafeteria, or Hallway- C,PD
RDM, PD, C, PD Kindness
Excessive Inappropriate *Fighting- RDM, PS, PD Lack of Respect- Disrespect
Activities- RDM, PS SD Classmates and
Staff- RDM, PS

Unauthorized Object- *Physical Contact- RDM, PS, PD *Disrespect- SD
RDM, PS
Leaving Class w/o *Property Misuse- PD

Permission- RDM, PS, PD

Note. Source from The School District, personal communication, 2023. RDM- Responsible
Decision Making, PS- Problem Solving, SD- Social Development, PD- Personal Development,
C- Character

The correlations in Table 3.5 helped the researcher identify the social emotional skills
missing or lacking which resulted in a behavior referral during the kindergarten year for students
from 2015-2024. The items listed in Table 3.5 with an asterisk are behavior codes used before
2020 in The School District. Since data was collected from The School District Student
Management System prior to 2020, it was important to include these categories. It is also the
reason some overlap is observed in categories. For example, Excessive Inappropriate Activities

replaced Unsafe Act, Physical Contact, Fighting, and Horse Play/Rough Play. Figure 3.1 below

is a visual framework overview of the research plan.
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Figure 3.1

Visual Framework Overview of the Research
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Overview of Demographic Characteristics
The School District Demographics

The demographic information regarding The School District was taken from The School
District website. The School District is one of the largest school districts in Kansas with over
25,000 students and over 3,000 employees. The district has over 30 elementary schools, five
middle schools, and five high schools. The district also has specialized schools for early
education, high school specialized programs, and an alternative high school. Additionally, the

district serves students from over ten different cities in the state.
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Early Learning Program Academic Data and Site Demographics

The number of Early Learning Program sites has changed over the years depending on
the amount of funding available. The goal of providing this program at The School District’s
most at-risk schools has not changed. The Early Learning Program also tries to identify teachers
from the program’s site for the summer and in some cases, the Early Learning Program teacher
will be the participant’s kindergarten teacher. The Early Learning Program sites also work with
their neighborhood community to promote participation. The Early Learning Program was
created to help prepare students for the transition to kindergarten with a focus on mathematics
and early literacy, while teaching social emotional learning skills.

In 2014, The School District was able to offer this program at three elementary schools.
In 2018, the program was offered at 19 of the 34 elementary schools in the district. By 2023, the
Early Learning Program was implemented at 15 sites. The variation of the number of sites
offering the Early Learning Program is based on the amount of funding available each year.

To provide a sample of the academic data collected and demographic information for
participants of the Early Learning Program, the researcher provided an overview of information
for participating students from 2016 to 2017. These two years were selected as data was
available to the researcher from The School District in a report prepared by The School District.
Appendix A shows the number of students who participated in the Early Learning Program in
2016 and 2017. In 2016, 226 students were enrolled in the Early Learning Program at 13
different school sites. In 2017, 298 students were supported at 19 different schools. Appendix B
shows a growth comparison between kindergarteners who participated in the Early Learning
Program and kindergarteners from the same schools who didn’t participate in the program.

Students participated in The Northwest Evaluation Association (NWEA) Measures of Academic
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Progress (MAP) nationally norm-referenced assessments in reading and mathematics. The
students were assessed in the fall and again in the winter in 2017. Students who participated in
the Early Learning Program outperformed peers who did not participate in the program. In the
area of math, 56.1% of students who participated in the Early Learning Program met or exceeded
their expected growth compared to 51.1% of peers who did not participate. In the area of
reading, 59.9% of Early Learning Program students met or exceeded their anticipated goal on the
NWEA MAP assessment from fall to winter compared to 55.2% for peers not enrolled in the
program.

The demographic information in Appendix C includes students from the 2017 summer
Early Learning Program. White and Hispanic students made up 81% of the participating group
for the summer of 2017. For the students participating in 2017, 49% qualified for free and or
reduced lunch support. Almost half the students who participated in the program in 2017
identified as white students.

Appendix D illustrates student growth using the Dynamic Indicators of Basic Literacy
Skills (DIBELS) who participated in the Early Learning Program from 2016-2017. DIBELS is an
assessment used by The School District to help identify a student's literacy readiness. When
comparing the results of fall and winter DIBELS assessments for participants in the Early
Learning Program to all The School District elementary kindergarteners, students who did not
participate in the Early Learning Program outperformed those who did participate. However,
students who received free and/or reduced meals and participated in the Early Learning Program
scored higher on the fall and winter assessment compared to peers across all The School District
elementary kindergarteners. When comparing students who participated in Early Learning

Program with peers who did not participate from the same schools, rather than all The School
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District elementary school students, student performance scores are much closer. Early Learning
Program students scored higher in the fall when compared to peers who didn’t participate when
looking at only Early Learning Program schools. However, by the fall DIBELS assessment, non-
Early Learning Program students scored higher than students who participated in the Early
Learning Program. The difference in performance is a much smaller measure as compared to the
difference noted when looking at all The School District data. Students who received free and/or
reduced meals and participated in the Early Learning Program scored higher on the DIBELS
assessment in the fall and winter compared to peers who did not participate in the program and
attended an Early Learning Program location. Students who received free and/or reduced meals
and participated in the Early Learning Program outperformed peers who did not participate in the
program not only at the Early Learning Program locations, but also compared to all
kindergarteners across all elementary schools in 2016-2017 in The School District.

The academic performance data described above for students in the Early Learning
Program for the 2016 and 2017 school years was positive for students’ academic growth and
performance. However, the researcher was curious how this program addresses and measures the
social emotional learning of the students participating in the three-week kindergarten readiness
program. The School District has documented data to show how this program has supported
incoming kindergarteners in reading and mathematics using the NWEA MAP assessments and
DIBELS assessments. However, The School District does not have data or information to
explain how this three-week program supports the social emotional impact for participating
students as they prepare to enter kindergarten. The Early Learning Program is funded by The
School District, Title 1 federal funds, and through a foundation. More information is needed on

how the Early Learning Program supports the social emotional development and impact for
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participating students. No information is available to show how this program, implemented in
2014, supports and prepares students for the social emotional demands of entering elementary
school as a kindergartener. KSDE has listed social emotional readiness as one of the five state
outcomes for measuring student progress in Kansas (Kansas State Department of Education,
2022). With social emotional growth being identified as one in only five state outcomes, the
information gained in this study was important to support further programs aimed to prepare
students for kindergarten across the state and or nation.
Selection of Participants

This study included archival data for kindergarten students who participated in the Early
Learning Program each summer from 2014 to 2023. Only schools with six or more students
participating in the Early Learning Program will be included in the data. Further, schools will
only be included in the data for the year students participated. The archival data was collected for
all kindergarten students from schools with The School District hosting the Early Learning
Program at multiple locations from 2014 to 2023. Data was collected by The School District on
the identity of each student who participated in the Early Learning Program each summer. This
information was used to collect and analyze student behavior data. Results included the entire
kindergarten data set compared to students who participated in the Early Learning Program. The
Early Learning Program relies on educators and administration to advertise and recruit
participants. The Early Learning Program sites are filled first come first serve. The behavior data
collected for this study was entered by building principals or classroom teachers in a student
management system; however, only building administrators have the authority to assign

discipline to students based on a behavior referral.
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Research Process and Procedures
Data Collection

The researcher worked with the Director of Assessment and Research from The School
District to gain access to a deidentified data set of participants. All personally identifiable
information remained with the Director of Assessment and Research from The School District.
Data included all kindergarten students from 2015 to 2024 who participated in the Early
Learning Program and kindergarten classrooms where at least six Early Learning students
attended during kindergarten. Any elementary school in The School District without at least six
students participating in the Early Learning Program were excluded from the data for the
correlating year(s).
Data Analysis

A quasi-experimental method was used for this research. The availability of data to
conduct this study as well as the need from The School District to evaluate the Early Learning
Program aligned with the rational of a quasi-experimental method (Gao et al., 2017). The quasi-
experimental method is considered a more feasible option compared to a randomized control
method and can be utilized to explore relationships of programs with existing data (Gao et al.,
2017). The need to provide controls was maintained by limiting the data set to students from the
same school where at least six peers participated in the Early Learning Program: the data set only
included kindergarten students from a school which had at least six students who participated in
the Early Learning Program. This helped minimize effects of outside variables without being
able to control them directly. Independent variables included students in the Early Learning
Program and those not in the Early Learning Program. The dependent variables included whether

the students received a behavior referral(s) as well as the type of behavior category and level of
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the behavior referral based on The School District behavior matrix. Descriptive statistics and
logistic regression models were used for analysis to determine if a relationship existed. A logistic
regression analysis allowed the researcher to use quantitative data to determine if a relationship
existed, its significance, and which variable was most significant (James et al., 2023). Predictive
Analytics Software (PASW) Statistics 18 was used for descriptive statistics and logistic
regression models. The PASW 18 statistics software was formerly known as Statistical Package
for the Social Sciences (SPSS). Additional background characteristics included in the analysis
were free and or reduced lunch, race, gender, students with disabilities, and English Language
Learners. The researcher started by receiving a deidentified file containing all students included
in the study and discipline/behavior data. The deidentified file also contained all student
information related to this study's variables.
Limitations

The researcher worked with the Director of Assessment and Research for The School
District. The researcher used data already collected for this research. This could be considered a
limitation due to the researcher's inability to provide any proactive training or input to
administrators or teachers prior to data collection. In other words, the consistency and validity of
the referral data were beyond the control of the researcher. Research suggests factors such as
poor classroom management may contribute to an increased likelihood of a behavior referral
(Pas et al., 2011). When the researcher was correlating the three social emotional skills taught
during the Early Learning Program (kindness, safety and learning, and feelings) to The School
Districts level one and level two behavior categories, it became clear a lack of instruction around

both kindness and feelings could have contributed to a behavior referral. The researcher
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collaborated with district level peers for the most appropriate correlation of the Kansas Early
Learning Standards and The School District behavior categories.
Ethics

The research study was submitted through the Kansas State Institutional Review Board
(IRB). Upon approval by the IRB, ethical considerations for the study included all participants
remained anonymous as a nonidentifiable data set was created by the Director of Assessment and
Research for The School District. All names of employees from The School District and other
identifiable information were also changed. Demographic information about The School District
was left general to decrease the likelihood of identifying participants and employees from The
School District. Upon completion of the study, any other materials or data collected will be
stored for three years and at the end of that term will be deleted from the researcher’s computer
as well as any specialized program used during the data collection and analysis portions of the
process.
Role of Researcher

The researcher is currently employed by The School District and serves in an
administrative role at the district level. Working for The School District allowed the researcher
to understand the Early Learning Program before conducting this study. In addition, working at
the district level allowed the researcher easier access to the pre-existing data needed for this
study as the district's director of assessment and research has been a colleague for 12 years.
Summary

The Early Learning Program was established in 2014 in The School District to support
the transition to kindergarten. The program focuses on early literacy skills, number sense, and

learning the routines of school to include direct instruction on social emotional skills. The three
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targeted social emotional skills are kindness, safety and learning, and feelings. The School
District has ample academic data to demonstrate how the Early Learning Program supports
academic learning for participating students. As evidenced by the literature review, students who
have access to early intervention programs are more prepared for the transition to kindergarten
(Duke University Center for Child and Family Policy, 2017). Also, children learn how to
navigate social situations through practice in social settings like the Early Learning Program
(Zinsser et al., 2014). This study was needed to see if the Early Learning Program had a positive
impact on social emotional learning as measured by behavior referrals. This study utilized a
quasi-experimental method utilizing student behavior referral data already acquired and
maintained by The School District. Hypothesis testing, descriptive characteristics, and logistic
regression models were used for analysis. Additional background characteristics in the analysis
included free and/or reduced lunch, race, gender, students with disabilities, and English
Language Learners. Chapter 4 will detail the results and observations of the study. Chapter 5 will
provide discussions and conclusions, including implications for practice, policy, and potential

future research regarding early intervention with a focus on social emotional learning.
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Chapter 4 - Results
Overview

This chapter is divided into three sections based on the research questions and the type of
analysis used. The first section examines the descriptive characteristics of the Early Learning
Program sites, student characteristics, and the research questions. The second section includes
comparisons utilizing logistical and multiple regression models with control. The third section
includes an overall summary of the results. There is a summary of observations for each table
presented as well as a summary of all findings at the end of this chapter.

The first section examines three tables of descriptive characteristics of the Early Learning
Program. The descriptive characteristics provide the years of data utilized for this study of the
Early Learning Program, the total number of students in the study, the total number of students in
the Early Learning Program, as well as the overall percentage of students in the Early Learning
Program. The second set of descriptive characteristics provides percentages for the variables
explored by this study including race, English language learners, students with disabilities,
students who qualify for free and reduced lunch, and gender for students in the Early Learning
Program compared to students who did not participate in the program. The third set of
descriptive characteristics describes the percentage of students who received at least one
behavior referral during kindergarten for the years included in the data set, received a behavior
referral in quarter 1 of kindergarten, quarter 2 of kindergarten, quarter 3 of kindergarten, quarter
4 of kindergarten, received a behavior referral related to feelings, kindness, or safety and
learning. The third set of descriptive statistics also compares students who participated in the

Early Learning Program to students who did not participate as well as the overall percentage of
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students in kindergarten who received a behavior referral for each of the variables explored in
this study.
Early Learning Program Characteristics

Table 4.1 contains descriptive characteristics of the Early Learning Program by school
year and participation rate. The Early Learning Program years included in this study are 2015 to
2024. Due to the global pandemic, the Early Learning Program was not offered by The School
District in 2021.
Table 4.1

Count of Students in the Early Learning Program by Year and Participation Rates

Year Total Students Early Learning Early Learning %
2015 193 42 22
2016 834 186 22
2017 846 217 26
2018 1204 280 23
2019 1195 307 26
2020 980 260 27
2022 532 126 24
2023 994 198 20
2024 820 161 20
Grand Total 7,598 1,777 23

In Table 4.1, the total student’s column refers to the number of students in schools where
six or more students from the Early Learning Program were enrolled for kindergarten. For
example, if classroom A at Kansas Elementary School only had four students participate in the
Early Learning Program in 2020, that classroom was excluded from the data set. However, if

classroom A at Kansas Elementary School had six students who participated in the Early
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Learning Program in 2015, the entire class was included in the data set. Between 2015 and 2024,
the percentage of students participating in the Early Learning Program in relation to the number
of students included in the data set ranged from 20% to 27%. In 2019, the Early Learning
Program observed the most participation in the program with 307 participants. Over the nine
years of data used for this study, 1,777 students participated in the Early Learning Program
offered by The School District. The longitudinal data show a relatively stable rate (as of
percentage) of participation over the years, with a slight dip in the most recent years.

Table 4.2 contains descriptive characteristics of the Early Learning Program with table

columns titled characteristics, no early learning, early learning, and all students.

Table 4.2

Demographic Characteristics of Students in Study (N= 7,598)

Characteristics No Early Learning  Early Learning All Students
(N=5,821, in %) (N=1,777, in %) (N=7,598, in

%)

Hispanic 27.0 27.2 27.0

Black 13.4 11.0 12.9

Asian 2.3 4.2 2.7

White 49.2 48.9 49.1

Multi/Other 8.2 8.7 8.3

ELL 243 27.3 25.0

SWD 6.8 10.5 7.7

Free and or Reduced Meals 49.2 50.4 49.5

Male 50.7 52.0 51.0

Note. ELL= English language learners, SWD= students with disabilities

When looking at Table 4.2, the characteristics column lists the variables included in this
study which include students who identify as Hispanic, Black, Asian, White, and Muli-Racial or
Other. The characteristics column also identifies students who are considered English language

learners, students with disabilities, students who qualify for free and or reduced lunch, and
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gender. The column titled no early learning shows the participant percentage for each
characteristic listed. The column titled early learning refers to the percentage of each
characteristic listed for students who did participate in the Early Learning Program for all years
included in this study. The final column in Table 4.2 shows the percentage for all students
included in the data set grouped by the listed characteristics. The visual inspection indicates the
percentages are similar between participating and non-participating students, as well as to the
overall district’s distributions. When taking the absolute values of the percentages across groups,
students who are White or qualify for free and or reduced lunch have the highest participation
rate. Nonetheless, proportionally, that is, in relation to the percentage distributions of the groups
in the total population, all groups except for Black and White have higher participation rates.
Table 4.3 contains descriptive characteristics of the Early Learning Program with

columns titled research questions, no early learning, early learning, and a total percentage.

Table 4.3
Overview of Behavior Referrals by Research Question (N= 7, 598)
Research Questions No Early Learning Early Learning  Total
(N=5,821 in %) (N=1,777in %)  (N=7,598 in %)
Has a Referral 13.1 10.7 12.5
Has a Referral Quarter 1 6.6 5.5 6.3
Has a Referral Quarter 2 6.1 4.1 5.6
Has a Referral Quarter 3 5.6 4.2 53
Has a Referral Quarter 4 4.7 4.0 4.6
Referral Feelings 3.7 2.9 3.5
Referral Kindness 3.6 2.6 34
Referral Safety &
Learning 10.2 8.5 9.8

The column titled research questions include eight items which all correlate to this study's

research questions. The first item in this column is listed as “Has a referral” and refers to whether
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a student received at least one behavior referral during their kindergarten year for the years
included in this study. This column then lists if a student received a behavior referral during
quarter one, quarter two, quarter three, or quarter four of their kindergarten year for the years
included in this study. The final three items in the column titled research questions describe if a
student received a behavior referral during their kindergarten year, for the years included in this
study, which correlates to the skills taught in the Early Learning Program. The three social and
emotional skills taught during the Early Learning Program are feelings, kindness, safety and
learning. The column titled no early learning includes the students who did not participate in the
Early Learning Program, were in a classroom in kindergarten, and had six or more classmates
who did participate in the Early Learning Program, for each year of data collected for this study.
The column titled early learning includes students who participated in the Early Learning
Program and were in a classroom with at least six peers who also participated. The final column
in Table 4.3 shows the overall percentage of students who received a behavior referral for each
item listed on the table when including all students in the entire data set for this study. Table 4.3
shows the percentage of students who received a behavior referral are greater for all items listed
when a student did not participate in the Early Learning Program. The periodic data (by quarters)
show relatively similar overall prevalence patterns between the participating and non-
participating students, that is, more referrals were observed at the beginning of kindergarten for
both groups and gradually declined by the end of the kindergarten year. Referrals related to
safety and learning also observed the highest percentage, approximately three folds to the other
two referral categories respectively, and this is also the behavior area with the most behavior

categories.
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Overall, the descriptive characteristics seem to suggest there are differences between
students who participated in the Early Learning Program and those students who did not. The
next section reports the results from the logistic regression analyses to determine if such
differences remain statistically significant when controlling for the demographic variables
included in the study.

Logistic Regression Analyses

To further identify the differences observed between student participation in the Early
Learning Program and social emotional learning, as measured by behavior referrals, eight
logistic regression analyses are provided in this section. The logistic regression analyses include
a comparison of all kindergarten students from 2015-2024, who participated in the Early
Learning Program, compared to those who did not participate. Additionally, it is important to
understand the data set includes any classroom in kindergarten where six or more students from
the Early Learning Program attended. The logistic analyses are titled as follows; students with
one or more behavior referrals in kindergarten, one or more behavior referrals in quarter one of
kindergarten, one or more behavior referrals in quarter two of kindergarten, one or more
behavior referrals in quarter three of kindergarten, one or more behavior referrals in quarter four
of kindergarten, comparison of behavior referrals related to feelings during the kindergarten year,
comparison of behavior referrals related to kindness during the kindergarten year, and finally a
comparison of behavior referrals related to safety and learning during the kindergarten year. All
comparisons for each model are between all kindergarten students in the data set compared to
students who participated in the Early Learning Program. As stated earlier, the data set includes
all classrooms of kindergarten students from 2015 to 2024 (except for 2021) where at least six or

more students from the Early Learning Program were also attending.
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In all analyses, three models are used, and each uses the same process below. The data set
includes all participants of the Early Learning program from 2015 to 2024 (except for 2021). In
Tables 4.4, 4.5, 4.6, 4.7, and 4.8, the logistic regression analyses, the first model (Model 1),
compares the participation in the Early Learning Program to the likelihood of any behavior
referral in kindergarten. The kindergarten data set includes all students in kindergarten in The
School District. For Tables 4.9, 4.10, and 4.11, the dependent variable (Y1) changes to include
only a subset of behavior referrals which serves as a proxy for each of the three social emotional
learning skills taught during the Early Learning Program (feelings, kindness, safety and
learning). The second model (Model 2) includes the characteristics/variables of race (students
who are Hispanic, Black, Asian, or White). The third model (Model 3) includes all
characteristics/variables identified for this study which include students’ classifications on race,
students who are English language learners, students with a disability, students who receive free
and or reduced lunch, and gender. Because the researcher found literature which stated early
intervention programs can have a more positive impact on students of color, the researcher
included Model 2 to evaluate the between-race differences. Model 3 allowed the researcher to
further measure the effects of race, in conjunction with other demographic/characteristic
variables (i.e., English language learners, students with a disability, students who receive free
and or reduced lunch, and gender). For all logistic regression comparisons, the overall
significance value of 0.00 (<0.05) indicates that there is a difference between expected and
observed results. In simplest terms, if the coefficient (B), is less than 0 or a negative number,
participation in the Early Learning program decreased the likelihood of a behavior referral for
the respective variable. To help understand the tables, it is also important to understand Exp(B)

is the “odds ratio”. If the number in Exp(B) is larger than 1, the odds increase for the respective
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variable on the likelihood of receiving a behavior referral. A number less than 1 for Exp(B)
suggests the odds decrease on the likelihood of that respective variable receiving a behavior
referral.

The logistic regressions utilized for this study describe the statistical method used to
predict the probability of a binary outcome (0 or 1) based on one or more independent variables,
utilizing a logarithmic transformation to convert the linear relationship between the variables into
a probability between 0 and 1. This is achieved through the sigmoid function (logistic function)
(Chen et al., 2024). This allowed the researcher to analyze how changes within the independent
variables influence the likelihood of a specific event occurring. For the purpose of this study, the
specific event is a behavior referral.

The models presented in this study predict the "log-odds" of the event occurring (B),
which is then converted to a probability using the logistic function (Exp(B)). To proceed with
logistic regression, the existence of a behavior referral for each of the research questions was
converted to binary values; 1 = student received a behavior referral, and 0 = student did not
receive a behavior referral. Additional details regarding independent variables are included with
the results for each table included in this study.

The statistical models are listed below:
Model 1
In[Y1/(1-Y1)] = a + b1 X; where

Y1 = the probability of having a behavior referral (missing social emotional skills)

X = whether or not the student participated in the early learning program (1= participated, 0 =
did not participate)

Model 1.1
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In[Y1/(1-Y1)] = a + b1 X; where
Y1 = the probability of having a behavior referral (related to feelings)
X1 = whether or not the student participated in the early learning program (1= participated, 0 =
did not participate)
Model 1.2
In[Y1/(1-Y1)] = a + b1 X; where
Y1 = the probability of having a behavior referral (related to kindness)
X = whether or not the student participated in the early learning program (1= participated, 0 =
did not participate)
Model 1.3
In[Y1/(1-Y1)] = a + b1 X; where
Y1 = the probability of having a behavior referral (related to safety and learning)
X = whether or not the student participated in the early learning program (1= participated, 0 =
did not participate)
Model 2
In[Y1/(1-Y1)] =a + b1 X; + baXs + b3X3 + baXy4 + bsXs, where
Y1 = the probability of having a behavior referral (missing social emotional skills)
X = whether or not the student participated in the early learning program (1= participated, 0 =
did not participate);
X, = Hispanic (1= yes, 0 = no)
X3 = Black (1=yes, 0 = no)
X4 = Asian (1=yes, 0 = no)

Xs = White (1= yes, 0 = no)
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Model 2.1
In[Y1/(1-Y1)] =a + bi1X; + baXs + b3 X3 + baXy4 + bsXs, where
Y1 = the probability of having a behavior referral (related to feelings)
X = whether or not the student participated in the early learning program (1= participated, 0 =
did not participate);
X, = Hispanic (1= yes, 0 = no)
X3 = Black (1=yes, 0 = no)
X4 = Asian (1=yes, 0 = no)
Xs = White (1= yes, 0 = no)
Model 2.2
In[Y1/(1-Y1)] =a + b1 X + baXs + b3 X3 + baXy4 + bsXs, where
Y1 = the probability of having a behavior referral (related to kindness)
X = whether or not the student participated in the early learning program (1= participated, 0 =
did not participate);
X> = Hispanic (1= yes, 0 = no)
X3 = Black (1=yes, 0 = no)
X4 = Asian (1=yes, 0 = no)
Xs = White (1= yes, 0 =no)
Model 2.3
In[Y1/(1-Y1)] =a + bi1X; + baXa + b3X3 + baXy4 + bsXs, where
Y1 = the probability of having a behavior referral (related to safety and learning)
X = whether or not the student participated in the early learning program (1= participated, 0 =

did not participate);
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X, = Hispanic (1= yes, 0 = no)

X3 = Black (1=yes, 0 = no)

X4 = Asian (1=yes, 0 =no)

Xs = White (1= yes, 0 =no)

Model 3

In[Y1/(1-Y1)] =a + b1 X1 + baXs + b3 X3 + baXy4 + bsXs + bsXe + b7 X7 + bgXg + boXo where
Y1 = the probability of having a behavior referral (missing social emotional skills)

X = whether or not the student participated in the early learning program (1= participated, 0 =

did not participate);

X, = Hispanic (1= yes, 0 = no)

X3 = Black (1=yes, 0 = no)

X4 = Asian (1=yes, 0 = no)

X5 = White (1= yes, 0 =no)

X6 = English Language Learner (1= yes, 0 = no)

X7 = Student with a disability (1= yes, 0 = no)

Xs= Student receiving free and or reduced meals (1= yes, 0 = no)

Xo = Student is male (1= yes, 0 = no)

Model 3.1

In[Y1/(1-Y1)] =a + b1 X1 + baXs + b3 X3 + baXy4 + bsXs + bsXe + b7 X7 + bgXg + beXo where
Y1 = the probability of having a behavior referral (related to feelings)

X = whether or not the student participated in the early learning program (1= participated, 0 =

did not participate);

X, = Hispanic (1= yes, 0 = no)
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X3 = Black (1=yes, 0 =no)

X4 = Asian (1=yes, 0 = no)

Xs = White (1= yes, 0 =no)

X6 = English Language Learner (1= yes, 0 = no)

X7 = Student with a disability (1= yes, 0 = no)

Xs= Student receiving free and or reduced meals (1= yes, 0 = no)

Xo = Student is male (1= yes, 0 = no)

Model 3.2

In[Y1/(1-Y1)] =a + b1 X1 + baXs + b3 X3 + baXy4 + bsXs + bsXe + b7 X7 + bgXg + boXo where
Y1 = the probability of having a behavior referral (related to kindness)

X = whether or not the student participated in the early learning program (1= participated, 0 =

did not participate);

X2 = Hispanic (1= yes, 0 = no)

X3 = Black (1=yes, 0 = no)

X4 = Asian (1=yes, 0 = no)

Xs = White (1= yes, 0 = no)

Xe = English Language Learner (1= yes, 0 = no)

X7 = Student with a disability (1= yes, 0 = no)

Xs= Student receiving free and or reduced meals (1= yes, 0 = no)

Xo = Student is male (1= yes, 0 = no)

Model 3.3

In[Y1/(1-Y1)] =a + b1 X1 + baXs + b3 X3 + baXy4 + bsXs + bsXe + b7 X7 + bgXg + boXo where

Y1 = the probability of having a behavior referral (related to safety and learning)
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X1 = whether or not the student participated in the early learning program (1= participated, 0 =
did not participate);

X> = Hispanic (1= yes, 0 = no)

X3 = Black (1=yes, 0 = no)

X4 = Asian (1=yes, 0 = no)

Xs = White (1= yes, 0 =no)

Xe = English Language Learner (1= yes, 0 = no)

X7 = Student with a disability (1= yes, 0 = no)

Xs= Student receiving free and or reduced meals (1= yes, 0 = no)

Xo = Student is male (1= yes, 0 = no)

For Model 1 to 3, the results are reported in Tables 4.4, 4.5, 4.6, 4.7, and 4.8. For Model 1.1, 2.1,
and 3.1, the results are reported in Table 4.9. For Model 1.2, 2,2. And 3.2, the results are reported
in Table 4.10. For Model 1.3, 2.3, and 3.3, the results are reported in Table 4.11.

The data set includes all students enrolled in kindergarten from 2015-2024 from
identified schools that contained 6 or more Early Learning participants. The results of the
analyses compare students who received at least one behavior referral and participated in the
Early Learning Program, compared to students who did not. Table 4.4 contains the results of a
logistic regression analysis. The dependent variable in this analysis serves as a proxy measure for
behavior referrals for all kindergarten students during kindergarten. The binary value was
calculated by examining referrals in the data set for students who participated in the Early
Learning Program compared to students in the data set who did not receive a behavior referral
(1= had a referral during the kindergarten year, 0 = did not have a referral during the

kindergarten year). All independent variables within this table were also associated with a binary
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value. For example, if a student was an English language learner, 1 equals the student is an
English language learner and O they are not.

Table 4.4

Logistic Regression Comparisons of One or More Occurrence of a Behavior Referral in
Kindergarten (N= 7,598)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

B Exp(B) B Exp(B) B Exp(B)
Early Learning Student [-0.23** (.80 -0.20%* 0.82 -0.25%*% (.78
Hispanic -0.69*** (.50 -0.50***  0.61
Black 0.19 1.20 0.08 1.08
Asian -1.47%%* (.23 -1.02%*  0.36
White -0.39*** (.68 -0.36*%*  0.70
ELL -0.65%*%* (.52
SWD 0.52***  1.68
Free/Reduced 0.58*** 1.79
Male 1.22%** 338
Constant -1.90%*%*  0.15 -1.55%** - 0.21 -2.57*F%* - 0.08

*p <0.05, ¥* p<0.01, *** p <0.001

Table 4.4, Model 1 shows a significant p-value, with a negative coefficient (-.23) and an
odd ratio of .8. This means that the students who participate in the Early Learning Program are
less likely to receive a behavior referral, with (1-0.8) 20% lower odds of getting a behavior
referral. Even after introducing the variables in Model 2 and Model 3, participation in the Early
Learning Program has a statistically significant impact. Model 3 shows a significant p-value,
with a negative coefficient (-.25) and an odd ratio of .78. This means that the students who
participate in the Early Learning Program, when controlling for all variables, are less likely to
receive a behavior referral, with (1-0.78) 22% lower odds of getting a behavior referral. When

looking at individual variables in Model 2, Hispanic, Asian, and White students note a
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significant relationship. When reviewing Model 3, a relationship continues to exist for Hispanic,
Asian, and White students in addition to English language learners with a decreased ratio/chance
of having a referral, assuming all other variables are held constant. In addition, being SWD,
receiving free/reduced meals, or being male is statistically significant associated with an
increased ratio/chance of having a referral, assuming holding all other variables constant. Black
students have an increased ratio/chance of having a referral.

Table 4.5 contains the results of a logistic regression analysis. The dependent variable in
this analysis serves as a proxy measure for behavior referrals for all kindergarten students during
the first quarter of kindergarten. The binary value was calculated by examining referrals in the
data set for students who participated in the Early Learning Program compared to students in the
data set who did not receive a behavior referral (1= had a referral during quarter 1 of the
kindergarten year, 0 = did not have a referral during quarter 1 of the kindergarten year). All

independent variables within this table were also associated with a binary value.
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Table 4.5

Logistic Regression Comparisons of One or More Occurrence of a Behavior Referral During
Quarter 1 in Kindergarten (N= 7,598)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

B Exp(B) B Exp(B) B Exp(B)
Early Learning Student [-0.19 0.83 -0.15 0.86 -0.20 0.82
Hispanic -0.77%%%  0.46 -0.65%* (.52
Black 0.42* 1.53 0.30 1.36
Asian -2.21%*  0.11 -1.80%* 0.16
White -0.34* 0.71 -0.30 0.74
ELL -0.53*%*  0.59
SWD 0.64***  1.89
Free/Reduced 0.61*** 1.85
Male 1.28*** 3,58
Constant -2.66%** (.07 -2.37**%% 0.09 -3.51#%* 0 0.03

*p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p < 0.001

After reviewing all three models, there are no noticeable effects of participation in the
Early Learning Program in relation to behavior referrals. Model 1 shows a negative p-value, with
a negative coefficient (-0.19) which is not significant. The odd ratio of .83 means that students
are less likely to receive a behavior referral, with (1-0.83) lower odds of getting a behavior
referral. However, a significant relation does exist with Hispanic and Asian students in Model 2
as well as English language learners in Model 3. A moderate relationship for White students is
noted in Model 2. A similar relationship exists during quarter 1 of the kindergarten year
compared to the entire kindergarten year for SWD, students receiving free/reduced meals, or
being male. All three variables are statistically significant associated with an increased
ratio/chance of having a referral, assuming holding all other variables constant in addition to an

increased ratio/chance for Black students.
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Table 4.6 is the result of another logistic regression model. The dependent variable in this
analysis serves as a proxy measure for behavior referrals for all kindergarten students during the
second quarter of kindergarten. The binary value was calculated by examining referrals in the
data set for students who participated in the Early Learning Program compared to students in the
data set who did not receive a behavior referral (1= had a referral during quarter 2 of the
kindergarten year, 0 = did not have a referral during quarter 2 of the kindergarten year). All

independent variables within this table were also associated with a binary value.

94



Table 4.6

Logistic Regression Comparisons of One or More Occurrence of a Behavior Referral During
Quarter 2 in Kindergarten (N= 7,598)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

B Exp(B) B Exp(B) B Exp(B)
Early Learning Student [-0.43**  0.65 -0.40**  0.67 -0.44**  0.64
Hispanic -0.77%%%  0.46 -0.45% 0.64
Black 0.28 1.33 0.21 1.23
Asian -1.73%% (.18 -1.16 0.31
White -0.46%*  0.63 -0.43* 0.65
ELL -0.83*** (.43
SWD 0.47** 1.60
Free/Reduced 0.49%**  1.63
Male 1.19*** 328
Constant -2.73%%% - 0.06 -2.36%%* (0.09 -3.35%*% - 0.04

*p <0.05, ¥ p<0.01, *** p <0.001

All three models show the Early Learning Program is significant in decreasing the
likelihood of a behavior referral during the second quarter of the kindergarten year compared to
students who did not participate in the program. Model 1 shows a significant p-value, with a
negative coefficient (-.43) and an odd ratio of .65. This means that the students who participate
in the Early Learning Program are less likely to receive a behavior referral, with (1-0.65) 35%
lower odds of getting a behavior referral. Model 2 shows a significant p-value, with a negative
coefficient (-.40) and an odd ratio of .67. This means that the students who participate in the
Early Learning Program are less likely to receive a behavior referral, with (1-0.67) 33% lower
odds of getting a behavior referral. Model 3 shows a significant p-value, with a negative

coefficient (-.44) and an odd ratio of .64. This means that the students who participate in the
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Early Learning Program are less likely to receive a behavior referral, with (1-0.64) 36% lower
odds of getting a behavior referral.

A significant relationship was also noted for Hispanic and White students in Model 2.
English language learners also observe a significant relationship when reviewing Model 3. A
similar relationship continues to exist for the entire kindergarten year, quarter 1, and quarter 2 for
SWD, students receiving free/reduced meals, or being male. All three variables are statistically
significant associated with an increased ratio/chance of having a referral, assuming holding all
other variables constant in addition to an increased ratio/chance for Black students.

The results of Table 4.7 are similar to the results of Table 4.6. The dependent variable in
this analysis serves as a proxy measure for behavior referrals for all kindergarten students during
the third quarter of kindergarten. The binary value was calculated by examining referrals in the
data set for students who participated in the Early Learning Program compared to students in the
data set who did not receive a behavior referral (1= had a referral during quarter 3 of the
kindergarten year, 0 = did not have a referral during quarter 3 of the kindergarten year). All

independent variables within this table were also associated with a binary value.
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Table 4.7

Logistic Regression Comparisons of One or More Occurrence of a Behavior Referral During
Quarter 3 in Kindergarten (N= 7,598)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

B Exp(B) B Exp(B) B Exp(B)
Early Learning Student [-0.31* 0.73 -0.28%* 0.76 -0.31°%* 0.73
Hispanic -0.76%**  0.47 -0.46* 0.63
Black 0.19 1.21 0.08 1.08
Asian -2.78%% 0.06 -2.19% 0.11
White -0.42% 0.65 -0.35% 0.70
ELL -0.85%** (.43
SWD 0.31 1.36
Free/Reduced 0.67*** 1.96
Male L17*%* 322
Constant -2.83%%*  0.06 -2.45%%% - 0.09 -3.53%*%* (0.03

*p <0.05, ¥ p<0.01, *** p <0.001

All three models show the Early Learning Program is significant in decreasing the
likelihood of a behavior referral during the third quarter of the kindergarten year compared to
students who did not participate in the program assuming holding all other variables constant.

Model 1 shows a significant p-value, with a negative coefficient (-.31) and an odd ratio of
.73. This means that the students who participate in the Early Learning Program are less likely to
receive a behavior referral, with (1-0.73) 27% lower odds of getting a behavior referral. Model 2
shows a significant p-value, with a negative coefficient (-.28) and an odd ratio of .76. This means
that the students who participate in the Early Learning Program are less likely to receive a
behavior referral, with (1-0.76) 24% lower odds of getting a behavior referral. Model 3 shows a

significant p-value, with a negative coefficient (-.31) and an odd ratio of .73. This means that the

97



students who participate in the Early Learning Program are less likely to receive a behavior
referral, with (1-0.73) 27% lower odds of getting a behavior referral.

A significant relationship was also noted for Hispanic, Asian, White, and English
language learners associated with a decreased ratio/chance of having a referral, assuming holding
all other variables constant. Male students who participated in the Early Learning Program are
about three times more likely to receive a behavior referral during the third quarter of their
kindergarten year assuming holding all other variables constant and this is consistent with the
results from the entire kindergarten year, quarter 1 and quarter 2. SWD and students receiving
free/reduced meals continues to be associated with an increased ratio/chance of having a referral,
assuming holding all other variables constant.

Table 4.8 contains the results of a logistic regression analysis. The dependent variable in
this analysis serves as a proxy measure for behavior referrals for all kindergarten students during
the fourth quarter of kindergarten. The binary value was calculated by examining referrals in the
data set for students who participated in the Early Learning Program compared to students in the
data set who did not receive a behavior referral (1= had a referral during quarter 4 of the
kindergarten year, 0 = did not have a referral during quarter 4 of the kindergarten year). All

independent variables within this table were also associated with a binary value.
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Table 4.8

Logistic Regression Comparisons of One or More Occurrence of a Behavior Referral During
Quarter 4 in Kindergarten (N= 7,598)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

B Exp(B) B Exp(B) B Exp(B)
Early Learning Student [-0.18 0.84 -0.16 0.85 -0.18 0.83
Hispanic -0.87***% (.42 -0.53* 0.59
Black -0.20 0.82 -0.27 0.76
Asian -1.77%*%  0.17 -1.23% 0.29
White -0.72%**% 0.49 -0.70%**  0.50
ELL -0.82%** (.44
SWD 0.35* 1.42
Free/Reduced 0.39%#* 1.48
Male 1.09***  2.99
Constant -3.00%**  0.05 -2.39%**% (0.09 -3.25%%% - 0.04

*p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p < 0.001

After reviewing all three models, there are no statistically significant effects of
participation in the Early Learning Program. Model 1 shows a negative p-value, with a negative
coefficient (-0.18) which is not significant. The odd ratio of .84 means that students are less
likely to receive a behavior referral, with (1-0.84) lower odds of getting a behavior referral.

However, a significant relationship continued to exist with Hispanic, Asian, and White
students in Model 2 and Model 3 associated with a decreased ratio/chance of having a referral,
assuming holding all other variables constant. English language learners observed the greatest
significance of all variables included in Model 3 associated with a statistically significant
decreased ratio/chance of having a referral. The fourth quarter of the kindergarten year is the first
time Black students observed a decreased ratio/chance of having a referral.

Table 4.9 is the result of another logistic regression model. The dependent variable in this

analysis serves as a proxy measure for feelings. Table 3.5 in Chapter 3 provided a correlation
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between The School Districts behavior codes, The Kansas Early Learning Standards, as well as
the Early Learning Program social and emotional skills. The binary value was calculated by
examining referrals in the data set for students who participated in the Early Learning Program
compared to students in the data set who did not receive a behavior referral (1= had a referral
during the kindergarten year relating to feelings, 0 = did not have a referral during the
kindergarten year relating to feelings). All independent variables within this table were also
associated with a binary value.

Table 4.9

Logistic Regression Comparisons of One or More Occurrence of a Behavior Referral Involving
Feelings (N=7,598)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

B Exp(B) B Exp(B) B Exp(B)
Early Learning Student [-0.27 0.77 -0.24 0.79 -0.26 0.77
Hispanic -0.71%*  0.49 -0.45 0.64
Black 0.13 1.13 0.00 1.00
Asian -1.74% 0.18 -1.19 0.31
White -0.59** (.55 -0.51* 0.60
ELL -0.76%*%*  0.47
SWD 0.31 1.37
Free/Reduced 0.68***  1.97
Male 1.09*** 297
Constant -3.26%*% - 0.04 -2.81%%%  (0.06 -3.84%**% (.02

*p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p < 0.001

All three models show the Early Learning Program is not statistically significant in
decreasing the likelihood of a behavior referral related to feelings during the kindergarten year
compared to students who did not participate in the program. Model 1, 2, and 3 all show a
negative p-value, with a negative coefficient. While the odd ratio for all models shows that

students are less likely to receive a behavior referral, none are statistically significant. However,
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a significant relationship was observed with Hispanic students, Asian students, White students in
Model 2 and English language learners in Model 3 associated with a decrease ratio/chance of
receiving a referral holding all other variables constant.

Table 4.10 is the result of yet another logistic regression model. The dependent variable
in this analysis serves as a proxy measure for kindness. Table 3.5 in Chapter 3 provides a
correlation between The School Districts behavior codes, The Kansas Early Learning Standards,
as well as the Early Learning Program social and emotional skills. The binary value was
calculated by examining referrals in the data set for students who participated in the Early
Learning Program compared to students in the data set who did not receive a behavior referral
(1= had a referral during the kindergarten year relating to kindness, 0 = did not have a referral
during the kindergarten year relating to kindness). All independent variables within this table

were also associated with a binary value.
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Table 4.10

Logistic Regression Comparisons of One or More Occurrence of a Behavior Referral Involving
Kindness (N=7,598)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

B Exp(B) B Exp(B) B Exp(B)
Early Learning Student [-0.35%* 0.71 -0.31 0.73 -0.36* 0.70
Hispanic -0.78%** (.46 -0.38 0.68
Black 0.06 1.06 -0.01 0.99
Asian -18.27 0.00 -17.59 0.00
White -0.53**  0.59 -0.51*  0.60
ELL -0.97**%* (.38
SWD 0.69*** 2.00
Free/Reduced 0.45%* 1.57
Male 1.06*** 288
Constant -3.28%*%* (.04 -2.82%** (.06 -3.73%*%* (.02

*p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p < 0.001

Two of the three models show the Early Learning Program is significant in decreasing the
likelihood of a behavior referral related to kindness during the kindergarten year compared to
students who did not participate in the program. Model 1 shows a significant p-value, with a
negative coefficient (-.35) and an odd ratio of .71. This means that the students who participate
in the Early Learning Program are less likely to receive a behavior referral, with (1-0.71) 29%
lower odds of getting a behavior referral. Model 3 shows a significant p-value, with a negative
coefficient (-.36) and an odd ratio of .70. This means that the students who participate in the
Early Learning Program are less likely to receive a behavior referral, with (1-0.70) 30% lower
odds of getting a behavior referral. At the same time, a significant relationship for White students
and English language learners associated with a decreased ratio/chance of receiving a referral

holding all other variables constant.
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Table 4.11 is the result of the final logistic regression analyses. The dependent variable in
this analysis serves as a proxy measure for safety and learning. Table 3.5 in Chapter 3 provides a
correlation between The School District’s behavior codes, The Kansas Early Learning Standards,
and the Early Learning Program social and emotional skills. The binary value was calculated by
examining referrals in the data set for students who participated in the Early Learning Program
compared to students in the data set who did not receive a behavior referral (1= had a referral
during the kindergarten year relating to safety and learning, 0 = did not have a referral during the
kindergarten year relating to safety and learning). All independent variables within this table
were also associated with a binary value.

Table 4.11

Logistic Regression Comparisons of One or More Occurrence of a Behavior Referral Involving
Safety and Learning (N = 7,598)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

B Exp(B) B Exp(B) B Exp(B)
Early Learning Student [-0.20* 0.82 -0.17 0.85 -0.22% 0.81
Hispanic -0.72%**%  0.49 -0.52*%*  0.59
Black 0.29* 1.34 0.19 1.21
Asian -1.44%*%* (.24 -0.97* 0.38
White -0.37*%%  0.69 -0.34* 0.71
ELL -0.66%** (.52
SWD 0.49*** 1,64
Free/Reduced 0.58*** 1.79
Male 1.30%**  3.66
Constant -2.18%*%* (.11 -1.86%** (.16 -2.96%*%  0.05

*p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p < 0.001

Models one and three show the Early Learning Program is moderately significant in
decreasing the likelihood of behavior referrals related to safety and learning during the

kindergarten year compared to students who did not participate in the program. Model 1 shows a
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significant p-value, with a negative coefficient (-.20) and an odd ratio of .82. This means that the
students who participate in the Early Learning Program are less likely to receive a behavior
referral, with (1-0.82) 18% lower odds of getting a behavior referral. Model 3 shows a significant
p-value, with a negative coefficient (-.22) and an odd ratio of .81. This means that the students
who participate in the Early Learning Program are less likely to receive a behavior referral, with
(1-0.81) 19% lower odds of getting a behavior referral. At the same time, Hispanic, White,
Asian, and English language learners associated with a decreased ratio/chance of receiving a
referral holding all other variables constant. One notable observation from this table is that the
characteristic of being male makes a student over three times more likely to receive a behavior
referral. While the impact of the Early Learning Program is significant, the significance is not
enough to counter the impact of being a male student.
Summary of Results

Table 4.12 offers a broad summary of the results of this study and chapter. Overall, the
results of this study find that participation in the Early Learning Program decreases the
ratio/chance a student receives a behavior referral during their kindergarten year, holding all

other variables constant.
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Table 4.12

Summary of Results of the Relationship of Participation in the Early Learning Program and the
Likelihood of Receiving a Behavior Referral during Kindergarten (N=7,598)

Dependent Variable Effect of the Early Learning Program (odds ratio)
All Referrals Decreases Likelihood (0.78)

Quarter 1 Referrals Not Significant

Quarter 2 Referrals Decreases Likelihood (0.82)

Quarter 3 Referrals Decreases Likelihood (0.73)

Quarter 4 Referrals Not Significant

Behavior Referrals- Feelings Not Significant

Behavior Referrals- Kindness Decreases Likelihood (0.70)

Behavior Referrals-

Safety/Learning Decreases Likelihood (0.81)

During the first quarter of kindergarten, data shows no significant relationship between
students who participated in the Early Learning Program compared to students who did not
participate and the likelihood of receiving a behavior referral. During the second quarter of
kindergarten, data shows a significant relationship exists. Students who participated in the Early
Learning Program were less likely to receive an office referral. This is also true for students in
their third quarter of kindergarten. During the fourth quarter of kindergarten, no significant
relationship existed between participation in the Early Learning Program and the likelihood of
receiving less behavior referrals compared to students who did not participate in the program.

Table 4.12 summarizes the relationship between participation in the Early Learning
Program and the likelihood of receiving a behavior referral related to feelings, kindness, and
safety/learning compared to students who did not participate in the program. Participation in the
Early Learning Program decreases the likelihood of receiving a behavior referral related to
kindness and safety/learning while a relationship did not exist for the social and emotional area

of feelings.
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Table 4.13 below provides a summary of the additional variables included in Model 2 of
each of the analyses. The purpose is to provide an overview of the additional factors included
which were Hispanic, Black, Asian, and White. The data indicates that the effects may be further
magnified with certain groups and or student background characteristics.

Table 4.13

Summary of Results of the Relationship of Participation in the Early Learning Program and the
Likelihood of Receiving a Behavior Referral during Kindergarten for the independent variables
included in Model 2 of all Logistic Regression Models (N=7,598)
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-0.20* -0.15 -0.40** -0.28* -0.16 -0.24 -0.31 -0.17
ELP
DL DL DL DL DL DL DL DL
-0.69*** -0.77¥*%*% 0 _Q.7TF*¥* 0 _0.76%F*¥* (.87 F¥* -0.71%* -0.78%** Q. 72%**
Hispanic
DL DL DL DL DL DL DL DL
0.19 0.42%* 0.28 0.19 -0.20 0.13 0.06 0.29%*
Black
IL IL IL IL DL IL IL IL
-1.47%%* 2.21%* -1.73** -2.78%* -1.77** -1.74* -18.27 -1.44%**
Asian
DL DL DL DL DL DL DL DL
-0.39%** -0.34* -0.46** -0.42* -0.72%** -0.59%** -0.53** -0.37**
White

DL DL DL DL DL DL DL DL

Note. Early Learning Program = ELP; Decreases Likelihood = DL; Increases Likelihood = IL;
Feelings = F; Kindness = K; Safety and Learning = S/L.
*p <0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p <0.001
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A brief overview of Table 4.13 shows when considering all variables of Model 2
(Hispanic, Black, Asian, and White), a decreased likelihood still exists for students who
participate in the Early Learning Program. When including the variables for Model 2, the second
quarter of kindergarten has the strongest relationship of decreasing the likelihood of receiving a
behavior referral for students participating in the program while the third quarter of kindergarten
shows a moderate relationship. Hispanic, Asian, and White students also see a decreased
likelihood of receiving a behavior referral when participating in the Early Learning Program
compared to peers who did not participate. Black students are observed to have an increased
likelihood of receiving a behavior referral across all models except for quarter four of the
kindergarten year.

Table 4.14 is the final summary of results for the independent variables included in
Model 3 of all the logistic regression models of chapter 4. The variables of Model 3 are English
language learners, students with disabilities, students receiving free and or reduced meals, and
male students. The data indicates that the effects may be further magnified with certain groups

and or student background characteristics.
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Table 4.14

Summary of Results of the Relationship of Participation in the Early Learning Program and the
Likelihood of Receiving a Behavior Referral during Kindergarten for the independent variables
included in Model 3 of all Logistic Regression Models (N=7,598)
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ELP
DL DL DL DL DL DL DL DL
-0.65%** -0.53%** -0.83%** -0.85%** -0.82%** -0.76%** -0.97*** -0.66%**
ELL
DL DL DL DL DL DL DL DL
0.52%** 0.64*** 0.47** 0.31 0.35% 0.31 0.69%*** 0.49%**
SWD
IL IL IL IL IL IL IL IL
0.58*** 0.61*** 0.49%** 0.67*** 0.39%* 0.68*** 0.45%* 0.58***
Free/Reduced
IL IL IL IL IL IL IL IL
1.22%%* 1.28%** 1.19%** 1.17%%* 1.09%** 1.09%** 1.06%*** 1.30%**
Male

IL IL IL IL IL IL IL IL
Note. Early Learning Program = ELP; Decreases Likelihood = DL; Increases Likelihood = IL;
Feelings = F; Kindness = K; Safety and Learning = S/L.
*p <0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p <0.001

Including the variables of Model 3 for all the logistic regression models included in
chapter 4 shows a decreased ratio/chance of participating students receiving a behavior referral,
holding all other variables constant. Looking at the entire kindergarten year and including all
students who received at least one or more office referrals compared to students who participated
in the Early Learning Program shows a strong relationship of decreasing the ratio/chance of
receiving a behavior referral. While the second quarter of the kindergarten year also shows a
strong relationship for participating students when including the variables of Model 3, only
English language learners show a decreased ratio/chance of receiving a behavior referral when
considering the four independent variables included in Model 3. It is also important to note the

relationship of participating in the Early Learning Program and being “an English language
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learner” is significant for all regression models of chapter 4. If a student has a disability, receives
free and or reduced meals, and or is a male student, they have an increased likelihood of
receiving a behavior referral after considering the positive impact of the Early Learning
Program.
Summary

In this chapter, the researcher has reported the descriptive and inferential results obtained
from statistical analyses. In particular, the logistic regression results are explained to answer the
hypotheses established to measure the relationship between participation in the Early Learning
Program and social emotional learning skills measured across the kindergarten year, quarterly,
and with the inclusion of the variables of the study. In the next chapter, chapter 5, the researcher
will further situate the statistical results in the context of the particularity of the research site and
the population from which the sample data were drawn. Explanations will be provided to the
observed patterns/findings, particularly when they are inconsistent with or opposite to the broad
literature that had guided the current study. For organizational purposes, chapter 5 will be
structured into sections that correspond to each of the three research questions. Also included are
the discussions of the implications for future research, policy, and practice. To conclude, the
researcher underscores key takeaways for readers regarding the study and contributions to the

field.
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Chapter 5 - Summary, Implications, and Conclusions

The final chapter of this study will review the purpose and summarize findings as it
relates to each research question. Following the summary of findings, a discussion section is
included for each of the research questions as it relates to the literature presented in chapter 2.
Connections to the study’s theoretical and conceptual frameworks will also be made.
Recommendations for future research and implications for policy and practice will culminate this
chapter along with a final summary at the chapter's end. Before introducing the summary of
findings as it relates to each research question, the research purpose will be reviewed.
Research Purpose

As stated previously, the purpose of this research study was to determine if participation
in the Early Learning Program improved the transition for students entering kindergarten.
Specifically, did students who participate in the Early Learning Program demonstrate improved
social emotional skills? A gap in the literature exists as this study utilized behavior referrals as a
proxy for measuring social emotional learning, while connecting the behavior referral categories
to the Kansas Early Learning Standards. While a previous study was conducted to see if students
who participated in pre-kindergarten received fewer behavior referrals, no other study has
explored participation in pre-kindergarten learning by examining the impact of behavior referrals
during the following year in kindergarten, with a correlation to specific early learning standards
(Nold et al., 2021). This study examined the relationship between students enrolled in the Early
Learning Program in The School District compared to peers who did not participate in the Early
Learning Program. The research explored the relationship of the likelihood a student in the Early
Learning Program would receive a behavior referral compared to peers who did not participate in

the program. This study utilized student disciplinary incidents as reported in the student
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management system for The School District. The researcher reviewed all disciplinary data for
students in kindergarten from 2014 to 2023, except 2021, as no program was offered due to the
pandemic. The data sample for this study was disaggregated by the following independent
variables: 1) race, 2) gender, 3) free and reduced lunch (low socio-economic status), 4) students
with disabilities, and 5) English Language Learners. Next, a summary of findings is presented
related to each research question.
Summary of Findings
Research Question One

Is there is a relationship between participation in the Early Learning Program and social
emotional learning skills? Students who participated in the Early Learning Program received
fewer behavioral referrals than peers who did not participate in the program. Overall, 10.7% of
the participants of the Early Learning Program received at least one behavioral referral while
13.1% of students who did not participate in the program received at least one behavioral
referral. The logistical regression analyses in Table 4.4 show students who participate in the
Early Learning Program have a statistically significant decreased ratio/chance of receiving a
behavior referral, holding all other variables constant. These results support the hypotheses to
research question one with a relationship existing between participation in the Early Learning
Program and social emotional learning skills. The proxy for measuring social and emotional
learning skills for this study was behavior referrals during the kindergarten year.

Tables 4.9, 4.10, and 4.11 were the logistic analyses for the three specific social
emotional learning skills explicitly taught during the Early Learning Program. As outlined in
previous chapters, the three skills taught during the Early Learning Program are feelings,

kindness, and safety/learning. Each of these social emotional skills are a focus for one week
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during the three-week program. The Early Learning Program is not statistically significant in
decreasing ratio/chance of a behavior referral related to feelings during the kindergarten year,
holding all other variables constant. The Early Learning Program is statistically significant in
decreasing ration/chance of a behavior referral related to kindness during the kindergarten year.
Finally, the Early Learning Program is moderately significant in decreasing the ratio/chance of a
behavior referral related to safety and learning during kindergarten. Overall, a relationship exists
between participation in the Early Learning Program and social and emotional learning skills.
Research Question One A

Is there a relationship between participation in the Early Learning Program and social
emotional learning skills captured at quarterly intervals (quarter one, two, three, and four)
through the kindergarten school year? Based on the descriptive characteristics of the Early
Learning Program, a relationship does exist between participation in The Early Learning
Program and social emotional learning skills captured at quarterly intervals (quarters one, two,
three, and four) through the kindergarten school year. By the end of each quarter of kindergarten
from 2015-2024 (except for 2021 due to no program being offered), students who participated in
the Early Learning Program had a decreased ratio/chance of receiving a behavior referral. These
results also confirm the hypotheses presented in chapter 3. Based on the descriptive statistics,
participation in the Early Learning Program suggests students are acquiring social and emotional
learning skills translating into less behavior referrals.

The logistic comparison models of Table 4.5, 4.6, 4.7, and 4.8 provided further insight
into this research question. Table 4.5 (behavior referrals during quarter one of kindergarten)
showed no noticeable effects of participation in the Early Learning Program regarding behavior

referrals at the end of the first quarter of kindergarten during the years included in this data set.
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Table 4.6 (behavior referrals during quarter two of kindergarten) demonstrated the Early
Learning Program is significant in decreasing the ratio/chance of a behavior referral during the
second quarter of the kindergarten year, holding all other variables constant. Table 4.7 (behavior
referrals during quarter 3 of kindergarten) showed the Early Learning Program is significant in
decreasing the ratio/chance of a behavior referral by the end of the third quarter of the
kindergarten year, holding all other variables constant. Finally, Table 4.8 (behavior referrals
during quarter four of kindergarten) showed there are no noticeable effects of participation in the
Early Learning Program during the fourth quarter of the kindergarten year. Overall, participation
in the Early Learning Program is more likely to decrease the ratio/chance of a behavior referral
for participants during the second and third quarters of the kindergarten year based on the
logistical comparisons provided in Table 4.6 and 4.7, holding all other variables constant.
Students who participate in the Early Learning Program demonstrate increased social emotional
learning skills during the second and third quarter of kindergarten.
Research Question Two

Is there a relationship between participation in the Early Learning Program and social
emotional learning skills when controlling for race, gender, free and reduced lunch (low socio-
economic status), students with disabilities, and English Language Learners? The logistic
regression analyses of Table 4.4 (one or more behavior referrals during kindergarten)
demonstrate that even after introducing the variables of race in Model 2 and the variables
(English language learners, students with disabilities, students receiving free and or reduced
meals, and gender) in Model 3, overall, participation in the Early Learning Program has a
statistically significant impact. These results confirm the hypotheses presented in chapter 3.

When looking at individual variables in Model 2 of Table 4.4, Hispanic, Asian, and White
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students note a significant relationship is observed. When reviewing Model 3 of Table 4.4, a
relationship continues to exist for Hispanic, Asian, and White students in addition to English
language learners. However, data shows students who are Black, have disabilities, receive free
and or reduced lunch, and who are male, have an increased ratio/chance to receive a behavior
referral. This is when comparing all kindergarten students in the data set to those who
participated in the Early Learning Program. Tables 4.13 and 4.14 also provide an overview to
quickly see the relationship between participation in the Early Learning Program and the
variables included in research question two.

Table 4.13 shows the relationship across all eight logistic regression analyses included in
chapter 4. The variables included in Table 4.13 are students who are Hispanic, Black, Asian, and
White. Across all logistic regression analyses, Asian students noted a significant relationship
between participation in the Early Learning Program and a decreased ratio/chance of receiving a
behavior referral, holding all other variable constant. Black students observed an increased
ratio/chance of receiving a behavior referral across seven of the eight logistic regression analyses
included in chapter 4.

As noted in Table 4.14, a significant relationship exists for English language learners and
participation in the Early Learning Program. This significant relationship was observed across all
eight logistic regression analyses. However, the other variables included in Model 3 of all
logistic regression analyses did not observe the same relationship. Students with disabilities,
receiving free and or reduced meals, and male students all showed an increased ratio/chance of a
behavior referral during kindergarten. Of all variables included in this study, being male was the
most significant variable measured which increased the ratio/chance of a student receiving a

behavior referral.
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Connections to Literature
Research Question One

Is there is a relationship between participation in the Early Learning Program and social
emotional learning skills? Based on the literature review in chapter 2, a clear rationale was
provided to support the importance of early learning. Specifically, the literature review supported
early learning with a focus on teaching social emotional skills. The years prior to kindergarten
are a critical time to support brain development and create a positive learning environment to
support student learning (Duke University Center for Child and Family Policy, 2017). When
students begin their school experience on a positive trajectory with quality pre-kindergarten
support focused on social emotional learning and academics, they are more likely to be
successful later in life (Blair & Raver, 2015). The research also showed parents, administrators,
and teachers identify the importance and need to support the social emotional needs of early
learners. When surveyed, parents reported students should be ready to interact socially prior to
academics (Kim et al., 2005). In addition, teachers and administrators identify supporting
students’ social emotional needs as a critical priority (Public Health Service, 2000). This study
adds to literature as a significant relationship does exist for students who participate in the Early
Learning Program. Students who participate in the Early Learning Program have a statistically
significant decreased ratio/chance of receiving a behavior referral, holding all other variables
constant. This information supports parents, teachers, and administrators as they work to find
ways to support students entering kindergarten.

Research also clearly links early social-emotional development, emotional control, self-
regulation, attention, and appropriate social skills, to school readiness (Green et al., 2012). This

study addressed the question and gap in the literature to determine if a three-week program, prior
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to kindergarten, improves social emotional learning skills. As reviewed previously, students who
participated in the Early Learning Program received fewer behavioral referrals than peers who
did not participate in the program. Chapter 2 also highlighted many early intervention programs
such as The Chicago Child-Parent Centers, established in 1967 to present day (Reynolds et al.,
2011; Varshney et al., 2020). Many of the early intervention programs highlighted in chapter 2
offered programs beyond just three weeks prior to kindergarten. In addition, the programs
reviewed in chapter two varied in structure, curriculum resources, and overall design which may
contribute to positive effects on students. Because this study focused on a three-week program,
the results of this study are important in providing a significant contribution to literature. From a
feasibility perspective, this is significant considering the longer a program’s duration, the more
costly it can become. The researcher determined a three-week program demonstrated an increase
in social emotional skills for student participants. A review of the programs in chapter 2 provides
evidence of similar results to this study’s findings, as well as differences in certain variables.
These similarities and differences are discussed below.

The results of this study are consistent with the results of the Stars Program, Preschool
PATHS, and the Bridge to Kindergarten Program, all reviewed in chapter 2. However, the results
of this program differ from the Summer Success Program and the Jump Start Program. The Stars
Program found students who participated in a transitional program prior to kindergarten observed
a better social transition to kindergarten (Berlin et al., 2011). Based on the results of this study,
there is a significant relationship between participation in the Early Learning Program and a
better social transition during kindergarten. Of all the programs reviewed in chapter 2, the Stars
Program was the most similar to The School District’s Early Learning Program regarding the

length of the program and instructional focus. Both the Early Learning Program and the Stars
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program focused on literacy, numeracy, social emotional skills, routines, transitions, and parent
engagement. It is possible beyond just a focus on social emotional skills, the other variables
included in the programming of the Early Learning Program and the Stars program have a
positive impact on social emotional learning. The results of the Stars Program were based on
questionnaires completed by parents and teachers rather than a quantitative analysis. The current
study was able to statistically test such relationships and validate the positive effects from
participating in a program with similar duration and instructional focus.

The Preschool PATHS program was designed to support behavior and emotional
concerns and to increase students' social competence (Hughes & Cline, 2015). This study found
the group which implemented the full version of the Preschool PATHS curriculum, focusing on
social competence skills, outperformed the group that did not receive the Preschool PATHS
curriculum (Hughes & Cline, 2015). The current study and the Preschool PATHS program both
found that intentional instruction on social emotional skills decreased the likelihood of behavior
referrals during the kindergarten year.

The Bridge to Kindergarten Program was established by a school district trying to
determine if adding instruction around self-regulation would improve the transition to
kindergarten and kindergarten readiness (Duncan et al., 2018). The results of this study found
students who participated in the program improved performance on self-regulation, math, and
literacy skills (Duncan et al., 2018). This program's purpose and intent align with The School
District’s commitment in providing the Early Learning Program. In the area of self-regulation as
part of social emotional skill acquisition, the Bridge to Kindergarten Program and the Early

Learning Program observed similar success.
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The Summer Success Program reviewed in chapter 2 was created to support students
entering kindergarten and targeted students from low-income families without prior learning
experiences (Khan et al., 2017). The Summer Success Program was offered for four weeks prior
to the beginning of kindergarten. The program focused on instruction around math, literacy,
social-emotional competencies, and motor skills. At the conclusion of the program, the results
showed statistically significant gains in all four areas of instruction (Khan et at., 2017). The
results of this program differ from the results of the Early Learning Program as students who
qualified for free and or reduced meals did not show statistically significant gains in their ability
to demonstrate social emotional skills. It is possible the results of this study differ since The
Summer Success Program was offered for an extra week beyond the Early Learning Program.
Additionally, The Summer Success Program specifically targets students from low-income
families without prior learning experiences. The School District offers the Early Learning
Program to any interested family. The intentionality of programing targeting specific criteria for
enrollment in The Summer Success Program could explain the observed differences in results
when compared to this study. The Early Learning Program does not intentionally focus on only
enrolling students who do not have prior learning experiences or low-income families. It is
possible the instruction for students with no previous learning experiences varies compared to a
classroom with more students who have had previous learning experiences. The variation of the
makeup of the classroom in addition to the extra week of programing, could help to explain the
observed differences. It is also possible the design and structure of the study of the Summer
Success Program differs from this study resulting in differences in observed results.

The Jump Start Program design was also similar to the Early Learning Program. The

Jump Start Program focused on literacy and social emotional programing (Harris, 2010). The
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Jump Start Program focused on students from low-income settings to see if the early intervention
showed improved literacy and social emotional gains at the program's end. Students in the Jump
Start Program made significant gains in social emotional outcomes and literacy (Harris,

2010). The results of this study did not produce the same results as students who qualified for
free and or reduced meals as students in the Early Learning Program did not demonstrate
increased social emotional learning. In fact, students who qualified for free and or reduced meals
and participated in the Early Learning Program were more likely to receive a behavioral

referral. The Jump Start Program focused on students from low-income settings. It is possible the
observed differences between the results of these programs were due to factors such as
instructional strategies implemented, class size, or parent engagement. Further, it is also possible
the study design and structure of The Jump Start Program resulted in differences in the observed
results. Another possible explanation for the differences in the observed results of The Jump
Start Program and this study could be related to cell differences. For example, the participation
rate of students who are considered low-income between these two studies could have
contributed to differences in the observed results.

The social emotional and academic learning needs of students must be addressed to
prepare all students for the transition to kindergarten (Bowman & Donovan, 2011). This study
found the three-week Early Learning Program increases participating students' social emotional
readiness as measured by behavior referrals and shared similar overall results with three
programs reviewed in chapter 2. Opposite results for two of the programs discussed in chapter 2
when compared to the Early Learning Program were achieved when considering the effect on

students considered low-income.
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Research Question One A

Is there a relationship between participation in the Early Learning Program and social
emotional learning skills captured at quarterly intervals (quarter one, two, three, and four)
through the kindergarten school year? The results of this study found a difference in the
relationship of participation in the Early Learning Program and social emotional learning skills
depending on the quarterly intervals of the kindergarten year. This study found the relationship is
significant at the conclusion of the second and third quarters of kindergarten for participating
students while no significant relationship existed for the first and fourth quarters. The researcher
returned to the literature review of chapter 2 to help understand why a greater significance was
noted at the conclusion of the second and third quarter of the kindergarten year. One explanation
for why a significant relationship was not observed at the first quarter's end could be related to
the transitional activities and relationship building strategies of the Early Learning Program.
While the Early Learning Program is designed to be hosted at participating students' future
elementary schools, it was not always possible. The School District has over thirty elementary
schools and the Early Learning Program was not able to provide a program at each of the
district's elementary schools. This is important because research suggests that when students can
create relationships with the elementary school they will attend, it may allow students to begin to
understand the expectations and social demands of the new setting (Entwisle, 1995). It is
possible the lack of relationships observed at the conclusion of the first quarter of the
kindergarten year between participation in the Early Learning program and non-participation
were related to a lack of familiar transitional activities in the Early Learning Program when
students did not transition into the same elementary school. Students with limited opportunities

to interact with peers in a familiar environment may alter or delay development (Ladd &
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Burgess, 1999). Another possible explanation for the differences observed between each quarter
of this study could be related to the personality and demeanor of the classroom teacher. Research
in chapter 2 stated students who have teacher with a caring and warm disposition were less likely
to receive a behavior referral. It is possible the differences in the observed results between
quarters could be related to the demeanor of the classroom teacher, especially if the classroom
teacher doesn’t create a positive classroom environment during the first quarter. Additionally, if
by the end of the school year the classroom teacher no longer has a positive demeanor to finish
the year strong, it has the potential to impact students in areas related to social emotional skills
and or classroom management. This could result in an increase in behavior referrals for students.

Overall, early education and intervention programs provide opportunities for a more
successful transition and success (Lazar & Darlington, 1982). However, the researcher pondered
other potential reasons for a lack of relationship observed at the conclusion of the first quarter of
kindergarten for participating students. Because research suggests early intervention programs
which focus on creating an environment similar to the expectations in kindergarten help prepare
students for the social emotional skills needed to be successful (Eckert et al., 2008), it is possible
the length of the program could be a variable. The Early Intervention Program is only three
weeks long prior to kindergarten. It is possible that the length of the program as well as the fact
the Early Learning Program is not offered full day, could limit the ability for participating
students to experience an environment similar to kindergarten. This rationale, however, wouldn’t
apply to the results observed at the conclusion of the fourth quarter of the kindergarten year.

The literature review supported the more transitional activities kindergarten teachers were
able to implement prior to kindergarten, the higher students were rated with prosocial skills with

peers (Cook & Coley, 2017). It is possible the lack of relationship observed at the conclusion of

121



the first quarter of kindergarten for participating students was not due to the program design of
the Early Learning Program, rather a lack of transitional activities implemented by the
elementary school and kindergarten teacher.

The findings of this study, when considering connections to the literature, were dissimilar
and did not provide a rationale for the lack of significance observed at the conclusion of the
fourth quarter of the kindergarten year for Early Learning Program students. Most of the
literature review contradicts the findings of this study related to the positive impact on social
emotional skills and early intervention. However, one study did conclude that students who
participate in early learning opportunities and are considered advantaged, may have adverse
effects on their behavior (Magnuson et al., 2004). One possibility is that the Early Learning
Program participation rate included more students who are considered advantaged. This could
explain why the results were inconsistent across the quarters during the kindergarten year. It is
also possible the differences in the design of this study and the methods utilized to determine
social emotional growth are the cause for differences in the results. Finally, it is also possible the
utilization of behavior referrals as a proxy for measuring social emotional learning is the reason
the results of this study show differences in relationships when looking at quarterly intervals. For
example, if a qualitative research design was used, it is possible the results may not show a
decreased relationship during the first and fourth quarters.

Research Question Two

Is there a relationship between participation in the Early Learning Program and social
emotional learning skills when controlling for race, gender, free and reduced lunch (low socio-
economic status), students with disabilities, and English Language Learners? Most of the early

intervention programs reviewed in chapter 2 focused on supporting students who are considered
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disadvantaged. This is most likely due to the fact disadvantaged students experience more
positive results from early intervention experiences (Magnuson et al., 2007) and likewise,
because only 40% of students who enter kindergarten have the social-emotional skills needed to
be successful in kindergarten (Ashdown & Bernard, 2012). Evidence exists to support the
positive impact of early intervention as well as the fact students are entering kindergarten with a
lack of social emotional skills needed to be successful. The following is a brief review of the
evidence of success with early intervention and students considered disadvantaged. Duke
University Center for Child and Family Policy (2017) found there is a positive impact of early
learning on brain development and performance of all students, and specific evidence to support
students from low-income families. Duncan and Magnuson (2011) found students considered
low-economic status exhibit more teacher-reported antisocial behavior compared to non-low
economic status students. The Jump Start Program reviewed in chapter 2 focused on students
from low-income families and found participation in the program resulted in significant gains in
social emotional outcomes and literacy (Harris, 2010). The Summer Success Program
specifically targeted students from low-income families and found statistically significant gains
for participating students (Khan et al., 2017). When analyzing the results of this study including
race, overall, participation in the Early Learning Program decreases the likelihood of students
receiving a behavior referral. When looking at the variables of race independently, participation
in the Early Learning Program for Hispanic, Asian, and White students decreased the likelihood
of students receiving a behavior referral. However, Black students were more likely to receive a
behavior referral.

This study's results differ from most of the literature review included in chapter 2. This

study found students who received free or reduced meals and had a disability had an increased
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likelihood of receiving a behavior referral. This is after considering the positive relationship of
participation in the Early Learning Program. It is possible the sample size of this study as well as
the length of the program could have contributed to the results related to students who receive
free and or reduced meals as well as students with a disability. It is also possible that utilizing
data for students who qualify for free and reduced may not be the best measure to determine at
risk students. While finding data related to students who qualify for free and or reduced meals is
easily accessible, it may not be the best measure for determining students who are considered at
risk. Other possible explanations related to the differences observed in this study could easily
have been contributed to the structure and design of the studies, differences in the cell data
related to participation rates of these variables, or even the demeanor of the classroom teacher.
Another possibility to consider is the proxy used in this study to measure social emotional skills.
This study utilized behavior referrals to determine the impact of the program related to social
emotional learning where the other studies utilized teacher and or parent surveys. When
reviewing the results of gender, this study was similar to the literature presented. The results of
this study found male students were more likely to receive a behavior referral. It is possible
gender stereotypes related to male students could be a contributing factor in the observed results
of this study. If the classroom teacher supports gender stereotypes, then this could impact the rate
at which male students receive behavior referrals during the kindergarten year. For example, if a
teacher assumes because a student is male, they will probably behave poorly at recess with their
behavior, then the male student is already more likely to receive a behavior referral. In the study
of The Stars Program, female students observed a better social transition to kindergarten (Berlin
et al., 2011). Another study included in the literature review found male students received more

behavior referrals than female when comparing those who participated in pre-kindergarten
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programs (Nold et al., 2021). Another possible reason male students were more likely to receive
a behavior referral in this study and why this study is consistent with the literature is because
male students are more likely to misbehave in the school setting (Heyder et al., 2021). Finally,
when trying to explain the differences of this study related to students who qualify for free and or
reduced meals, students who have a disability, male students, and Black students, the research
believes the data set could be a contributing factor. For example, if the data for this study only
included the years prior to the pandemic, would the results differ? Is it possible because this
study includes the years of the Early Learning Program after the pandemic that these years are
creating the differences observed in other studies?

Overall, the results of this study, when controlling for race, gender, free and reduced
lunch (low socio-economic status), students with disabilities, and English Language Learners is
mixed. The results indicate when controlling for race overall, participation in the Early Learning
Program does increase students' social emotional skills during kindergarten. However, even
when taking the positive impact of the Early Learning Program into consideration, Black
students are still more likely to receive a behavior referral. The results of this study are similar to
the literature regarding gender whereby male students are more likely to receive a behavior
referral. Students who are considered low-economic status and or have a disability are more
likely to receive a behavior referral and these results are not consistent with the literature.
Finally, students who are English language learners did see improved social emotional skills and
were less likely to receive a behavior referral after participation in the Early Learning Program.
Theoretical Framework/Conceptual Framework

As noted in chapter 3, this study included both a theoretical and conceptual

framework. The theoretical framework for this study is important and sets the stage for the
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developmental stages of learning in a setting like the Early Learning Program. The theoretical
framework utilized was sociocultural theory (Bowman & Donovan, 2001). Sociocultural theory
states learning and development takes place in a social setting when cognition is engaged
(Bowman & Donovan, 2001). This theory offers an opportunity to understand social emotional
learning in the context of a classroom setting. The Early Learning Program was designed to help
prepare students for the transition to kindergarten, focusing on early literacy, mathematics, and
social emotional learning. The structure and setting of the Early Learning Program provide
students with a place where they become cognitively engaged in a social setting. Vygotsky
(1978) introduced the concept of the ZPD, also included in this study's theoretical framework.
The work of Vygotsky (1978) suggests that learning for children starts the day they are born, and
children learn by interacting with their environment. The ZPD is met when students are pushed
just beyond what they can do independently. The results of this study found the social setting of
the Early Learning Program did have a positive relationship to social emotional learning skills.
Overall, the social setting of the Early Learning Program had a statistically significant
relationship between participation and social emotional skills. Research included in the literature
review also supports that students who participate in pre-kindergarten programming had less
behavior referrals compared to peers who did not have a pre-kindergarten learning experience
(Nold et al., 2021).

Because social emotional skill acquisition was measured by the proxy of behavior
referrals, this study also included a conceptual framework. The researcher utilized the Kansas
Early Learning standards in correlation to the social emotional skills taught in the Early Learning
Program to determine the relationship of social emotional growth for participating students as

measured by behavior referrals. The Kansas Early Learning Standards served as a conceptual
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framework connecting behavioral referral categories to the social emotional learning outcomes
taught during the Early Learning Program (Adhima et al., 2024). Correlations presented in the
findings between social emotional learning skills (feelings, kindness, safety/learning) taught in
the Early Learning Program, The School District Behavior Categories, and The Kansas Early
Learning Standards provided an overall picture of student benefit.

The School District Behavior Categories related to feelings included six behavior codes:
kindness included three behavior codes, and safety and learning included fourteen behavior
codes. The results of this study in relation to participation in the Early Learning Program and the
social emotional skill of feelings, showed the program was not significant for participating
students. The results of this study in relation to participation in the Early Learning Program and
the social emotional skill of kindness, showed the program was significant for participating
students. Finally, the third social emotional skill taught during the Early Learning Program was
safety and learning. The results of this study in relation to the instruction of safety and learning
showed the program was significant for participating students. The results of this study in
relation to the conceptual framework suggest participation in the Early Learning Program
increases student social emotional skills in relation to kindness and safety and learning as
measured by behavior referrals. One rationale for these results could be related to the subjectivity
of feelings or the specific behavior codes the researcher placed under the social emotional skill
related to feelings. At the same time, someone being kind or demonstrating safe behavior may be

considered less subjective and potentially easier to identify.
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Recommendations for Future Research

This study confirmed that overall, students participating in the Early Learning Program
demonstrated improved social emotional skills during the kindergarten year. Future research
should be explored to expand this knowledge base and topics are suggested below.

First, future research could be conducted to investigate if a six-week (or longer) early
intervention program shows an even greater significance for participants and their acquisition of
social emotional skills. The results of this future research would also be valuable to see if the
results showed a more positive impact for students who qualify for free and or reduced meals,
students with disabilities, male students, and Black students. Additional research could include
collecting data on the impact of a similar program implemented between kindergarten and first
grade as well as examining whether the age of the student is an important variable when
measuring the impact of early learning programs and social emotional skill acquisition.

A second area of future research would be to include qualitative methods to examine
program effectiveness of early intervention programs, including the Early Learning Program. For
example, what routines, procedures, or transitional activities related to the instruction of social
emotional skills contributed to this study's results from the perspective of teachers, principals,
and parents? The Early Learning Program intentionally places students at program sites where
they will attend kindergarten. Chapter 2 highlighted research suggesting early intervention
programs which focus on creating an environment with similar expectations in kindergarten help
prepare students for social emotional and relational skills necessary to be successful in the school
setting (Eckert et al., 2008). A qualitative study on the specific routines, procedures, or
transitional activities provided by invested stakeholders would provide valuable information to

the literature.
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Third, more research would be beneficial to the literature regarding the specific skills
taught during the Early Learning Program. Would the results of this study still be significant if
the social emotional learning skills were expanded or changed? For example, if teaching the
explicit skill of keeping your hands to yourself was included, would the results of this study be
impacted?

Fourth, the results of the Early Learning Program were not consistent with other
programs reviewed in the literature review, specifically on supporting students considered low-
income. Research showed students considered disadvantaged were most likely to see greater
gains with early intervention. Why did Early Learning Program students who qualified for free
and or reduced meals not see statistically significant gains as other programs of similar design?

Finally, every logistic regression model showed male students were more likely to
receive a behavior referral during their kindergarten year. This is after factoring in the overall
positive impact of the Early Learning program. Further research could explore causal factors for
male students in kindergarten making them more likely to receive a behavior referral and less
likely to demonstrate social emotional skills. In summary, recommendations for future studies
include expanding the program's duration, exploring specific transitional activities in a
qualitative study, expanding or altering the social emotional skills taught during an early
intervention program, exploring the variables of students who qualify for free and or reduced
meals as well as male students.

Implications for Policy and Practice

The results of this study further demonstrate the importance and impact of early

intervention and provide evidence for a need for continued funding and policy. The length of the

program was only three weeks, making the results of this study even more important. The United
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States underinvests in early intervention programs (Heckman & Masterov, 2007). The results of
this study further support and provide evidence that early learning programs can make a positive
difference for students as they transition to kindergarten, substantiating a need for continued
funding and investment of national, state, and local resources in early intervention. Another
policy implication connects the critical role of early intervention equipping students with
important building blocks and necessary skills to complete high school and become productive
members of society (Duncan & Magnuson, 2011). Furthermore, opportunities for all children to
access pre-kindergarten learning experiences and development of important social emotional
skills aid in social skills that promote academic success (Parlakian, 2003). School districts should
use this study's results to support and promote early intervention programs, especially since
funding streams for early learning programming often are supported at the local level. In Kansas,
grant opportunities are available for school districts to provide programming for pre-
kindergarten. However, funding is based on specific criteria pre-school children must meet to
attend, making funding from local resources not comparable to funds received from state-level
resources. This study adds an important contribution showing early intervention, with the
commitment of a local school district, has a direct benefit to students in gaining critical social
emotional learning skills and helping to decrease behavior referrals in kindergarten. This
supports the justification for additional funding at the national and state level. To have a lasting
impact on children, early learning opportunities need to be provided prior to kindergarten to
support cognitive and social development (Ramey & Ramey, 2004).

The results of this study found the three-week Early Learning Program demonstrates that
participants are less likely to receive a behavior referral and has implications for practice. Since

the proxy for this study was behavior referrals, students who participate in the Early Learning
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Program demonstrate increased social emotional skills compared to peers who did not participate
in the program. This study provides further evidence of the importance of early intervention,
specifically, early intervention with a focus on social emotional learning. Other districts across
the nation can utilize the results of this study to support the implementation of early intervention
programs. This study will be especially beneficial to school districts who see a need to support
the social emotional skills of their student population.

Additionally, the connections to early learning standards related to kindness and safety
and learning showed a significant relationship for students in the Early Learning program. This
would be an ideal place for school districts to focus as they begin to create or implement an early
learning program with the purpose of increasing the social emotional skills of students. When
looking at The School District’s behavior categories, linked to behavior referrals related to
kindness, two important behaviors were noted, disrespect and a lack of respect. The Early
Learning Program intentionally focuses on the instruction of kindness which translated into
increased social emotional skills for participants in their ability to be kind and to not be
disrespectful. In addition, the Kansas Early Learning Standards associated with the behavior
referrals linked to kindness included social development, responsible decision making, and
problem solving.

When reviewing the School District’s behavior categories linked to behavior referrals
related to safety and learning, many referral areas were included. The areas included in this
category were inappropriate treatment of materials, not following directives, disruption of
school/class activities, disruption of the classroom/cafeteria’/hallway, excessive inappropriate
activities, unauthorized object, leaving the classroom without permission, property misuse,

fighting, physical contact, horseplay, rough play, unsafe act, and banned object. The social
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emotional skills explicitly taught during the Early Learning Program in safety and learning were
also linked to the Kansas Early Learning Standards of personal development, responsible
decision making, problem solving, and social development. The behavior categories linked to
safety and learning included a multitude of behaviors and yet, the results of this study found
participating students of the Early Learning Program were able to demonstrate improved social
emotional learning skills related to these areas. This information is important to other school
districts and the literature.

The results of this study found intentional instruction on kindness and safety and
learning had a positive relationship with students' ability to demonstrate these social emotional
skills during the kindergarten year. This is valuable information for other school districts wanting
to support students in their learning community.

Conclusion

This study impacts districts across the nation in pursuit of supporting their earliest
learners as they start their school careers. Early intervention can better transition all students to
kindergarten, and certain groups of students benefit more from early intervention than others.
There is a strong relationship between participation in the three-week Early Learning Program
and social emotional skills as measured by behavior referrals during the kindergarten year.
School districts now have evidence and a model to utilize when designing early intervention
programs to best support social emotional learning; a priority noted by parents, teachers, and
administrators alike. The results of this study provide evidence that intentional instruction on
social emotional learning prior to kindergarten is critical for student success. The researcher will
utilize this study to support the continuation of the Early Learning Program within The School

District. In addition, the researcher hopes the information gained from this study can be used to
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support expanding the Early Learning Program to each elementary school within The School
District. Finally, based on the results of this study, the researcher would like to further explore
the variables of students with disabilities, students receiving free and or reduced meals, male
students, and Black students in relation to early learning programs. Specifically, understanding
why these variables did not observe the same decreased likelihood of receiving a behavior

referral after participating in the Early Learning Program.
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Appendix A - Early Learning Program Enrollment 2016 and 2017

2016 2017
School Number of School Number of
Students Students
1 30 1 27
2 18 2 11
3 11 3 12
4 16 4 10
5 7 5 27
6 21 6 19
7 31 7 11
8 32 8 9
9 19 9 24
10 13 10 26
11 12 11 17
12 7 12 27
13 9 13 17
Total 226 14 8
15 13
16 11
17 7
18 15
19 7
Total 298
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Appendix B - Early Learning Program 2017 NWEA Fall to Winter Growth in Math and

Reading
2017 Number of Percentage of Students who Met or
Students Exceed Expected Growth
Math

Early Learning Program 157 56.1%
Non- Early Learning 417 51.1%
Program

Reading
Early Learning Program 157 59.9%
Non-Early Learning 415 55.2%
Program
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Appendix C - Early Learning Program 2017 Demographics

Qualifying Students

Race/Ethnicity Early Learning Program District

White 48% 66%
Hispanic 33% 17%
Black 10% 9%
Multi-racial 6% 5%
Asian 3% 2%
Federal Lunch Program 49% 33%
Qualifying Students

Federal Lunch Program Non- 51% 67%
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Appendix D - Early Learning Program 2016 and 2017 DIBELS Results

All Participants - All District Schools Fall 2016
Early Learning Program 33.7%
Non-Early Learning Program 38.4%
Winter 2017
Early Learning Program 139.7%
Non-Early Learning Program 158.5%
Free/Reduced Lunch Fall 2016
Early Learning Program 31%
Non-Early Learning Program 25%
Winter 2017
Early Learning Program 137.8%
Non-Early Learning Program 133.8%
All Participants - Early Learning Program Sites Only Fall 2016
Early Learning Program 33.5%
Non-Early Learning Program 32.2%
Winter 2017
Early Learning Program 139.5%
Non-Early Learning Program 143.5%
Free/Reduced Lunch Fall 2016
Early Learning Program 30.5%
Non-Early Learning Program 23.8%
Winter 2017
Early Learning Program 137.3%
Non-Early Learning Program 130.3%
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