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Abstract:
							                           
The purpose of this study was to determine the impact of Itinerario+ program, an intervention aimed at improving the different areas of competence of the social and emotional learning model (i.e., self-awareness, social awareness, self-management, relationship skills and responsible decision-making) among students of Basic Vocational Education and Training from disadvantaged contexts. The sample was composed by 140 first year students (70 experimental group y 70 control group) from four different Basic Vocational Education and Training programs taught in five educational centers in the southern district of the city of Madrid (Spain). Social and emotional learning was assessed by the Social and Emotional Learning Scale. After assigning students to either the experimental or control group according to quasi-experimental design with a non-equivalent control group, it was confirmed that both groups were equivalent around the control variables or covariates and Itinerario+ program was implemented. This intervention was integrated with school instruction, so the curriculum was developed in six transversal projects, including other activities (i.e., peer mentoring, individualized tutoring, vocational and professional guidance, internships in a professional environment), which were carried out by a team of previously trained teachers and educators. The results after comparing the experimental and control groups yield statistically significant differences in favor of the experimental group in social and emotional learning. These results confirm the effectiveness of the program to improve the social and emotional learning of students at risk of social exclusion, so it can be stated that Itinerario+ is an example of evidence-based practice.
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Resumen:
						                           
El propósito de este trabajo de investigación fue determinar el impacto del programa Itinerario+, una intervención dirigida a mejorar las diferentes áreas de competencia del modelo de aprendizaje social y emocional (i.e., autoconciencia, conciencia social, autocontrol, habilidades para relacionarse y toma de decisiones responsable) en alumnado de Formación Profesional Básica procedente de contextos desfavorecidos. La muestra estuvo compuesta por 140 estudiantes de primer curso (70 grupo experimental y 70 grupo control) de cuatro titulaciones de Formación Profesional Básica impartidas en cinco centros educativos del distrito sur de la ciudad de Madrid (España). El aprendizaje social y emocional se evaluó mediante la Escala de Aprendizaje Social y Emocional. Después de asignar al alumnado a la condición experimental o control de un diseño cuasiexperimental con grupo control no equivalente, se confirmó que ambos grupos eran equivalentes en torno a las variables control o covariantes y se implementó el programa Itinerario+. Esta intervención se integró con la instrucción escolar, por lo que el currículo se desarrolló en seis proyectos transversales, incluyendo otras actividades (i.e., mentoría entre alumnado, tutoría individualizada, orientación vocacional y profesional, prácticas en un entorno profesional), que fueron llevados a cabo por un equipo de profesores y educadores previamente formados. Los resultados derivados de las comparaciones entre los grupos experimental y control arrojan diferencias estadísticamente significativas a favor del grupo experimental en aprendizaje social y emocional. Estos resultados confirman la eficacia del programa para mejorar el aprendizaje social y emocional del alumnado en riesgo de exclusión social, por lo que se puede manifestar que Itinerario+ es un ejemplo de práctica basada en evidencias.



Palabras clave: aprendizaje social y emocional, desarrollo social, desarrollo emocional, inteligencia emocional, evaluación de programas, prácticas basadas en evidencias.
                                








INTRODUCTION


The need to tackle the high incidence rates of social, emotional and behavioural problems among students in compulsory education has led to a significant growth in educational, social and political interest in the last few years in certain protective factors that, according to the available scientific evidence, enhance student performance and well-being (Oberle et al., 2016; Trujillo et al., 2021). These protective factors include social and emotional learning, which is conceived as the process of learners acquiring and effectively using the knowledge, skills and attitudes needed to develop healthy identity, manage their emotions, set and achieve positive personal and collective goals, empathise with and feel for others, establish and maintain positive and supportive interpersonal relationships, manage interpersonal situations in a constructive manner, and make responsible and affective decisions (Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning, 2021; Durlak et al, 2011; Jagers et al., 2019; Mahoney et al., 2020; Payton et al., 2008; Taylor et al., 2017; Weissberg et al., 2015).

Students’ social and emotional learning involves the ability to combine behaviour, cognition and affect (Mahoney et al., 2020), providing them with the precise skills to successfully deal with any situation in their daily lives, which is essential to improve their learning, performance and personal satisfaction (Oberle et al., 2016; Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2021; Weissberg et al., 2015). Indeed, the evidence from research on this essential students’ elements about personal and social-emotional development has strongly encouraged the implementation and evaluation of a variety of programmes and intervention strategies that aim to create safe and supportive learning environments in which to promote the following social-emotional competencies (Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning, 2021; Jagers et al., 2019; Mahoney et al., 2020; National Commission on Social, Emotional, and Academic Development, 2019): (a) self-awareness, able to identify own emotions, thoughts, values and how they affect behaviour, including identifying strengths and limitations with confidence, enthusiasm and a growth mindset; (b) social awareness, needed to empathise and understand the perspectives for others, from diverse backgrounds and cultures, including standing up for one’s own ideas without putting others aside; (c) self-management or successfully regulating own thoughts, emotions and behaviour in different situations, including setting school goals and working for their achievement, with self-discipline and self-motivation, using strategies for planning and organisation; (d) skills in relationships, establishing and maintaining appropriate relationships with others, including effective communication, active listening and cooperation with others; and (e) responsible and constructive decision-making about personal behaviour and relationships with others based on ethical standards, safety and social norms, including assessment of the consequences of actions and the well-being of self and others, as well as identifying problems, proposing solutions and carrying out actions that contribute to improving the most immediate environment. Many studies have established causal relationships between intervention measures based on social and emotional learning and some improvements at the socioemotional, behavioural and school level of the participating students, regardless of their socio-demographic and educational profile (i.e. racial, ethnic and socio-economic background, from different educational levels and environments, with and without emotional and behavioural problems), the firsts systematic reviews that have been developed to determine the impact of these programmes have confirmed this, racial, ethnic and socio-economic background, from different educational levels and settings, with and without emotional and behavioural problems), as confirmed by the first systematic reviews that have been developed to determine the impact of these programmes and practices (i.e., Diekstra, 2008; Durlak et al., 2010, 2011; Payton et al., 2008; Sklad et al., 2012). In fact, the results of the meta-analytic reviews that have subsequently been conducted for the same purpose are along the same line (i.e., Corcoran et al., 2018; Jagers et al., 2015; Murano et al., 2020; Sabey et al., 2017; Taylor et al., 2017; Wigelsworth et al., 2016; Yang et al, 2019), which have repeatedly demonstrated their ability to improve students’ social-emotional skills, self-perceptions, attitudes towards others, commitment and connection to the school, pro-social behaviour and school performance, leading to a decrease in their emotional, behavioural and substance abuse difficulties, and even effects on other members of the educational community (e.g., higher rates of teacher effectiveness and planning achievement).

Those results have contributed to the fact that interventions based on social and emotional learning are amongst the most successful development programmes, which has led to their dizzying and extensive diversification and incorporation into educational institutions and classrooms all over the world (Wigelsworth et al., 2016). More precisely, Spain has been one of the countries that has made a strong commitment over the last decade to these programmes and practices in compulsory education, although it is true that during their implementation the key indicators that guarantee their success have not always been considered (Durlak et al., 2010, 2011; Mahoney et al., 2020), meanwhile their evaluation has been characterised by incorporating qualitative or pre-experimental designs, which limits the power of the evidence available on their efficacy (Fernández et al., 2021). Therefore, it seems unquestionable that there is a need to increase the quality of scientific production on the design, implementation and evaluation of programmes and practices based on social and emotional learning, which allows for the establishment of a national agenda to promote its adoption throughout the education system, integrating it into existing educational priorities (Fernández et al., 2021).

In this sense, the Itinerario+ programme which is presented in this paper incorporates in its design, implementation and evaluation a series of elements and characteristics that aim to redress the weaknesses and shortcomings noted above, such as (Durlak et al., 2010, 2011; Fernández et al., 2021; Mahoney et al., 2020): (a) the explicit instruction of social-emotional competences, based on a sequenced, step-by-step training approach that emphasises active forms of learning, concentrating specific time and attention on skills training and in which goals are clearly defined, i.e., training that is sequenced, active, focused and explicit; (a) the explicit instruction of social-emotional competencies, based on a sequenced, step-by-step training approach that emphasises active forms of learning, concentrating specific time and attention on skills training and in which goals are clearly defined, that is, training that is sequenced, active, focused and explicit; (b) the integration of the programme with school instruction; (c) the active role of the participants; (d) the training of the teachers responsible for implementation; (e) the collaboration and synergies between classrooms, families and communities; (f) a quasi-experimental evaluation methodological design with a non-equivalent control group enhanced with statistical control techniques or conventional pairwise matching; and (g) a system of monitoring and continuous improvement. Itinerario+ is a transformative educational intervention, an holistic model (i.e., it mixes formal and non-formal, social and community, as well as personal and professional elements) and innovative action plan, which aims to change the life trajectory of young people in Basic Vocational Education Training from disadvantaged backgrounds, directing its efforts to improve the competency profile of these young people from a socio-emotional and employment perspective, which will allow them to progress in school, have more opportunities for socio-occupational integration and have a life plan in which they can make informed decisions about their future (Fundación Tomillo, 2022).

Therefore, the purpose of this research was to test the effectiveness of the Itinerario + programme in improving the different competence areas of the social and emotional learning model (i.e., self-awareness, social awareness, self-management, relationship skills and responsible decision-making) among Basic Vocational Education Training students from disadvantaged backgrounds. The hypotheses that were established were: (1) in the experimental group of students, as a result of their participation in Itinerario+, statistically significant differences will be observed in the different socioemotional competencies in the post-test phase with respect to the pre-test phase, whereas in the case of the control group no such differences will be observed; and (2) there will be statistically significant differences in the different socioemotional competencies in the post-test phase in favour of the experimental group with regard to the control group as a result of their participation in the programme.





METHODOLOGY




Participants


This research involved 140 first-year students from four Basic Vocational Education Training qualifications taught in five schools in the southern district of the city of Madrid (Spain). This sample was divided into two equivalent groups, in which the experimental group was made up of 70 students from one of the schools, 14 females and 56 males, with a mean age of 15.89 years (SD = 0.81, range between 15 and 17 years), and a distribution by qualifications including 23 students of Computer Science and Communications, 15 of Electricity and Electronics, 10 of Administrative Services, and 22 of Cooking and Catering. The control group consisted of 70 students from four other schools, with mean and range age the same as the experimental group, as well as the same distribution by gender and qualifications.





Instrument


The Social and Emotional Learning Scale (Fernandez et al., 2022) is a Likert-type scale made of 30 one- to four-point items (i.e., 1 = Never or hardly ever; 2 = Occasionally; 3 = Often; and 4 = Almost always or always), grouped into five areas of social-emotional competence, such as self-awareness, social awareness, self-management, relationship skills, and responsible decision-making. This scale was used as it is one of the few instruments available to evaluate the different competences areas of the social and emotional learning model (Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning, 2021; Jagers et al., 2019; Mahoney et al, 2020; National Commission on Social, Emotional, and Academic Development, 2019) in the Spanish teenager population, as well as for having an adequate reliability (Cronbach’s alpha [α] between .70 and .84, and McDonald’s omega [ω] between .71 and .84, with composite reliability and average variance indices of higher than .77 and .67, respectively, in the different areas of socioemotional competence) and validity (tests with excellent goodness-of-fit indices that confirm their internal structure and predictive validity on school performance and life satisfaction) (Fernández et al., 2022) in the different areas of socioemotional competence) and validity (tests with excellent goodness-of-fit indices that confirm their internal structure and predictive validity on school performance and life satisfaction) (Fernández et al., 2022). For their part, in that study they yielded an α of .90 and a ω of .90, with scores ranging between .71 and .83 in the different areas of socioemotional competence, as well as compound reliability and average variance extracted indices above .70 and .60, respectively, in these areas of competence. Confirmatory factor analysis showed adequate goodness-of-fit indices and statistics: chi-square (χ2) (395) = 402.94; p < .38; χ2/degree of freedom = 1.02; comparative fit index = .99; goodness-of-fit index = .95; standardised root mean square residual = .08; root mean square error of approximation = .02 (90% confidence interval = .00 - .04).

The Participation Questionnaire is an ad hoc self-report made up of 28 items with different response alternatives, aimed at collecting socio-demographic information (i.e., age, sex, nationality, immigration background, employment status, family structure, educational level of mothers/parents/guardians, employment status of mothers/parents/guardians, perceived economic sufficiency, age of access to early childhood education and cultural capital) and school information (i.e., educational centre, qualification, year, subjects, subjects or modules enrolled, year of access to the qualification, presence of special education needs (SEN), previous course repetitión, previous change of studies and previous drop-out) relevant to the control or covariate variables of the participating students.





Design and process


The methodological design used in this research, which was approved by the Ethics Committee of the University of Granada (1736/CEIH/2020), was quasi-experimental with a non-equivalent control group enhanced with statistical control techniques or conventional matching (Ato et al., 2013; Gertler et al., 2017). The sample selection procedure was based on a non-probabilistic type of sampling, called convenience sampling (Gertler et al., 2017; Kalton, 2020). Consequently, the entity responsible for the management of the programme established that Itinerario+ had to be implemented compulsorily in the first year of the Basic Vocational Education Training qualifications taught in an educational centre in the southern district of the city of Madrid, so its students (four groups, n = 94) were assigned to the experimental condition. In view of this requirement, in order to form the comparison or control group, we contacted the institutional heads of several schools with very similar characteristics to the experimental school (i.e., geographical location, type, educational offer, school and socio-demographic profile of the students) and provided them with the relevant information about the programme and the requirements for participation, finally formalising a collaboration agreement with four of these schools (10 groups, n = 216).

Then, once the appropriate institutional permissions were granted, as well as the students’ family consent and authorisation, the instruments were administered, followed by the pairing, i.e., constructing an artificial comparison or control group as similar as possible to the experimental group on the basis of those observable characteristics (i.e., control or covariate variables) that may influence the results and/or be affected by the intervention (Ato et al., 2013; Gertler et al., 2017). From this approach, 89 associated pairs (n = 178) were created based on the following control or covariate variables (Choi & Calero, 2013; Fernández et al., 2010; González et al., 2019; Rivkin et al., 2005): (a) sociodemographic: age, gender, nationality, immigration background, employment status, family structure, educational level of mothers/parents/guardians, employment status of mothers/parents/guardians, perceived economic sufficiency, age of access to early childhood education and cultural capital; (b) school: degree, year, subjects or enrolled modules, year of access to the qualification, presence of SEN, previous courses repeats, previous change of studies and previous dropout; and (c) socio-emotional competences: self-awareness, social awareness, self-control, interpersonal skills and responsible decision making; (d) social-emotional competences: self-awareness, social awareness, self-management, interpersonal skills and responsible decision making; and (e) social-emotional competences: self-awareness, social awareness, self-management, interpersonal skills and responsible decision making.

In this regard, the remaining 132 students (five from the experimental condition and 127 from the control group) were excluded because they did not provide family consent and authorisation and/or did not have a suitable partner. Furthermore, 19 students from the experimental group, for different reasons (e.g., dropping out of the qualification) did not attend at least 80% of the classes during the implementation of the Itinerario+ programme, which meant that the final sample consisted of 70 associated pairs (n = 140), well above the minimum established according to the result obtained after calculating the minimum size required to carry out the evaluation of the Itinerario+, both in total (n = 102) and per group (n = 51).

It was confirmed that both groups, experimental and control, were equivalent in terms of the control or covariate variables, since: (a) some of them presented a single or the same value in both groups, as was the case of employment status (course of studies in Basic Vocational Education Training, not work), course (first year), subjects, subjects or modules enrolled and year of access to the degree (2021); (b) others presented identical proportions in both conditions, such as age (15 years = 38. 57%, 16 years = 34.29%, 17 years = 27.14%), gender (male = 80%, female = 20%), nationality (Spanish = 82.86%, Dominican = 7.14%, Chinese = 2.86%, Moroccan = 5.71%, Nicaraguan = 1.43%), immigration background (Yes = 60%, No = 40%), qualification (Computer and Communications = 32.86%, Electricity and Electronics = 21.43%, Administrative Services = 14.28%, Cooking and Catering = 31. 43%), presence of Specific Educational Support Needs (Yes = 15.71%, No = 84.29%), previous course repetition (Yes = 85.71%, No = 14.29%), previous change of studies (Yes = 70%, No = 30%) and previous dropout (Yes = 14. 29%, No = 85.71%); and (c) non-parametric tests did not show statistically significant differences between the two groups in family structure (Pearson’s Chi-square [χ2] = 0.86; p >. 05), educational level of mothers/guardians (χ2 = 0.43 p > .05), educational level of fathers/guardians (χ2 = 0.31; p > .05), employment status of mothers/guardians (χ2 = 0.44; p > .05), employment status of fathers/guardians (χ2 = 0.14; p > . 05), age of access to early childhood education (χ2 = 0.72; p > .05), perceived economic sufficiency (Mann-Whitney’s U test [U] = 2324.50; p > .00), cultural capital (U = 2142.00; p > .00) and socioemotional competencies in the pretest phase (see Table 2).

The Itinerario+ programme was implemented during the 2021/2022 school year, although the training of the teachers responsible for its implementation and the piloting of the programme was carried out during the previous school year. This intervention, in the terms that have been established in the specialised literature (Durlak et al., 2010, 2011; Fernández et al., 2021; Mahoney et al., 2020), opted for the explicit instruction of socioemotional competences based on a sequenced, active, focused and explicit training and, effectively, it was integrated with school instruction. To this end, the Basic Vocational Education Training curriculum was developed in six transversal projects, the core activity of the programme’s logic model, in which the contents of the different modules were addressed through active methodologies (i.e., project-based learning, with a service-learning approach, and cooperative learning), with their corresponding evaluation processes, using tools aimed at favouring reflection, metacognition and conscious learning of the students (i.e., learning portfolio, learning diary, rubrics and self- and co-assessment questionnaires). These projects were carried out by a core team of teachers and educators in the Aula+, a technical, open and flexible space for group and individual work for students, but also involved the development of different significant experiences in which students had the opportunity to actively consolidate learning from a different scenario, such as: (a) the disruptive learning pills, which involved 50 group work sessions of two hours each in a variety of artistic-musical, environmental, sports and technological scenarios; (b) 20 group school outings to promote experiential and experiential learning (e.g.,15 visits to professional work centres and five learning visits to other cities); (c) 10 two-hour group technical sessions given by professionals from companies (e.g., workshops and training sessions given by professionals from their professional profile with the aim of broadening their exposure to the professional world and getting to know different realities of companies such as Iberdrola, Telefónica, Grupo VIPS, etc.); and (d) 20 group field exploration and research sessions (e.g., 100 hours of exploration of the environment and experiential evidence collection and analysis).

Itinerario+ also incorporated into its logic model the implementation of other activities in addition to the development of the transversal projects, such as: (a) a mentoring programme between students and young people from the Tomillo Foundation, to facilitate access and school and personal adjustment of students, in which they carried out together 30 mentoring sessions, with a weekly frequency; (b) actions of individualised tutorial attention aimed at the early detection of potential situations of school failure and socio-educational support to students and families (e.g., nine interviews with students, three per semester, at the beginning, middle and end of the semester; three interviews with families, one at the beginning of each semester), as well as support for personal development and personalisation of the students’ learning itineraries (e.g., 10 two-hour group sessions and 10 one-hour individual sessions, in which we developed welcoming dynamics to overcome emotional states that do not encourage learning and to determine itineraries according to the students’ learning itineraries), 10 two-hour group sessions and 10 one-hour individual sessions, in which welcome dynamics were developed to leave behind emotional states that do not favour learning and to determine itineraries according to vocation and interests); (e.g., nine interviews with students, three per semester, at the beginning, middle and end of the semester; three interviews with families, one at the beginning of each semester), as well as support for personal development and personalisation of the students’ learning itineraries (e.g., 10 two-hour group sessions and 10 one-hour individual sessions, in which we developed welcoming dynamics to overcome emotional states that do not encourage learning and to determine itineraries according to the students’ learning itineraries), 10 two-hour group sessions and 10 one-hour individual sessions, in which welcome dynamics were developed to leave behind emotional states that do not favour learning and to determine itineraries according to vocation and interests); (c) 25 one-hour individual sessions of vocational orientation to help students to know their strengths and their passions, in order to make informed decisions about their future; (d) 240 hours of internships in a professional environment, designed in a personalised way for the students, identifying the opportunities for the development of technical skills and socio-emotional competences that each company could offer, in order to make the student-company assignment based on the needs of the company and the students’ competence and technical development; and (e) 25 one-hour individual sessions of professional orientation to jointly assess the access to the labour market, job offers, up-skilling or re-skilling programmes, invitation and participation in events, etc.

On the other hand, a monitoring plan was adopted, with several actions aimed at identifying possible deviations of Itinerario+ from its initial approach (Fernández et al., 2019). To be precise, 3 group follow-up sessions were held (i.e., at the end of the first, second and third trimester of the school year) between those responsible for the evaluation of the programme and the core team of teachers and educators, while 2 group follow-up sessions were held with the participating students (i.e., at the end of the first and second trimester of the school year). These sessions were mainly devoted to an overall assessment of participation in the programme, with emphasis on difficulties in the development of the Itinerario+ and possible solutions. Additionally, with the outcome evaluation plan, measures of the dependent variables were collected in the pre-test and post-test phases, in order to subsequently examine the presence of statistically and educationally significant effects (Fernández et al., 2019).





Data Analysis


First, a priori calculation of the minimum sample size was performed considering the expected effect size (0.50), the associated probability (.05) and the desired levels of statistical power (.80) (Soper, 2021). Subsequently, following the recommendations of Tabachnick and Fidell (2019), we confirmed the absence of missing, outliers and influential values (Mahalanobis distance) and performed the descriptive analysis of the data collected, and then confirmed the absence of univariate normality (Kolmogorov-Smirnov test) in the distribution of scores for both the control variables and the dependent variables: perceived financial sufficiency (z = 0. 12, p < .00) cultural capital (z = 0.20, p < .00), self-awareness (z = 0.09, p < .00), social awareness (z = 0.17, p < .00), self-managemenet (z = 0.10, p < .00), interpersonal skills (z = 0.09, p < .00) and responsible decision-making (z = 0.12, p < .00). Moreover, the absence of multivariate normality in the distribution of the dependent variable scores was confirmed by Mardia’s skewness (60.91, χ2 = 1457.44, p < .00) and kurtosis (135.89, χ2 = 36.81, p < .00) coefficients.

In this regard, the data were analysed using the Mann-Whitney U test for two independent samples and Pearson’s χ2 to test the equivalence of the experimental and control groups on the control variables.

Fourth, in order to examine the psychometric properties of the Social and Emotional Learning Scale (Fernández et al., 2022) in this study, a confirmatory factor analysis of five first-order correlated factors was conducted and estimated by the weighted least squares method, using the indices that are normally used to assess goodness-of-fit (i.e., χ2, χ2 ratio/degrees of freedom, comparative goodness-of-fit index, standardised mean square residual, and standardised mean square error of approximation) (Kline, Kline, et al., 2022), χ2, χ2 ratio/degrees of freedom, comparative fit index, goodness-of-fit index, standardised root mean square residual and root mean square error of approximation) (Kline, 2015). In addition, internal consistency (i.e., α and ω) and composite reliability (i.e., composite reliability index and average variance extracted) were calculated (Hair et al., 2014).

Finally, to determine the effects of the Itinerario+ programme on the dependent variables, the data were analysed using Wilcoxon’s z-tests (hypothesis 1) and Mann-Whitney U-tests for two independent samples (hypothesis 2). In additional, Cohen’s d value was calculated, while the error rate per family, resulting from the problem of multiple comparisons, given the impossibility of performing multivariate contrasts, was controlled with the Bonferroni correction.

Statistical analyses were performed using Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) v26 (IBM Corp., Armonk, NY, USA) and STATA v17 (StataCorp., College Station, TX, USA).







RESULTS


The Bonferroni correction was used to adjust the significance level for each of the multiple comparisons tests, yielding a result of .01 (.05/5).

The results of the pretest-posttest comparisons on socioemotional competencies, hypothesis 1, reveal no statistically significant differences in the control group, while in the case of the experimental group a statistically significant improvement is observed in the posttest phase with respect to the pretest phase in each of the areas of socioemotional competence (Table 1).




Table 1




Intra-group comparisons on socio-emotional competences




[image: 70680492012_gt4.png]














As for hypothesis 2, the results of the intergroup comparisons in the pretest phase do not show statistically significant differences in any of the social-emotional competences established, in contrast to the post-test phase, in which statistically significant differences are observed in favour of the experimental group in each of the social-emotional competences (Table 2).




Table 2




Intergroup comparisons on socio-emotional competences
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DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION


The purpose of the study was to test the kind, direction and magnitude of changes produced by the Itinerario+ programme on the socioemotional development of a sample of Basic Vocational Education Training students at risk of social exclusion, specifically the impact on each of the areas of competence of the social and emotional learning model (i.e., self-awareness, social awareness, self-control, relationship skills and responsible decision-making). Considering the results derived from participation in the programme, the following conclusions can therefore be drawn: (a) since in the intragroup comparisons statistically significant differences are observed in the experimental group in favour of the posttest phase in all areas of social-emotional competence, quite the contrary to the control group, hypothesis 1 is accepted; and (b) since statistically significant differences are observed in the intergroup comparisons in the posttest phase in favour of the experimental group in each of the areas of competence of the social and emotional learning model, not so in the control group, hypothesis 2 is also accepted.

Effectively, participation in the Itinerario+ programme has generated a positive and statistically significant impact for the pupils on the different indicators of socioemotional development, despite the high restrictive nature of the Bonferroni correction. Moreover, if the hypotheses of this study are tested using tests that provide answers on their practical significance, as established in the specialised literature (Hattie, 2009; Kraft, 2020; Ledesma et al, 2008), considering the most demanding guidelines for interpreting the results of analyses complementary to the contrast of means (Cohen, 1988), the magnitude of the effect size that has been achieved in most of the areas of socioemotional competences has been large, that is, the intergroup differences that have been generated in these areas of competences can be detected by simple observation (Coe, 2002), which clearly indicates that they have an important practical relevance (Hattie, 2009; Kraft, 2020). Indeed, effect size values reveal that a hypothetical member of the experimental group, compared to any member of the control group, can achieve scores in these competence areas in excess of 69% (e.g., interpersonal skills), with percentages as high as 88% (e.g., self-awareness) (Coe, 2002; Kraft, 2020).

To sum up, the results obtained confirm the effectiveness of the Itinerario+ programme in increasing the level of socioemotional skills of compulsory education students at risk of social exclusion. This will possibly help them to progress at school, have more opportunities for socio-occupational integration and have a life plan in which they can make more informed decisions about their future. Furthermore, these results are in line with those of other studies that have been developed with the aim of establishing causal links between programmes and practices based on the social and emotional learning model and certain improvements in the socioemotional level of their participants. It can be seen in the meta-analytical reviews that have been carried out in the last decade (Corcoran et al, 2018; Durlak et al., 2010, 2011; Jagers et al., 2015; Murano et al., 2020; Sabey et al., 2017; Taylor et al., 2017; Wigelsworth et al., 2016; Yang et al., 2019), and equally favours increasing the quantity and quality of the limited scientific production on the systematic evaluation of this type of interventions at the national level (Fernández et al., 2021).

The effectiveness of the Itinerario+ programme seems to be mainly determined by the inclusion in its logic model of the main elements and characteristics that, according to the specialised literature, guarantee to a greater extent the success of these intervention measures, such as, explicit instruction of social-emotional competences (i.e, using a step-by-step sequenced training approach to social-emotional skills, emphasising active forms of learning for students to practice the new skills, focusing specific time and attention on skills training, and clearly defining goals) and their integration with school instruction (Durlak et al., 2010, 2011; Fernández et al., 2021; Mahoney et al., 2020). However, the active involvement of the educational community in the development of the programme, which was strongly supported by the implementation of other successful actions (e.g. mentoring, tutorial action, vocational and career guidance), seems to have been another key component in explaining the results obtained, although it is difficult to isolate the effects of the different elements of which the programme was composed.

Nevertheless, when interpreting the results obtained in this study, it is necessary to consider certain limitations, mainly linked to the sampling, methodological design, data analysis model and self-reporting measures adopted. In that line, a completely randomised sampling and design for the different activities of the programme’s logic model would have allowed for greater control of the possible sources of bias. Despite this, the requirements and resources of the entity responsible for managing the programme made this impossible, in terms similar to the analysis model initially planned (i.e., analysis of covariance), as the confirmation of non-compliance with the basic assumptions for its estimation made it necessary to opt for a non-parametric bivariate model, with the limitations that this entails for the power of the evidence obtained in the study. On the other hand, the equivalence of the groups with respect to a series of control variables was confirmed, which maximises their comparability, and the error rate per family derived from the problem of multiple comparisons was controlled in the analysis model, thus raising the level of statistical requirement.

Despite all this, in future replications of the programme it would be necessary to adopt a methodological design with a greater degree of experimentality, as well as to include measures (e.g., several experimental groups with different levels of exposure to the intervention programme) that allow us to determine the impact of each of the programme’s activities or the contribution of each of them to the results obtained. It would also be essential to increase the sample size, even if it was adjusted to standard power and alpha error conditions, but above all to increase the diversity of participating qualifications and courses. At the same time, the number of measures on the competency areas of the social and emotional learning model (e.g., other indicators and instruments) or informants (e.g., teachers, families) should be increased, in addition to using some other analysis model (e.g., generalised linear models) or assessing the possibility of transforming variables (e.g., differences in differences) to estimate other multivariate models (e.g., analysis of covariance). Finally, it is certainly always advisable to change those aspects of the programme that, as a result of the process evaluation, could be improved (e.g. coordination between teachers and educators, mentoring programme).

Furthermore, taking into account the results of the research, it would be appropriate to carry out new studies to verify that the improvements that occur in each and every one of the areas of competence of the social and emotional learning model of the students as a result of participation in the programme promote changes in their immediate environment and surroundings, generating a substantial increase in their performance and well-being, as established in the specialised literature (Oberle et al., 2016). It would also be interesting to determine the school and socio-demographic profile of the students who benefit most from the programme, as well as to confirm that the results derived from participation in the programme are maintained over time and to establish the impact of this type of programme when it is implemented in non-formal or informal settings.

To sum up, this research, at a theoretical level, contributes to expanding the empirical evidence available on the power and validation of the causal and logical model of a programme based on the social and emotional learning model to generate improvements in the socioemotional competences of compulsory education students at risk of social exclusion, while at a practical level, it provides educational institutions with an efficient educational tool or project that can contribute to changing and improving the life trajectory of their students. The integration of this type of programme into school instruction is usually associated with an increase in the level of demand for the professionals involved, especially in terms of training and support for its implementation and evaluation, but what seems certain is that the adoption of social and emotional learning programmes brings multiple benefits to any educational institution and its community (Corcoran et al., 2018; Jagers et al., 2015; Murano et al., 2020; Sabey et al., 2017; Taylor et al., 2017; Wigelsworth et al., 2016; Yang et al., 2019).

To conclude, taking international standards of quality in educational interventions as a reference (e.g., evidence for ESSA), we can state that Itinerario+, both in terms of its methodological rigour and its results, is a clear example of an evidence-based programme (Slavin, 2017). However, considering the limited number of studies with these characteristics and methodological rigour at the national level (Fernández et al., 2021), it is advisable to continue with the systematic evaluation of this type of intervention, mainly to accumulate more evidence and improve the impact of these programmes on the socioemotional development of compulsory education students at risk of social exclusion.
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