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The COVID-19 pandemic exposed students to increased so-
cial-emotional stressors and instigated an emergency pivot to 
online teaching and learning. In doing so, it highlighted the 
need for effective social-emotional learning (SEL) program-
ming in online learning environments. In response, this study 
explored how to adapt a widely used, traditional, school-
based SEL program for online delivery. This small study de-
scribes a partnership between SEL researchers and educators 
that identified lesson components that were problematic for 
online delivery, designed potential online adaptations, and 
tested the feasibility of those online adaptations in an on-
line learning context. Lesson review data, observational data 
from lesson rehearsals, as well as interview data were collect-
ed from teachers and counselors who teach SEL in schools 
across the US. Descriptive and thematic coding of the quali-
tative data indicated teacher-reported online delivery issues 
fell into six major categories: 1) partner work; 2) small-group 
work; 3) whole-class discussions; 4) role-playing; 5) physi-
cal movement; and 6) student handouts. For each of these six 
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categories, at least five adaptation options were generated, al-
lowing teachers choice and variety as well as developmental 
attunement when adapting instructional practices for online 
delivery. Taken together, the results of this study culminated 
in the creation of a toolbox of online adaptations that teach-
ers can use when converting common instructional practices 
from face-to-face teaching to online, distance teaching. This 
study contributes to the underdeveloped research literature on 
online SEL teaching and learning by providing recommenda-
tions that are teacher-generated and tested, applicable to other 
SEL and academic programs, and practical for educators to 
implement.

Keywords: Online Learning, Social-Emotional Learning, Ad-
aptations, Educators

The global pandemic, and its accompanying disruptions and losses, is 
negatively impacting elementary students’ academic achievement, mental 
health, and social-emotional development (Calvano et al., 2021; Kuhfield 
& Tarasawa, 2020; Patrick et al., 2020; Rogers et al., 2021). Now, more 
than ever, children need additional support from their schools and teachers 
to help them develop the tools, skills, and mindsets to cope effectively and 
remain resilient in the face of these intensifying challenges. Many educa-
tion experts and practitioners are increasingly turning to traditional school-
based social-emotional learning (SEL) programs to support students due to 
their ability to increase students’ academic success and their social-emotion-
al competencies (Durlak et al., 2011; Mahoney et al., 2018; Taylor et al., 
2017). Although school-based SEL programs are widely available (CASEL, 
2022; Jones et al., 2021), the emergency pivot of K-12 schooling to online 
learning environments has exposed the need for resources to help educators 
adapt these SEL programs— designed for in-person delivery— to be suit-
able for online learning contexts. 

Unfortunately, the research literature on online learning is lagging be-
hind (Martin et al., 2021; Rice, 2006), with research on younger students 
and non-traditional subjects, like SEL, still underdeveloped (Hamilton & 
Gross, 2021; Martin et al., 2021). This study examined how Committee for 
Children (CFC), creators of a widely used school-based social-emotional 
learning program called Second Step, developed online learning adaptations 
for their teacher-led, digitally delivered curriculum for elementary school 
students. Although these SEL lessons are digital and accessed via an online 
platform, they were designed to be delivered in-person to students in a tradi-



A Toolbox of Adaptations for Online Delivery of SEL Programming 9

tional classroom setting. This small study was done in collaboration with a 
team of elementary school teachers that identified current SEL lesson com-
ponents that would not effectively translate to online learning environments, 
prototyped potential online adaptations, and then tested these adaptations by 
delivering them online via videoconferencing applications to evaluate their 
feasibility and effectiveness. This study contributes to the underdeveloped 
research literature on online teaching and learning of social-emotional skills 
by providing a toolbox of online instructional adaptations that are teacher-
generated and tested, generalizable to other SEL and academic programs, 
and practical for educators. 

LITERATURE REVIEW

Impact of the Pandemic on Children

The COVID-19 crisis has exposed children to new stressors that threat-
en the mental and physical well-being of their families. Negative impacts 
stemming from the pandemic, including increased parental stress, job loss, 
food insecurity, and social isolation are well-known risk factors for child 
maltreatment and the emergence of child mental health problems (Bryant 
et al., 2020; Henderson et al., 2020; M. Lawson et al., 2020). A national 
survey found 27% of parents reported worsening mental health, and 14% 
reported worsening behavioral health for their children shortly after school 
closures in 2020 (Patrick et al., 2020). Current research suggests 40% of 
K-12 students have experienced negative impacts on their mental and so-
cial-emotional health during the pandemic (Hamilton & Gross, 2021).

 Unfortunately, the negative effects may be even more pronounced for 
students who experienced remote learning for long periods of time and for 
historically marginalized students (Hamilton & Gross, 2021). Some educa-
tors are especially worried about younger students who may have experi-
enced missed or disrupted critical early learning experiences, such as the 
transition to kindergarten, as well as focused literacy support and struc-
tured peer interactions in the early elementary grades (Hamilton & Gross, 
2021; Mader, 2021). Taken together, the pandemic’s maladaptive impact on 
children’s well-being has intensified the need for access to effective online 
programming to bolster students’ development and use of social-emotional 
skills in their everyday lives. 
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School-Based SEL Programs 

Due to their effectiveness at supporting students’ well-being, many 
schools and districts have increasingly turned to school-based, universal 
SEL programs to promote student success inside and outside the classroom. 
Decades of research have demonstrated the positive short- and long-term 
effects of participation in school-based SEL programs including improved 
attitudes about self, others, and school, prosocial classroom behavior, and 
an 11 percentile-point gain in overall academic achievement (Durlak et al., 
2011; Payton et al., 2008). Young students with poor social-emotional skills 
have more difficulty forming and maintaining friendships; more behavior 
problems; and lower levels of academic achievement, student engagement, 
graduation rates, and post-secondary enrollment (Alexander et al., 1993; 
Elias et al., 2014; McClelland et al., 2000). Well-designed, well-imple-
mented SEL interventions are effective in teaching children the skills that 
support positive academic outcomes, help students make and keep friends, 
increase school engagement, and improve academic performance substan-
tially (Durlak et al., 2010, 2011). These positive SEL outcomes for students 
have given rise to an increase in research, programs, and publicity around 
SEL, elevating it as an important concept in the field of education, psychol-
ogy, and youth mental health (CASEL, 2021).

Unsurprisingly, the pandemic seems to have only reinforced interest 
in supporting students’ social-emotional development. In a survey by the 
Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL), 
84% of respondents across 37 states reported that SEL was a higher prior-
ity since COVID-19, and 79% reported an increase in district requests for 
SEL content and programming (Yoder et al., 2020). In fact, thought leaders 
from education, psychology, and pediatrics are actively calling for SEL to 
be included in K-12 support services to ensure schools are prepared to cre-
ate constructive, positive school climates and help their students to thrive 
(Messano et al., 2020; Walker, 2020). Parents seem to agree. A recent report 
found that 81% of parents surveyed believe SEL has become even more im-
portant since the pandemic began, especially for elementary school students 
(McGraw Hill, 2021). This additional, pandemic-instigated increase in the 
demand for SEL programming further exemplifies the need for effective on-
line SEL programming for students now and in the future.  
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Online Social-Emotional Learning 

The vast majority of student-facing SEL programs currently in US 
schools are intended for in-person delivery (CASEL, 2022; Durlak et al., 
2011). Thus, online delivery of such SEL curricula could create threats to 
implementation fidelity that subsequently hinder program effectiveness 
(Durlak et al., 2011). In order to take advantage of the positive impacts SEL 
programs can have on participating students, program creators need to de-
termine what tools to provide educators to ensure their programs are effec-
tive in online learning settings. 

Although the research literature on online learning has continued to 
grow in the past two decades, the unprecedented, emergency shift to online 
learning by pandemic-instigated school closures has inevitably highlighted 
gaps in our understanding (Molnar, 2021). Findings on the effectiveness of 
online learning are sometimes contradictory, with some research suggesting 
equal effectiveness while other research indicates that the wide variability in 
quality and implementation of online learning makes drawing conclusions 
about effectiveness imprecise (Bernard et al., 2004; Cavanaugh et al., 2004; 
Kennedy & Ferdig, 2018; Rice, 2006; Roblyer et al., 2008). The incipient 
nature of this body of research leaves practitioners with limited guidance on 
how to effectively design, deliver, and support online learning (Arnesen et 
al., 2019; M. G. Moore & Diehl, 2019). This seems especially true for on-
line learning with younger elementary-aged students and for non-traditional 
subjects, such as SEL (Hamilton & Gross, 2021; Martin et al., 2021). 

The majority of online learning research has studied adolescents and 
adults; we know less about what elementary students need in order to be 
successful online learners. In their extensive meta-analysis on K-12 online 
learning over the last 20 years, Martin et al. (2021) found that only 8.5% 
of studies looked at elementary school students. Findings suggest students 
who are typically successful in online learning environments have more 
independent orientations towards learning, are intrinsically motivated, and 
have strong skills for learning, such as time management, literacy, and tech-
nology skills—elementary school students may need more scaffolding and 
different learning approaches than their older peers in order to be success-
ful in online learning environments (Cavanaugh et al., 2004; Rice, 2006). 
A recent study found that, compared to middle and high school students, 
elementary school students were half as likely to attend remote learning ses-
sions, and their parents were significantly less comfortable navigating their 
online learning instructions (Tan et al., 2021). These findings illustrate that 
we have more to learn about supporting elementary students’ success in on-
line learning environments.
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Additionally, the bulk of online learning research is focused on tradi-
tional academic subjects, often leaving SEL and mental health programs 
to application developers as opposed to educators (Martin et al., 2021). Al-
though emergent research suggests that digital programs can directly deliver 
SEL content online, using technology to teach social-emotional skills is still 
an under-researched area and mainly dominated by individual, self-directed 
learning as opposed to synchronous, online learning with teachers and peers 
(DeRosier, 2014; Slovák et al., 2015). A 2021 review of online programs 
aimed at supporting elementary students’ well-being and social-emotional 
skills found that none of them were facilitated by students’ classroom teach-
ers, suggesting educators’ roles in online SEL programs are still unexam-
ined (Boldt et al., 2021). Taken together, the lack of online learning research 
on elementary school students and educator-led online SEL programs repre-
sent a gap in our understanding of how to format and adapt K-5 classroom-
based SEL programming for successful online facilitation. Working with 
educators to explore effective formats and delivery mechanisms for online 
SEL instruction is valuable not only for current pandemic conditions but for 
the bourgeoning online learning and teaching research literature.

Emergency Shift to Online Teaching and Learning

Although neither SEL nor online learning is novel, the emergency shift 
to online learning during the pandemic has been unprecedented. It bears 
noting that, for the vast majority of educators and students, this switch from 
in-person education was not voluntary, planned, or well-supported. Most 
schools did not have intentionally designed online learning environments or 
evidence-based distance learning programs (Diliberti et al., 2020). Thus, the 
online teaching that teachers were forced to engage in may have hindered 
their ability to deliver content in the manner in which most of them were 
primarily trained. With data suggesting fewer than 5% of the nation’s teach-
er-training programs offer hands-on experience in online learning environ-
ments, it is likely that many teachers may not have received the skills and 
knowledge needed to create, deliver, and manage effective online learning 
environments (Zweig & Stafford, 2016). Research on best practices in K-5 
education suggests teachers need to develop new instructional skills that are 
unique to facilitating online learning environments (Dipietro et al., 2008). 
Even educators who are experienced online teachers or knowledgeable 
SEL instructors will most likely require support to successfully adapt and 
execute effective SEL education in online learning contexts (Brown, 2021). 
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Thus, for teachers to successfully facilitate SEL lessons in online learning 
environments, without compromising facilitation quality or implementation 
fidelity, more research into effective adaptation practices is required. 

Although there are many types of non-traditional learning environ-
ments, this study focused on online distance learning because it is optimally 
conducive to SEL content and instructional practices (Moore et al., 2011). 
Specifically, SEL lessons often rely on instructional practices that require 
collaboration and active rehearsal (e.g., role-playing, modeling, think-aloud, 
real-time problem-solving) that cannot be efficiently replicated in asynchro-
nous or independent online learning environments (Lawson et al., 2019). 
Indeed, research suggests that SEL programs using active forms of learn-
ing are generally more effective at improving student outcomes (CASEL, 
2021). Thus, to position SEL learning as effectively as possible in non-tra-
ditional contexts, this study examined SEL instruction in a specific type of 
online learning environment in which all students participate in real-time (as 
opposed to recorded) teacher-facilitated lessons that students access online 
and engage with live via videoconferencing with their teacher and class-
mates. Building on the definitions proposed by Benson (2002) and Conrad 
(2002), this study uses the phrase “online learning” to refer to a specific 
type of distance learning in which all learners access and engage in synchro-
nous learning online. 

METHODS

 In this study, we collaborated with current educators to identify and 
test online adaptations that would allow educators to facilitate an in-person 
SEL program effectively in an online environment. Using lesson reviews, 
observations of lesson rehearsals, and interviews, we worked with educa-
tors to identify aspects of an SEL program that could not be delivered ef-
fectively in an online environment, explored educator-generated potential 
online adaptations to address those problems, and then assessed the feasibil-
ity of those adaptations within an online learning environment. We sought to 
create a toolbox of effective online practices that educators could use when 
adapting their delivery of SEL programs to online learning contexts.

Second Step® Elementary Digital Program 

This semi-structured qualitative study aimed to assess online learning 
adaptations for the classroom-based, universal (intended to be adminis-
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tered to all students) SEL curriculum, the Second Step program. The Sec-
ond Step program is designed to help students acquire the skills, knowledge, 
and mindsets needed to persevere through challenges, set and achieve goals, 
handle strong emotions, better understand and connect with others, and re-
solve interpersonal conflicts (Committee for Children, 2021a). The most 
recent revision, the Second Step Elementary digital program, is a teacher-
led, digitally delivered curriculum for elementary school students (Commit-
tee for Children, 2021b). Teachers access the lessons on a digital platform 
and lead students through the lesson slides. For each elementary school 
grade, there are four units of content, each containing five lessons for a total 
of 20 SEL lessons per grade. Although the content is accessed digitally, the 
program was designed to be facilitated face-to-face in the classroom, and 
thus, some of the teaching practices, instructional strategies, and lesson ac-
tivities could be inappropriate, less effective, or difficult to facilitate when 
delivered in an online learning environment. 

Participants

CFC, the maker of the Second Step program, is fortunate to benefit 
from research-practitioner partnerships with districts, schools, and educa-
tors. CFC is dedicated to involving educators in development, testing, and 
continuous improvement efforts for all its programs. One type of educator 
collaboration, Teacher Advisory Groups, represents a formal partnership 
with teachers and counselors currently working in schools across the United 
States who generously provide guidance and real-world expertise to CFC 
researchers. Lab School Partnerships involve working with a specific school 
to test SEL content with their teaching staff across all elementary grades. 

Due to the stress and workload increases educators were experiencing 
as a result of the pandemic, the researchers chose to capitalize on these pre-
existing partnerships to recruit participants for the current study. It is im-
portant to disclose that because of their pre-existing relationship with the 
authors’ organization, all of the study participants had consultant contracts 
with Committee for Children. Their participation in this small study was en-
tirely voluntary and did not affect or influence their contracts or other work 
for the organization.   

For phase 1, in which educators reviewed current SEL lessons for re-
quired online adaptations, we recruited a total of 24 kindergarten-fifth grade 
teachers and counselors from existing Teacher Advisory Groups and Lab 
School Partnerships. Participants were selected to maximize the diversity 
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of their experiences. Specifically, CFC researchers selected participants 
with different levels of experience, who work in varied types of commu-
nities (rural, suburban, and urban), locations (East Coast, Midwest, South, 
and West Coast), and schools (charter, private, and public schools), and who 
serve children from different socioeconomic and racial/ethnic backgrounds 
(see Table 1). At the time of participant recruitment, some educators were 
teaching in person, some were using a hybrid teaching model where they 
were teaching small groups of students in person and also utilizing distance 
learning, and some educators were teaching in fully online environments. 
However, all had prior experience with online facilitation before participat-
ing in this study. All 24 participants in phase 1 (lesson reviews) were invited 
to participate in phase 2 of the study (lesson rehearsals in an online environ-
ment). A subset of 11 of the original 24 educators participated in phase 2 re-
search activities based on their willingness and availability. In order to off-
set the time commitment for study participation during such a stressful and 
demanding time for educators, participants were compensated $50 an hour 
for their involvement in both phases of the study. The average time required 
for each participant was 10 hours.

Table 1
Study Population Characteristics

Demographic Variables N (%), Total=24
Grade Levels
     Kindergarten 4 (17%)
     1st Grade 4 (17%)
     2nd Grade 3 (13%)
     3rd Grade 5 (21%)
     4th Grade 3 (13%)
     5th Grade 5 (21%)
Communities
     Rural 4 (17%)
     Suburban 17 (71%)
     Urban 3 (13%)
Locations
     East Coast 1 (4%)
     Midwest 16 (67%)
     South 3 (13%)
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     West Coast 4 (17%)
Schools
     Charter 1 (4%)
     Private 1 (4%)
     Public 22 (92%)
Teaching Environment
     In Person 2 (8%)
     Hybrid 4 (17%)
     Online 18 (75%)

Data Collection

Phase 1

Participants (N=24) were asked to apply their knowledge and experi-
ence with online teaching to the process of reviewing all 20 Second Step 
lessons for their corresponding grade levels to identify adaptations that fa-
cilitators would need to make to a given lesson in order for it to be easily 
and effectively delivered in an online learning environment. Lessons were 
reviewed one unit at a time (four units total with five lessons per unit), with 
an average of six weeks between requests to review. Participants were asked 
to review each part of the lessons (including the student-facing digital les-
sons, teacher-facing lesson plans, and student handouts when applicable) 
and then respond to the following question: “If you were to deliver this les-
son online via a videoconferencing application, please describe the adjust-
ments and/or adaptations you would need to make to ensure students could 
still meet the lesson’s learning objective.” Participants provided this feed-
back via SurveyMonkey for each lesson they reviewed. 

Phase 2

Based on the participants’ availability, a subset of the educators who 
reviewed lessons (11/24) also facilitated Second Step lessons via an online 
videoconferencing application (referred to as “lesson rehearsals”) for CFC 
staff in order to test out the online adaptations generated in phase 1. Spe-
cifically, online lesson rehearsals entailed participants teaching SEL lessons 
online via the Zoom videoconferencing application to a handful of CFC em-
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ployees acting as students while additional employees observed the lessons 
and provided observational data via a lesson rehearsal observation rubric. 
We chose to utilize lesson rehearsals, as research suggests teachers perceive 
lesson rehearsals as beneficial, especially for building confidence in new 
content areas and learning environments (Javeed, 2019). We also wanted to 
assess the functioning of the proposed adaptations in a live, online learning 
environment that was as realistic as possible. 

The lesson rehearsal observation rubric contained open-ended questions 
and quantitative questions (i.e., open-ended, dichotomous, rubric; see Ap-
pendix A for a reproduction of the rubric). Participants rehearsed 13 lessons 
in total, chosen by CFC staff because these lessons included substantial ele-
ments previously identified by teachers in phase 1 as posing a problem(s) 
for online delivery. Ten CFC employees, who work either as researchers, 
instructional designers, media designers, or product managers, provided ob-
servational data by filling out the lesson rehearsal observation rubrics across 
the 13 lessons rehearsed by participants. 

After each completed lesson rehearsal, the researchers conducted a 
semi-structured interview with the educator and observers to debrief the 
online lesson rehearsal, discuss the online learning adaptations, and engage 
in some informal member checking to ensure researchers were accurately 
reflecting the participants’ experiences (see Appendix B for the interview 
protocol). The debrief interviews were video and audio recorded and then 
transcribed by the researchers for further analysis.

Data Analysis  

In phase 1, teachers’ open-ended feedback from their reviews of each 
SEL lesson was collected via SurveyMonkey. Qualitative data analysis 
methods were used to sort through the data and identify similar phrases, 
themes, and features for further examination (Miles & Huberman, 1994). 
Because this was an exploratory knowledge-gathering analysis, we used de-
scriptive as well as thematic coding methods to aggregate insights into dis-
tinct patterns and determine themes in the data (Lochmiller, 2021). The cat-
egories or types of online SEL adaptations identified in phase 1 were further 
examined during the subsequent live, online lesson rehearsals in phase 2.

Data in phase 2 resulted from two sources, the lesson rehearsal observa-
tion rubric data (see Appendix A for rubric) and the post-lesson rehearsal 
debrief protocol (see Appendix B for protocol). Quantitative and dichoto-
mous data from the lesson rehearsal observation rubric was tabulated first. 
We then conducted qualitative analyses on the open-ended survey respons-
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es. We transcribed the debrief interviews and used an Excel spreadsheet for 
content analysis. Our coding was developed deductively based on the open-
ended survey questions and debrief interview protocol and inductively from 
recurring and emergent themes in the data (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). 
Two raters coded all the open-ended survey responses and the debrief inter-
views. Each rater coded independently and then, for any disagreements, the 
coders discussed differences in coding until a consensus was reached.

Limitations   

The current study was constrained by multiple limitations related to its 
small and limited sample. Due to the impact of the COVID-19 crisis and the 
additional stressors it leveed on teachers, participant recruitment was diffi-
cult, which resulted in a small sample size. Only 11 teachers participated 
in the lesson rehearsals, limited the generalizability of findings. It will be 
important to replicate this study with a larger group of educators to validate 
findings in the future. 

The pandemic also further constrained the variation and diversity of 
the study sample. The difficulty the authors’ experienced recruiting teachers 
during the pandemic required this study to rely on a convenience sample of 
educators who had previously partnered with CFC in some capacity. Spe-
cifically, the educators who participated in this study had past or existing 
consultant contracts with CFC in which they could choose to provide feed-
back on a host of CFC programs for compensation. Although their partici-
pation in this study was voluntary and did not influence any existing consul-
tant work they were engaged in, having a study sample composed entirely 
of teachers able and willing to do consultant work outside the scope of their 
jobs could have resulted in findings that are not applicable to the average 
US elementary teacher. Taken together, the small, limited study sample may 
have limited the generalizability of the findings. We hope this small study 
will help guide future work that will utilize larger, more inclusive samples. 

RESULTS 

Results from educator reviews of the SEL lessons indicated seven ini-
tial themes in online learning adaptations: turn-and-talk adaptations, collab-
orative work adaptations, student response adaptations, movement activities 
adaptations, student handout adaptations, recording lessons, and general 
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remote adaptations (discussed below). These initial categories were further 
refined, based on data from the lesson rehearsals, into six final categories of 
instructional practices: partner work, small-group work, whole-class discus-
sions, role-playing, physical movement, and student handouts (See Table 2). 

Turn-and-Talk Adaptations

Teachers identified that the common instructional strategy of asking 
students to turn and discuss a prompt with a partner required substantial ad-
aptations for online facilitation. Their most frequent adaptation suggestions 
were to use breakout rooms, to have students talk to a stuffed animal and/
or family member instead of a peer, to have students role-play instead, or to 
skip the turn and talks entirely. As one teacher described, “For partner shar-
ing, students could write responses on whiteboards and share them on the 
screen for peers to view and read.” There were also multiple nominations 
from teachers to turn the peer discussions into whole-class discussions. 

Collaborative Work Adaptations

For the second theme, collaborative work adaptations, the majority of 
teacher responses suggested changing the collaborative work to more in-
dependent or teacher-led work or simply removing the collaborative activ-
ity from the lesson. These suggestions seem to be more aligned with tradi-
tional, top-down, educator-centered ways of teaching, which are generally 
not as conducive to learning social-emotional skills as they afford fewer 
opportunities for sharing and learning about varied perspectives. Teachers 
whose suggestions aimed to preserve the collaborative aspects of the SEL 
lesson as written suggested using online collaboration tools, such as Google 
Docs, Google Slides, Seesaw, Padlet, Glogster, or Animoto. It is worth not-
ing that some of the teachers described a situation in which they were actu-
ally the ones using the collaborative tool (vs. students), such that they asked 
their students to volunteer answers, which the teacher then recorded for vis-
ibility in the tool.
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Student Response Adaptations

The third category of adaptations that emerged from phase 1 concerned 
how to assess students’ responses to questions and prompts when lessons 
are taught in a synchronous, online environment.  One teacher stated:

I liked the idea of putting students in groups to come up with ideas, 
but there isn’t an easy way to have students do that on Google 
Meet and still put the questions up one by one. We posted the an-
swers in chat and then discussed the ones that stood out to us. 

Additionally, teacher adaptations included having students share responses 
via the chat function in online videoconferences, write or draw in a journal, 
use a whiteboard (or an online equivalent), or use nonverbal hand-signals. 
As one teacher described it, “I would allow the students think time and the 
opportunity to raise their hand and show a thumbs up or down or use the 
kindness sign we learned during the lesson (for students to show) if they 
agree.” Teachers of older elementary students (i.e. 4th and 5th graders) also 
suggested using online polling tools and having students take videos of 
themselves doing an activity for later review. One teacher related:

The partner activity would be difficult because students would not 
have their own place to do the partner activity unless the teacher 
had a platform with breakout rooms. That activity could be done as 
a whole group where the teacher does the acting and the students 
do the questioning.

Movement Activities Adaptations

Although there were over 15 mentions from individual teachers about 
the need to adapt SEL lesson activities that involved physical movement, 
only one specific adaptation was proposed (other than simply skipping the 
movement activity), namely, doing the movement while sitting down. Due 
to the lack of suggested online adaptations for movement activities, the re-
searchers chose lessons for phase 2 that required physical movement to fur-
ther explore how participants would address this challenge during live, on-
line delivery. 
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Student Handout Adaptations

Teachers’ suggestions for adapting student handouts for online learn-
ing can be grouped into four main strategies. First, some participants rec-
ommended converting handouts to online formats (writable PDF, Google 
Doc). Others suggested having students respond to questions in the hand-
out via another mechanism, such as writing them on a physical or online 
whiteboard, using online forms, or using Google Slides. A few teachers 
mentioned Padlet specifically as a way to share their completed handouts. 
The remaining teacher responses either suggested turning the handout into a 
whole-group discussion or simply skipping the handouts altogether. 

Recording Lessons

A small subset of teachers (N=5) proposed adaptations related to pre-
recording lessons. However, because evidence-based practices for social-
emotional skill development rely so heavily on active forms of rehearsal and 
collaboration, such as role-playing, pre-recording lessons would be unlikely 
to be effective for student learning and thus these adaptations were not as-
sessed during lesson rehearsals.

General Online Adaptations

Finally, the remaining lesson adaptations submitted by educators fall 
into the category of general adaptations. These include a focus on prepping 
and being familiar with technology tools and shortening activities whenever 
possible. Many teacher responses (N=11) mentioned having “online behav-
ior norms” and/or “breakout room etiquette” so students know and under-
stand their teacher’s expectations for their behavior in these online learn-
ing environments. Most of the teachers recommended using breakout rooms 
and/or the chat function in videoconferencing applications only for older 
elementary students (grades 4 and 5 and sometimes grade 3 if students are 
mature). 

After analyzing results from the online lesson rehearsals and interviews 
in phase 2, the seven categories from phase 1 were further refined into six 
final categories of online adaptations. Specifically, the six categories that 
emerged were partner work, small-group work, whole-class discussions, 
role-playing, physical movement, and student handouts (see Table 2). 
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Table 2
Recommended Online Learning Adaptations

Category of 
instructional 
practice 

Purpose of 
instructional 
practice 

Adaptations

Partner work 
(including turn 
and talk)

To encourage active 
participation from 
each student; to 
allow students to 
verbally recall or 
process new infor-
mation and learn 
from each other.

 � For younger grades, have students turn and talk with a 
stuffed animal, doll, or action figure, or with a family 
member.

 � For older grades, use breakout rooms. 
 � Make it a whole-class discussion. Give think-time, then 

call on volunteers. 
 � For older grades, use the chat window with the whole 

class. Call on a volunteer to type a response or allow all 
students to respond.

 � For older grades, use online discussion boards or other 
collaborative tools.

 � Have students write or draw on paper. If desired, have 
them share their responses by holding them up to the 
camera.

Small-group 
work

To encourage team-
work, collaboration, 
and active par-
ticipation from each 
student, especially 
kids who hesitate to 
participate in larger 
groups.

 � For older grades, use breakout rooms. 
 � Make it a whole-class discussion. Give think-time, then 

call on volunteers. 
 � For older grades, use the chat window with the whole 

class. Call on a volunteer to type a response or allow all 
students to respond.

 � Use online boards or other collaborative tools that allow 
students to chat, write, and draw in a shared space.

 � Have students write or draw on paper. If desired, have 
them share their responses by holding them up to the 
camera.

Whole-class 
discussions

To allow students 
to verbalize new 
information, share 
personal experi-
ences, and learn 
from one another.

 � Establish guidelines for muting and unmuting micro-
phones and for indicating when someone wants to 
speak. 

 � Consider having students use nonverbal response meth-
ods, such as hand signals or sticky notes, to show when 
they agree with the speaker or have a different response.

 � Encourage students to add on to or make connections 
with their classmates’ ideas. 

 � For older grades, use online discussion boards or other 
collaborative tools.

 � Have students write or draw on paper. If desired, have 
them share their responses by holding them up to the 
camera.

Role-playing To give all students 
practice and 
feedback on newly 
acquired social-
emotional skills.

 � Give all students time to think about the scenario. Have 
one set of volunteers act it out on camera while the rest 
of the class observes. Afterwards, have a whole-class 
discussion to reflect on what students observed.

 � Have students write about or draw a picture of what 
they would do in a scenario.

 � Have students record themselves acting out all or part 
of the scenario.
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Physical move-
ment

Varies by activity.  � Some lesson activities include hand motions or move-
ments while standing in place. If students have room, 
these can be done remotely without modification. 

 � Some lessons ask students to move around the class-
room, for example, to find a partner to work with or 
to work in groups on a hands-on activity. Consider the 
purpose of the activity when deciding how to adapt.

Student hand-
outs

Varies by activity. 
Handouts are often 
used as a way for 
students to demon-
strate what they’ve 
learned. In older 
grades, they are 
sometimes used as 
a scaffold for orga-
nizing or recording 
information. 

 � Print handouts and include them in a packet with other 
worksheets and materials to be sent to or picked up by 
your students’ families.

 � For older grades, use a discussion board or other collab-
orative tool. Either have students post pictures of their 
completed handouts, or post the prompt on the board 
and have students write or draw their responses.

 � Verbally give students the prompt from the handout and 
have them post responses in the chat window.

 � Verbally give students the prompt from the handout and 
have them write or draw on their own paper.

 � Handouts have been created so that text fields can be 
filled in online. If your remote-delivery platform allows 
you to distribute PDFs and have students submit com-
pleted work, consult your platform’s user guidelines. 
For handouts that include drawing tasks, either have 
students draw on paper, or use the drawing function 
included with some electronic document programs.

The full list of online adaptations is reported above in Table 2 along 
with the corresponding categories of instructional practices that they sup-
port. Some specific adaptations were used successfully by teachers across 
multiple categories of instructional practices (e.g. using breakout rooms was 
an adaptation used for both partner work and small-group work). Certain 
practices that were generated in phase 1 failed to show promise in phase 2 
and were thus eliminated, most often because they scored poorly on their 
ability to support students in meeting the lesson’s learning objective. For ex-
ample, pre-recording lessons, skipping learning activities, or requiring the 
use of multiple technology tools were eliminated from the final recommend-
ed list of adaptations. Additionally, teachers demonstrated new adaptations 
that had not surfaced in phase 1 findings. For example, after a student shares 
an experience, the teacher asks the rest of the class to indicate whether 
they’ve had the same experience as a way to discuss without having to hear 
everyone’s individual example. Another teacher demonstrated a guideline 
for students to mute and unmute their microphone by using hand signals, or 
using an embedded hand raised emoji, as a way for students to indicate their 
desire to speak. 
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DISCUSSION

As schools continue to develop online learning environments and in-
creasingly turn to SEL programs to support their students, it is important for 
educators to have access to resources that help them adapt their SEL teach-
ing to online environments. This study sought to help elementary educators 
better meet their students’ SEL needs in online environments by providing 
them with effective adaptations to support the online delivery of SEL les-
sons. Specifically, the researchers worked with educators to identify com-
ponents in an elementary SEL program that would be difficult to replicate 
in an online learning environment and generated potential adaptations that 
were then tested in a mock online classroom environment to access feasi-
bility. Results indicated teacher-reported online delivery issues fell into six 
major categories: 1) partner work; 2) small-group work; 3) whole-class dis-
cussions; 4) role-playing; 5) physical movement; and 6) student handouts 
(see Table 2). For each of these six categories, at least two adaptation op-
tions were generated, allowing teachers choice and variety as well as devel-
opmental attunement when adapting these learning activities. Taken togeth-
er, the results of this study culminated in the creation of a toolbox of online 
adaptations that teachers can use when adapting common instructional prac-
tices from face-to-face teaching to online, distance teaching.  

It is worth noting that although teachers reviewed all aspects of the 
digital, student-facing lessons and the teacher-facing lesson plans, all six 
categories of online-facilitation issues can be categorized as instructional 
practices as opposed to SEL-specific content or topics. This is not surprising 
given that research on effective online learning generally finds that the type 
of instructional practices used are often key factors in determining online 
learning programs’ effectiveness (Cavanaugh, 2008; Dipietro et al., 2008). 
Our findings, which highlight the importance of instructional practices, 
align with prior online learning research that shows educators and students 
both agree that providing a variety of quality instructional practices is essen-
tial for successful online learning (Gaytan & McEwen, 2007). This study’s 
results may have implications for the development of online teacher training 
programs in that such programs may be more valuable and generalizable if 
they focus on instructional practices vs. content-specific training.  

Due to the social nature of SEL, it was unsurprising that four of the 
six categories identified by teachers as requiring online accommodations 
were related to collaborative and interactive group learning. Prior research 
has already established the importance of active, cooperative skill practice 
to effective SEL programming (CASEL, 2021; Swan et al., 2006). Unfortu-
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nately, our results indicated that partner work, group work, whole-class dis-
cussions, and role-play—as well as being important to SEL program effec-
tiveness—were also some of the most difficult aspects of the SEL lessons to 
replicate in online environments. Our results align with prior research that 
shows dynamic, interpersonal connections and group work are vital parts to 
making any online learning environment enjoyable and effective (Cavana-
ugh, 2008; Gaytan & McEwen, 2007). Thus, providing learners opportuni-
ties to share and connect with each other is important for any online learn-
ing environment but perhaps especially important for SEL online learning 
due to its inherently social and applied nature. 

Although all six categories of instructional practices were present 
across all elementary grades, some of the corresponding proposed adapta-
tions did show age-level differences. Some of the adaptation options for the 
categories of partner work, small-group work, and student handouts were 
recommended specifically for younger or older elementary students. For ex-
ample, using breakout rooms (in which students videoconference in small 
groups) was recommended only for older grades as participants indicated 
students needed to possess well-developed self-regulation and independent 
learning skills for this adaptation to effectively support learning. Similarly, 
adaptations that require literacy and typing skills, such as using online dis-
cussion forums and typing in the chat function in videoconferencing ap-
plications, were also only recommended for older students. These findings 
align with research that indicates the skills that predict student success in 
online environments are generally better developed in older students, such 
as self-control, independent approaches to learning, and personal responsi-
bility (Cavanaugh et al., 2004; Rice, 2006). However, considering the dearth 
of online learning studies that examine elementary-aged students (Hamilton 
& Gross, 2021; Martin et al., 2021), further research is needed to better ex-
amine the impact of student age on the effectiveness of specific online learn-
ing adaptations like those identified above.  

Contributions and Future Research 

This study contributes to the underdeveloped research literature on 
online SEL teaching and learning by providing recommendations that are 
teacher-generated and tested, generalizable to other SEL and academic pro-
grams, and practical for educators. These findings add to the sparse research 
literature on adapting SEL programs for online delivery and represent a 
jumping-off point for further research on how to effectively teach SEL to 
elementary students in online environments. 
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A key contribution of this study stems from the research-practitioner 
partnerships at the core of its development and exploration. The researchers 
of this study relied on educators’ expertise and lived experience in both the 
identification of issues hindering online delivery of an SEL program and the 
generation and testing of alternative online instructional practices to support 
effective online delivery. Having practicing educators test the online learn-
ing adaptations under realistic conditions in an online environment allowed 
the proposed adaptations to be further vetted and contextualized, thus pro-
viding additional confidence in the quality and effectiveness of the resulting 
adaptations. The findings of this study reflect the contributions of our educa-
tor partners and, consequently, increase the potential value and validity of 
these findings. Implementing suggestions from educators ensured our online 
adaptations accounted for the existing realities of elementary teaching dur-
ing the pandemic. As researchers continue to clarify and uncover compo-
nents of effective online teaching and learning, it is vital not to undervalue 
the grounded, real-life knowledge that educators working in the current edu-
cation system can provide.

Because all of the lesson components identified by teachers as requiring 
adaptations can be categorized as instructional practices, and consequently 
are not SEL-specific, the current study’s findings are applicable not only to 
other SEL programs but to academic subjects as well. Although this study 
examined a specific SEL program, the findings suggest that the most ef-
fective types of online adaptations are intricately tied to common instruc-
tional practices and their intended learning purposes, as opposed to any 
SEL-specific skill. Thus, this study’s toolkit of online adaptations is broader 
than originally anticipated and can be applied to any curriculum that uti-
lizes partner work, small-group work, whole-class discussions, role-playing, 
physical movement, and student handouts.

The results of this applied study are also highly practical for elementary 
educators. These online adaptations are valuable because they are action-
able, easy to implement, and applicable to educators’ current experiences 
with pandemic-instigated online teaching. To further support educators’ de-
velopment of online teaching skills, CFC shared the adaptations developed 
in this study with all of its clients. By posting the results in Table 2 to its 
program platform, tens of thousands of educators that currently teach the 
Second Step program (which is estimated to be implemented in 41% of US 
schools) have access to these educator-endorsed online adaptations. The 
practicality of these online adaptations combined with their generalizability 
across subjects will hopefully provide targeted support for educators seek-
ing to improve their online teaching. 
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APPENDIX A

Lesson Rehearsal Observation Rubric Questions
Background Information Yes No Answer Format

1. Your Name Comment box

2. What grade level are you 
reviewing?

Multiple Choice (Grade K, Grade 1, Grade 2, 
Grade 3, Grade 4, Grade 5)

3. What lesson number are 
you reviewing?

Multiple Choice (Unit 3: Lesson 11, Unit 3: Les-
son 12, Unit 3: Lesson 13, Unit 3: Lesson 14, Unit 
3: Lesson 15)

Lesson Plan Yes No Notes/Answer Format

4. The teacher understood 
what to do at each point in 
the lesson.

Comment box, “If NO, please provide notes/feed-
back suggestions.”

5. The teacher understood 
what students should be 
doing at each point in the 
lesson.

Comment box, “If NO, please provide notes/feed-
back suggestions.”

6. Scripting in the guide 
sounded natural when the 
teacher said it out loud.

Comment box, “If NO, please provide notes/feed-
back suggestions.”

7. It was clear how each part 
of the lesson supported the 
learning objective.

Comment box, “If NO, please provide notes/feed-
back suggestions.”

8. The teacher was able to 
successfully adapt the les-
son for online delivery.

Comment box, “If NO, please provide notes/feed-
back suggestions.”
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9. Instructor Delivery Multiple Choice

1 = Teacher often appears confused and un-
comfortable. Lesson flow is choppy. Delivery 
includes multiple starts and stops, misspeaks and 
corrections.
2 = Teacher appears somewhat uncomfortable and 
a bit unsure at times during delivery. Lesson flow 
has a few starts and stops.
3 = Teacher appears at ease and in control while 
facilitating. Lesson flow is smooth, unhurried, 
and fluid.

10. Ease of Online Facilitation Multiple Choice

1 = Teacher forgets to progress slides, skips slides, 
and/or cannot anticipate what slide will appear 
next (clicking confusion). Teacher has trouble 
starting or pausing media and interacting with 
other aspects of digital interface.
2 = Teacher experiences some difficulty progress-
ing through slides. Moderate clicking confusion 
and some difficulty starting and/or pausing media.
3 = Teacher understands when and how to progress 
slides and does so with minimal or no mistakes.

Media, Visuals & PDFs Yes No Notes

11. Did the slides in the 
presentation support the 
lesson objective?

Comment box, “If NO, please provide notes/feed-
back suggestions.”

12. If there were videos in-
cluded in the slides, did the 
video(s) support the lesson 
objective?

*Include N/A option (since not all slides include 
videos)
Comment box, “If NO, please provide notes/feed-
back suggestions.”

13. Were there any issues 
with the slides and/or the 
design?

Comment box, “If YES, please provide notes/
feedback suggestions.”

14. Were there any issues with 
the media? 

Comment box, “If YES, please provide notes/
feedback suggestions.

15. Were there any issues with 
the platform?

Comment box, “If YES, please provide notes/
feedback suggestions.

Student Handout Yes No Notes

16. If this lesson had a 
student handout, did it help 
students meet the learning 
objective?

*Include N/A option (since not all lessons include 
a handout)
Comment box, “If NO, please provide notes/feed-
back suggestions.”

Student Experience Yes No Notes

17. I believe that students in 
this grade would be able to 
recognize the purpose of 
this lesson.

Comment box, “If NO, please provide notes/feed-
back suggestions.”
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18. I believe that students 
in this grade would be 
capable of successfully 
completing the lesson ob-
jective.

 Comment box, “If NO, please provide notes/feed-
back suggestions.”

Adaptations Yes No

19. Please select the answer 
that best represents the 
amount of adaptations 
made to this lesson.

Multiple Choice 
 
Almost none: The teacher taught the lesson as 
printed on the Lesson Plan PDF and lesson slides. 
A little bit: The teacher ad-libbed a little, tweaked 
some discussion questions and/or activities, and 
added a bit to the lesson. 
A fair amount: The teacher put their own spin on 
the lesson; they changed the scripting, altered the 
scenarios, changed some discussion questions, and 
adjusted the activities to work for them and their 
students. 
A lot: The teacher used very little of the scripting/
questions/activities but ad-libbed a lesson on the 
same objective (or topic).

20. Describe any online 
adaptations, additions, and/
or changes that the teacher 
made to the lesson.  (Ad-
aptations are anything the 
teacher did that was dif-
ferent from what is printed 
on the Lesson Plan, such 
as changing a scenario 
to fit students’ interests 
or changing a partner 
activity into a whole-class 
activity.)

Answer format: Comment box

21. Any other valuable obser-
vations?

Answer format: Comment box

APPENDIX B

Post-Lesson Rehearsal Debrief Interview Protocol

Scripted instructions:

Thank you all for participating in the lesson rehearsal. We’re now going 
to take a quick, 5 minute break – During this time: 

•	 (insert teacher name)_____feel free to take a breather and/or write 
down any notes on what you’d like to share with us about the les-
son rehearsal.   
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•	 Folks posing as “students”,  you can hop off the call now. Thank 
you again or your participation. If you have any questions or con-
cerns, please reach out via Slack messenger or email me.  

•	 Observers, please complete and submit the Lesson Rehearsal 
Observation Rubric on SurveyMonkey. In addition, please use 
Slack to send me any questions or topics you’d like to discuss, time 
permitting, in the proceeding debrief. 

Let’s put 5 min on the clock  

Debrief Interview:

Scripted instructions:

Welcome back! Thank you all. I appreciate everyone sticking around so 
we can have time to reflect and discuss our experiences and perceptions of 
the online lesson rehearsal.  

I do want to give a quick reminder of our goals and norms for engagement.  

Goals: Although I’m sure we will naturally want to nit pick and tweak all 
sorts of things that could make the lesson a little bit better, I’m going to 
focus our discussion on critical or essential aspects of the lesson we MUST 
alter in order for these lessons to be successfully delivered online via video 
conferencing. Because of the immediate needs of teachers and students piv-
oting to online teaching and learning, we will spend our limited time togeth-
er narrowing in on any serious problems that could hinder teachers’ ability 
to easily and successfully teach the lesson and/or students’ abilities to inter-
act with and learn this content.  
To that end.... I’m going to start with asking (teacher name)_____ about 
their experience and what stood out to them so we can see if we can identify 
any areas that would benefit from improvement. I’ll also try to ask as many 
questions from our observers as we can get to into our brief time together.  
 

Standard debrief questions:  

1. From your perspective, how did the lesson go? What worked? 
What didn’t?

2. I see you made some adaptations when translating this lesson to 
online delivery. Could you please tell us about the adaptations you 
made to the lesson?
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3. Could you tell us why you chose those specific adaptations? Have 
you used similar adaptations before in online teaching contexts?

4. After having rehearsed the lesson, is there anything you would 
change about how you adapted and delivered it? Please describe. 

5. Do you think this lesson would be successful with your students? 
Why or why not?

6. Is there anything else you think we should know about this lesson?

 

Additional lesson-specific questions:

•	 Questions based on facilitator’s notes from the lesson rehearsal:

•	 Lesson-specific questions based on observers’ notes to facilitator 
during break: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


