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A. SIGNIFICANCE 

A1. The Problem: Disruptions to Learning and Mental Health. 

The school closures and related disruptions during the COVID-19 pandemic have had serious 

consequences for America’s students. Estimates are that students are losing between 0.3 and 0.9 

years of education during the pandemic (Donnelly & Patrinos, 2021), and low-income and 

underrepresented or minoritized students are particularly vulnerable, with research finding a 

widening achievement gap across economic and social classes (Dorn et al., 2020). Notably, these 

academic disparities as a function of race/ethnicity or socio-economic status (SES) showed a 

pattern of persistence in America’s schools even before the pandemic (Levy et al, 2016). 

In addition, mental health problems (i.e., anxiety, depressive symptoms) have also been 

exacerbated by the pandemic. A recent review found that social isolation resulting from the 

pandemic was linked to higher levels of stress, fear, loneliness, anxiety, and depressive 

symptoms among adolescents (Loades et al. 2020), and experiencing these problems in 

adolescence foreshadows significant risk for psychopathology in adulthood (Aronen et al., 1999; 

Fergusson et al., 2005; Johnson et al., 2018). Research finds both sex differences (i.e., girls 

experience higher rates of symptoms as compared to boys; Cash & Bridge, 2009) and 

racial/ethnic disparities; specifically, a recent study with a national dataset found that Black and 

Latinx adolescents experienced significantly higher rates of depressive symptoms relative to 

Whites (Hargove et al., 2020). These racial/ethnic disparities have also been made worse by the 

pandemic (Fitzpatrick et al., 2020; Fortuna et al., 2020). Finally, the pandemic has also impacted 

the mental health of educators, with research finding reduced teacher self-efficacy and elevated 

stress and burnout (Pressley, 2021; Pressley & Ha, 2021; Vargas Rubilar & Oros, 2021). 
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Our project proposes to address these academic and mental health disruptions and disparities 

by developing a social-emotional learning (SEL) curriculum that, unlike existing programs, is 

fully integrated with best practice in instruction (i.e., cooperative learning, see A3). This 

integrated solution will target the key peer-based risk and protective factors (see A1.1) that 

influence academic and mental health outcomes, particularly among low SES and/or 

underrepresented or minoritized youth. Given the emergence of significant mental health 

problems in mid-to-late adolescence, that developmental period will be the focus of our project. 

A1.1 Risk/Protective Factors for Academic Difficulties. The need for belonging and social 

acceptance among peers becomes paramount in adolescence as the brain becomes more socially 

oriented (Steinberg & Morris, 2001). Thus, negative social experiences such as social isolation 

or rejection can interfere with academic performance, including academic engagement and 

achievement (Kaplan et al., 2005; Raufelder et al., 2014). In contrast, positive peer relations can 

promote academic engagement and achievement (Hershberger & Jones, 2018; Roseth et al., 

2008; Wentzel, 2005) and reduce the likelihood of grade retention (Lubbers et al., 2006). 

Relatedly, there is growing evidence suggesting that race-based social stress, caused by racial 

discrimination, strongly impacts minoritized students and contributes to the race-based 

achievement gap (Rothstein, 2015). Prejudicial attitudes and beliefs contribute to social 

exclusion and rejection (i.e., discrimination), which can harm academic curiosity, motivation, 

persistence, engagement, and perceived efficacy (Huynh & Fuligni, 2010; Neblett Jr. et al., 2006; 

Smalls et al., 2007; Ying & Han, 2007). Indeed, research finds that chronic psychosocial stress 

exposure, such as that related to discrimination and related forms of social rejection, serves as a 

major contributor to chronically low levels of graduation among minoritized students in U.S. 

public schools (Brondolo et al., 2009; Mays et al., 2007; McFarland et al., 2018). 
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A1.2 Risk/Protective Factors for Mental Health Difficulties. The stress caused by negative 

social experiences can, in addition to academic difficulties, create increased risk for anxiety, 

depression, and low self-esteem (Greenberger et al., 2000; Hankin et al., 2015; Rudolph, 2002; 

Wenz-Gross et al., 1997). Key risk factors for mental health difficulties include peer rejection 

(Kiesner, 2002; Prinstein & Aikins, 2004), victimization by peers (Kim & Leventhal, 2008; 

Klomek et al., 2007, 2011; Saluja et al., 2004; Van der Wal et al., 2003), and racial 

discrimination (Gaylord-Harden & Cunningham, 2009; Sirin et al., 2015). In contrast, peer 

acceptance and support have been found to be significant protective factors against mental 

health problems (Burke et al., 2017), in part because they reduce the degree of stress experienced 

by adolescents (Van Ryzin & Roseth, 2021). 

A2. Existing Strategies to Address Academic and Mental Health Issues 

To date, most studies targeting racial disparities in academic achievement have focused on 

reducing the impact of racial discrimination through individual coping mechanisms (e.g., 

Umaña-Taylor et al., 2008) or self-affirmation (Cohen et al., 2014). However, these individual-

deficit based approaches are not only largely ineffective, but are less ideal than empowerment-

based approaches that foster socially supportive environments (Crutchfield et al., 2020). 

Existing school-based approaches to prevention of mental health problems also have an 

uneven track record (Merry et al., 2012). Some programs have been found to be effective post-

assessment, but effects did not maintain over time (Challen et al., 2014; Pössel et al., 2013). 

Many other programs were found to have no effects on student mental health (Araya et al., 2013; 

Sawyer et al., 2010; Stallard et al., 2012; Tak et al., 2015; Wei et al., 2015). 

Finally, research finds that existing SEL programs produce only small effects on peer-based 

risk and protective factors in middle and high school (see de Mooij et al., 2020 for review), and 



Project Narrative 

                                                         Meeting Students Social, Emotional, and Academic Needs 4PR/Award # S411C230136 

Page e29 

meta-analytic research finds that SEL programs markedly diminish in effectiveness after 

elementary school (Durlak et al., 2011). In a recent review of SEL programs, Yeager (2017) 

identified the need to integrate SEL with a more student-centered instructional approach 

involving active learning, which would satisfy the adolescent need for increased autonomy while 

developing social-emotional skills experientially in authentic social situations with peers; he 

hypothesized that the failure to comply with these guidelines is the reason for the decline in the 

effects of existing SEL programs during middle and high school. 

A3. Development and Validation of a New Strategy 

Our proposal targets a transformation in social-emotional learning that takes full advantage 

of evidence-based instructional practice to achieve synergistic effects on peer-based risk and 

protective factors, which in turn should impact both academic achievement and mental health. 

A3.1 Project Overview. As recommended by Yeager (2017), we seek to create an SEL 

curriculum that fully incorporates a student-centered instructional approach (i.e., cooperative 

learning, CL) to build social-emotional skills and positive, supportive peer relations. We will 

support this shift with technology to enable a high-fidelity, scalable implementation that does not 

burden teachers. We will simultaneously target multiple key factors that contribute to academic 

and mental health difficulties, particularly those that impact low-SES and minoritized youth. 

A3.2 Underlying Theoretical Framework. Our approach leverages Contact Theory 

(Pettigrew, 1998), a powerful framework for addressing prejudice and promoting positive 

intergroup relations. Contact Theory specifies the conditions under which social contact can lead 

to true integration among members of different social groups. Specifically, social contact must 

incorporate the following features: (a) individuals are brought together as equals; (b) pairs or 

groups of individuals are given a common goal to direct their interactions and to incentivize 
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achieving goals; (c) an extended amount of interpersonal contact, preferably including mutual 

disclosure to assist participants in discovering areas of commonality; and (d) those in positions of 

authority (i.e., teachers) explicitly encourage and support positive, collaborative interactions. 

When these conditions exist, intergroup contact leads to reduced prejudice, and individuals 

develop more favorable opinions of members of other groups, which in turn promotes more 

positive relationships (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006). In contrast, when these conditions do not exist, 

intergroup contact will increase, rather than reduce, intergroup tensions (Cohen & Lotan, 1995). 

Cooperative learning (CL) is a small-group instructional approach that closely mirrors the 

key features of Contact Theory. Specifically, CL brings students together under conditions of 

positive interdependence, where goals are structured such that individual goal attainment 

promotes the goal attainment of others in the learning group and vice versa. CL activities also 

provide individual accountability to ensure that students have a strong incentive to contribute to 

the success of the group. Finally, a CL lesson must also include (a) explicit coaching by teachers 

to enhance students’ collaborative social skills, and (b) guided reflection and processing of 

group performance after the lesson is completed. More detail on CL can be found in Appendix J. 

A3.3 Strong Evidence of Promise for Significant Impact. Research has found that when 

these design aspects are established in CL lessons, the quality of social interactions will improve 

(Johnson & Johnson, 1989; Roseth et al., 2008). Specifically, students are more likely to interact 

in ways that promote goal attainment of others in the group, such as providing instrumental and 

emotional support and  sharing information and resources (Deutsch, 1949, 1962; Johnson & 

Johnson, 1983). In addition, students learn how to communicate effectively, help the group make 

good decisions, build trust, and understand one another's perspectives (Johnson & Johnson, 

1989, 1999). These socially competent interactions promote more positive, supportive 
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relationships among students (Johnson & Johnson, 1989, 2005; Roseth et al., 2008; ES = .24 to 

.45) and enhance student motivation (ES = .36 to .42), and academic achievement (ES = .43 to 

.52; Johnson et al.,  2014, Roseth et al., 2008). CL can also reduce peer rejection (ES = .32; 

Mikami et al., 2005), victimization (ES = .69 among marginalized students; Van Ryzin & Roseth, 

2018), and stress and mental health problems (ES = .24 to .29; Van Ryzin & Roseth, 2021). 

With regards to racial/ethnic disparities, CL can reduce bias and discrimination by enhancing 

cross-ethnic peer relations (Johnson & Johnson, 2000; Slavin & Cooper, 1999). CL has been 

found to promote cross-race academic support and more frequent cross-race friendships (Johnson 

et al., 1984; Slavin, 2001; Weigel et al., 1975). Such cross-race friendships, in turn, can promote 

greater academic engagement (Kawabata & Crick, 2015). CL has also been found to reduce 

racial/ethnic disparities in social and academic outcomes (Van Ryzin et al., 2020). 

A3.4 Best Practice in Instruction via PeerLearning.net. Despite the many benefits of CL, 

we have found that teachers face challenges delivering high fidelity CL lessons, including: (1) 

designing CL activities optimally through the explicit inclusion of all of the essential design 

elements described above; and (2) managing the flow and timing of the activities to complete the 

lesson within the class   period while dealing with unexpected disruptions. Research finds that 

implementing the key design elements with fidelity does not always occur, and when some 

elements are missing, the impact of CL is greatly reduced (Roseth et al., 2008). 

To assist teachers in implementing CL, we will give them access to PeerLearning.net 

(http://PeerLearning.net), which provides easy-to-use lesson templates with workflow support 

that enable the straightforward design and delivery of evidence-based CL lessons (e.g., jigsaw, 

peer tutoring). PeerLearning.net enables teachers to: (1) provide a more powerful learning 

experience for students through greater design fidelity to CL standards; and (2) deliver CL more 

http://PeerLearning.net
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frequently, with less stress, and a great likelihood of success, through greater instructional    

support. The software is Web-based and thus is rapidly scalable and accessible to Title I schools 

and those in rural areas. More detail, including screen shots, is provided in Appendix J. 

We recently completed a one-year cluster randomized trial of PeerLearning.net using 12 

middle/high schools in Oregon, with 6 schools randomized to use PeerLearning.net and 6 

conducting business as usual. 

The results (Table 1) 

indicated that students in 

intervention schools 

experienced significantly 

better outcomes in the areas 

of peer relations, stress, and 

social-emotional skill 

development, which mirror previous research on CL, although with larger effect sizes. These 

effects were achieved by teachers in implementation schools using PeerLearning.net only a few 

times a month. These results suggest that PeerLearning.net (a) is as effective as no-tech CL, or 

more so, and (b) supports best-practice in CL in a way that will be implemented by teachers. 

PeerLearning.net was also found to have positive effects on teachers. Since it implements 

best-practice in CL with minimal teacher burden, intervention teachers reported higher levels of 

self-efficacy (B = .14, SE = .04, p < .001, ES = .45), lower levels of stress (B = -.29, SE = .11, p < 

.001, ES = .52) and reduced burnout (B = -.33, SE = .10, p < .001, ES = .38). 

A3.5 Student-centered SEL Curriculum. In this study, we propose to develop a social-

emotional learning (SEL) curriculum that will be delivered using PeerLearning.net to ensure 
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adherence to best practices in small-group instruction (i.e., CL). Once developed, the curriculum 

will be available for use in any instructional setting (e.g., health classes, content classes, advisory 

period, homeroom). Given that our partner districts are in Oregon, our SEL curriculum will align 

with Oregon state standards for SEL that closely follow the CASEL framework, which specifies 

5 dimensions of SEL: (1) Self-Awareness, (2) Self-Management, (3) Social Awareness, (4) 

Relationship Skills, and (5) Decision-Making. The proposed curriculum will contain 50 lessons, 

approximately 2 per week during 9th grade (see Section B.2). 

A4. Absolute Program Priorities 1 and 4 and Competitive Preference Priority 1. 

A4.1 Supporting Absolute Priority 1: Demonstrating a Rationale. As discussed above, 

social risk and protective factors play an important role in both academic achievement and 

mental health (see A1.1 and A1.2), and we have presented promising evidence that our approach 

can impact these risk and protective factors and the key outcomes (see A3.3 and A3.4). 

A4.2 Supporting Absolute Priority 4: Meeting Student Social, Emotional, and Academic 

Needs. CL has promising evidence for its impact on academic, social-emotional, and mental 

health outcomes, as well as evidence for its ability to reduce bias, prejudice, and racial/ethnic 

disparities in academic and social-emotional outcomes (see A3.3). Thus, CL alone could 

potentially meet students’ academic and mental health needs. However, we propose to 

implement a comprehensive, integrated solution that includes an SEL curriculum (see B.2) 

designed to incorporate best practices in student-centered instruction as well as technology to 

assist teachers in delivery (i.e., PeerLearning.net). The technology offers many advantages, 

including: (1) optimal design fidelity and consistent, low-burden delivery of CL; (2) rapid 

scalability across schools and districts; and (3) straightforward implementation with enhanced 

monitoring and reduced teacher training requirements (see Appendix J). Thus, the integrated 
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solution could generate synergistic effects on student outcomes by addressing a wide range of 

key peer-based risk and protective factors for both mental health and academic achievement. 

A4.3 Supporting Competitive Preference Priority 1: Partnerships. Our Development Team 

will include representatives from Community Colleges (i.e., , Lane Community 

College) and Minority-Service Institutions (i.e.,  Portland State U.). 

Letters of Commitment are provided in Appendix C. The Development Team will partner with 

our key personnel (  and  to develop and pilot the SEL lessons. 

A5. Scaling up for Broad Impact 

This proposed project aims to reach ~3,000 youth making the middle-to-high school 

transition. The proposed project includes technology-supported implementation of best-practice 

in CL instruction and adds curricular development efforts optimized to take full advantage of 

PeerLearning.net capabilities while providing vital SEL instruction. The combined solution will 

prepare students with the social-emotional skills needed to be successful in high school. 

In Year 5, we will train ~300 subject-area teachers (e.g., math, science, humanities, ELA) in 

PeerLearning.net, preparing them to extend the effects of small-group instruction to their own 

students (see B3). In this training, teachers will develop an understanding of CL and the delivery 

of small-group lessons through PeerLearning.net, thus enabling them to adapt the technology to 

their own curricula and learning materials (see B6). 

Moreover, the proposed project will produce new evidence disseminated broadly to the 

community of educational research and practice, thus enabling a broad range of schools across 

the country (e.g., high-poverty, urban, suburban, & rural) to implement, replicate, or expand on 

our solution. The project deliverables will provide a comprehensive program that is cost-efficient 

compared to other solutions, easily accessible, and scalable to other contexts. 
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B. PROJECT DESIGN 

B1. Theory of Change 

The primary goal of this project is to accelerate access to best practices in instruction while 

concurrently promoting positive social-

emotional outcomes and in turn reducing 

academic and mental health disruptions 

and disparities. Building on theory and 

research, we hypothesize that 

PeerLearning.net, combined with our 

SEL curriculum, will enhance social-

emotional skill development and have salutary effects on peer-based risk and protective factors. 

These proximal outcomes should enhance academic and mental health outcomes for all students 

and reduce disparities for low-SES and minoritized students. We will evaluate the degree to 

which each hypothesized mechanism (e.g., stress, social support) mediates program effects, 

which will suggest ways in which we can optimize our program for different contexts. 

B2. SEL Curriculum Development 

Our curriculum is designed to address the 5 dimensions of the CASEL framework (i.e., Self-

Awareness, Self-Management, Social Awareness, Relationship Skills, Decision-Making). 

Lesson Content CASEL Framework 

Lessons 1-10: Organizational and study skills, growth mindset. Self-Management 

Lessons 11-20: Emotional awareness and self-regulation, critical 
thinking, mindfulness, solution-focused coping strategies. 

Self-Awareness, Self-
Management 

Lessons 21-30: Identity development, purpose, future orientation. Self-Awareness 

Lessons 31-40: Peer refusal, active listening, conflict resolution. Relationship Skills 

Lessons 41-50: Social media, bullying and dating violence, 
decision-making in “hot” (peer) contexts. 

Social Awareness, 
Decision-Making 
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We will use an iterative development approach for our SEL curriculum known as Agile that 

aligns with the collaborative nature of this project (Cao & Ramesh, 2008; López-Nores et al., 

2009). The Agile method breaks development tasks into manageable increments called sprints, or 

short development timeframes. Each sprint is designed to provide enough curriculum 

functionality to have a testable release. Every sprint will start with a planning session where the 

development team reviews the goals and key features for the curriculum unit to be developed. 

We will conduct sprints of 4-6 weeks where we create 4-8 lessons, depending on length, and 

release them for user acceptance testing (UAT). In an iterative fashion, we will then conduct a 

sprint on another set of lessons while waiting for teacher feedback from UATs, and this feedback 

will be incorporated into lesson design before the lessons are released again. The UATs will 

ensure that each portion of the curriculum meets the needs of teachers, has clear and appropriate 

language, and is enjoyable for students. More detail is available in Appendix J. 

B3. Implementation Plan 

Our plan illustrates a collaborative approach to development, implementation, and 

evaluation. In Years 1 and 2, we will involve a Development Team of 6-8 teachers, college and 

university faculty, and members of support organizations to partner in the development and 

piloting of the SEL curriculum (in addition to  and  who will lead the effort). The 

Team will review the lessons and/or pilot them in their classrooms and provide detailed feedback 

on lesson design and content, student engagement and learning, and the feasibility of large-scale 

implementation. This feedback will be incorporated into the lesson design using an iterative 

process (i.e., Agile, see Section B2). We will provide dedicated support and financial incentives 

to the Team; more detail on the composition of the team and the financial arrangements can be 

found in Appendix C (Letters of Commitment) and the Budget Justification. 
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In Years 3 and 4, we will recruit 20 schools to collaborate with us in the evaluation of the 

comprehensive intervention (i.e., PeerLearning.net and the SEL curriculum). We will deliver the 

SEL curriculum in Year 3, and follow these students into 10th grade in Year 4 to assess the 

persistence of effects when the intervention has been completed. 

In Year 5, we will offer our intervention to the control schools, provide comprehensive 

training to all teachers in all schools to enable them to use PeerLearning.net in their own 

teaching, and disseminate project results. A more detailed timeline is available in Appendix J. 

Project Implementation Plan 

Years 1 and 2 
2023-2024 and 

2024-2025 

• Recruitment of partner teachers for curriculum development. 
• Iterative co-creation of SEL lessons with input and guidance from the 

Development Team. 
• Piloting of lessons, collection of feedback, and modification as needed. 

Year 3 
2025-2026 

• Identification of intervention and matching control schools; initiation of 
teacher training and implementation in intervention schools. 

• Teacher/student (9th grade) data collection (fall and spring) in both 
intervention and control schools. 

• Monitoring of implementation (tracking usage/lesson delivery, addressing 
any questions or issues) in intervention schools. 

• Monitoring of any use of CL concepts in control schools. 

Year 4 
2026-2027 

• Student (10th grade) data collection in intervention and control schools. 
• Monitoring of any use of CL concepts in control schools. 

Year 5 
2027-2028 

• Preparation of intervention teachers and schools for program sustainment. 
• Implementation of intervention in control schools. 
• Comprehensive training for subject-area teachers to use PeerLearning.net 

in their own classrooms with their own learning materials. 
• Evaluation Team completes (a) fidelity of implementation study and (b) 

impact evaluation studies of student and teacher outcomes. 

B4. Project Goals and Measurable Objectives 

In the table below is our list of key project goals and measurable objectives (i.e., progress 

toward meeting each objective can be clearly assessed and reported during the project). These 

goals and objectives target EIR program priorities and align with the underlying conceptual 

framework for this project. 
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Program Goal 1 (Years 3 & 5). Reach at least 2,700 high-needs Grade 9 students with high 
quality social-emotional learning (SEL) and demonstrate a positive impact after one and two 
years on academic, social-emotional, and mental health outcomes. 

Measurable Objective 1.1: By the end of Year 3 (intervention group), reach at least 1,350 
Grade 9 students with at least one year (~50 hours) of high-quality SEL instruction via 
PeerLearning.net. Reach another 1,350 students by the end of Year 5 (control group). 

Measurable Objective 1.2: By the end of Year 3 (intervention group), demonstrate medium 
standard deviation effects (Hedges g = .50) on student academic achievement, attendance, and 
self-reported social-emotional and mental health outcomes. 

Program Goal 2 (Years 3 & 5). Provide high-quality professional development to 
approximately 45 teachers to enable them to deliver the SEL curriculum. 

Measurable Objective 2.1: By the end of Year 3 (intervention group), enroll approximately 
22-23 teachers in training courses that encompass the concepts of CL, as well as a working 
knowledge of how to deliver SEL lessons in PeerLearning.net. Enroll another 22-23 teachers 
by the end of Year 5 (control group). 

Measurable Objective 2.2: By the end of Year 3 (intervention group), motivate teachers using 
the SEL curriculum to deliver at least 80% of the lessons to their class, with the same goal for 
the control group teachers in Year 5.. 

Measurable Objective 2.3: By the end of Year 3 (intervention group), teachers using the SEL 
curriculum intervention schools demonstrate medium effect size growth (Hedges g = .50) in 
self-efficacy and similar reductions in stress and burnout compared to control group teachers. 

Program Goal 3 (Year 5). Provide high-quality professional development to approximately 
300 teachers to enable them to use PeerLearning.net in their own instruction. 

Measurable Objective 3.1: Enroll least 300 teachers in training courses that encompass the 
concepts of CL, as well as a working knowledge of how to design and deliver CL lessons in 
PeerLearning.net using their own curricula and learning materials. 

Measurable Objective 3.2: Motivate at least 50% of subject-area teachers to implement at least 
one CL lesson/month using PeerLearning.net in their own classroom w/subject-area lessons. 

Measurable Objective 3.3: By the end of Year 5, teachers using PeerLearning.net at least once 
a month demonstrate medium effect size growth (Hedges g = .50) in self-efficacy and similar 
reductions in stress and burnout after the first year compared to teachers who don’t use it. 

Program Goal 4 (Year 5). Disseminate information about the project to the education 
research and practice communities through articles, presentations, social media, and podcasts. 

Measurable Objective 4.1: By the end of Year 5, publish at least 3 practitioner articles, 10 
blogposts, and 10 podcasts to share different perspectives on the progress of the project to be 
disseminated through the Center on Human Development (https://chd.uoregon.edu/) and the 
Oregon Research Schools Network (https://orsn.uoregon.edu/). 

Measurable Objective 4.2: By the end of Year 5, publish at least 4 scholarly articles in peer-
reviewed educational, developmental, and SEL journals, alongside more than 6 research 
presentations at established conferences, to contribute new ideas and evidence to the field. 

https://orsn.uoregon.edu
https://chd.uoregon.edu
https://PeerLearning.net
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B5. Evaluation Setting 

Our evaluation will be conducted in partnership with the Salem-Keizer school district, the 

second largest district in Oregon (> 38,000 students). The student body is diverse (~40% Latinx, 

~40% White ~10% Multi-racial, ~5% African-American), and more than 90% of students are 

considered to be economically disadvantaged, so project results should be highly generalizable. 

We will recruit 20 schools, with 10 randomly assigned to intervention condition. Within the 

intervention schools, we will train ~2-3 teachers/school (see B4 below) to deliver our program; 

across 10 intervention schools, ~25 teachers will be trained. In past studies, we have rarely lost 

teachers after assignment to condition, but we will assume a 10% attrition rate for a final sample 

of ~22-23 teachers. We will recruit a similar number of teachers in control schools, for a total 

sample of ~45 teachers. We will survey teachers in Year 3 but not Year 4, when students are in 

10th grade and the program is not present. In Year 5, we will provide training in the SEL program 

for the control schools and will provide general training for subject-area teachers (e.g., math, 

science) in all schools to enable them to use PeerLearning.net in their own instruction. We 

anticipate that these subject-area teachers will number ~15 per school, or ~300 in total. 

We expect 150 students to participate, on average, from each school, for a total targeted 

sample of 3,000 (1,500 in intervention schools and 1,500 in control schools). Based on previous 

similar studies (Low et al., 2019), we anticipate that approximately 10% of students will be lost 

due to family relocations. Thus, we assume a final sample of ~2,700 students. 

B6. Teacher Training, Coaching, and Support 

To prepare for the delivery of our SEL program, we will provide 1 training session of 3 

hours at the beginning of the school year where teachers are the end-users of PeerLearning.net 

and thus experience lessons from the student perspective. In this training, teachers will develop a 
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deep understanding of the key CL design ingredients and why they are vital to lesson success. 

Training will include different types of CL lessons so teachers will not only learn the key 

concepts but will also gain valuable insight into the value of CL in an experiential manner. Our 

training program will incorporate Motivational Interviewing (MI) to promote rapid adoption and 

commitment to change among teachers (Larson et al., 2021). We will also provide SEL training 

designed for teachers to comply with CASEL’s framework for systematic change, where we 

focus on the development of social-emotional skills (e.g., mindfulness, active listening) that 

support skillful communication (Mahoney et al., 2020). Training will be delivered according to 

school schedules for professional development and is designed to be low-burden so as not to 

interfere with other initiatives. PeerLearning.net also has automated lesson simulation capability 

to support teachers in working with the software before teaching a lesson to students. 

During the school year, our project support staff will serve as the first point of contact for 

teachers who have questions, and these staff will provide periodic webinars and other coaching 

opportunities. These support staff will periodically review data dashboards in PeerLearning.net 

to (1) identify teachers who are delivering the SEL curriculum on schedule, in order to ensure 

that these teachers can be acknowledged, and (2) identify teachers who are not on schedule with 

the SEL curriculum, in order to follow up with additional resources and support. We will also 

implement a help desk to collect, monitor, and resolve any issues with the software. 

C. PROJECT PERSONNEL 

The proposed project is a partnership between a large, diverse school district (Salem-Keizer), 

researchers and curriculum designers (  & school and 

district personnel (see Appendix C, Letters of Commitment) and experts in evaluation methods 
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(WestEd). In-kind contribution is provided by the UO Foundation (see Appendix H). 

Resumes/CV’s for key personnel and contributors are in Appendix B.  

The project is led by a Research Associate Professor at the University 

of Oregon, who has an extensive record with CL and grant leadership. He served as the Primary 

Investigator (PI) for a randomized trial of CL in Oregon middle schools (Van Ryzin & Roseth, 

2018, 2019, 2021). He also led the design and piloting of PeerLearning.net, and has conducted a 

number of teacher trainings on mindfulness and active listening.  will be supported 

by  who has led numerous federally-funded projects focused on students with 

disabilities over more than 25 years.  will help to ensure that all SEL lessons address 

the diverse learning needs of students with disabilities. The overall composition of the project 

teams is provided below. More detail can be found in Appendix C and the Budget Justification. 

Project Teams 

Development 
Team 

 was Senior Research Scientist at the Committee for Children 
for nearly fifteen years, leading the development of new elementary and 
secondary versions of Second Step, the most widely used SEL program in the 
world. More recently, he served a similar role at CharacterStrong as Director 
of Research.     was a lead developer on the middle school SEL 
curriculum Committee for Children. More recently, she has consulted with the 
Committee for Children for the last 10 years on the Second Step program. 

 will bring knowledge of CL and PeerLearning.net, and   
will bring experience working with students with students with disabilities. 
They will be joined on the Development Team by 6-8 teachers, university 
faculty, and members of educational support organizations who have expertise 
in CL, PeerLearning.net, and/or SEL. Among these are  (Lane 
Community College), (Portland State U., a minority-
serving institution), and  (Lane Education Service District). More 
detail is available in Appendix C (Letters of Commitment). 

Evaluation 
Team 

The evaluation will be led by    and  at 
WestEd.    is the Research Director, Learner Variability and 
Impact, and has 25 years of experience in the implementation and evaluation 
of innovative projects and interventions.  is a Senior Researcher in 
Special Education focused on advancing rigorous research and evaluation in 
learner variability and special education. More detail is available in the 
WestEd Budget Justification and in Appendix B (resumes for key personnel). 
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D. MANAGEMENT PLAN 

UO Foundation (led by   will provide (a) fiscal oversight, including executing 

contracts, paying invoices for partners, financial reporting, and paying incentives, among other 

responsibilities; (b) project management to hit milestone targets for lesson development, project 

implementation, and completion of all project deliverables; (c) recruitment and stewardship of 

school and district partners; (d) coordination and delivery of teacher training, (e) tracking of 

teacher engagement; (f) support to our evaluation partner in issues of project management, 

measurement, and data analysis; and (g) development of dissemination plan and leadership on 

the creation of dissemination materials. 

Within the Development Team,  will be primarily responsible for the development 

of the social-emotional learning (SEL) curriculum, supported by     and 

 with our development partners (see Appendix C). Members of the team will assist with 

(a) measurement and data analysis issues, (b) development of implementation and dissemination 

strategies, and (c) creation and distribution/publication of dissemination materials. 

Our evaluation partner (WestEd) will be responsible for (a) research design, organization of 

data collection and analysis, and evaluation of outcomes; (b) the identification, consenting, and 

data collection within selected treatment and comparison schools to achieve the most rigorous 

comparative analysis; (c) school visits to support evaluation of performance measures; (d) 

collaborating with PI   to produce federal reports and dissemination materials for 

stakeholders; and (e) submission and oversight of Institutional Review Board (IRB) materials. 

The Salem-Keizer district will be responsible for (a) disseminating opportunities to schools 

and teachers; (b) supporting data collection and sharing of archival data; (c) the development and 

sustainability of school support, culture, and shared instructional practices in participating 
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schools; (d) envisioning, planning, and supporting future scaling to additional schools at the 

conclusion of grant period; and (e) providing iterative feedback on our intervention. 

E. PROJECT EVALUATION 

In Years 3 and 4, WestEd will lead an independent evaluation of this project, including 

process, implementation, cost, and impact data, to address evaluation questions that prioritize the 

Standards for Excellence in Education Research (SEER; https://ies.ed.gov/seer/). WestEd has 

conducted numerous multisite randomized controlled trials for EIR, IES, NSF, and other federal 

and state organizations. The evaluation project director (PD),    is currently 

PD of the evaluation for a 2022 EIR Expansion project and lead methodologist for a 2022 EIR 

Mid-Phase project. He will be supported by    (see resumes in Appendix B). 

The evaluation will include studies of (1) the impact of the SEL program on confirmatory 

outcomes, using a design that meets What Works Clearinghouse (WWC) 5.0 Standards Without 

Reservations, preregistered in the Registry of Efficacy and Effectiveness Studies (REES) 

(SEER1); (2) fidelity of implementation (FOI) (SEER3 and SEER4); (3) an implementation 

study with feedback to inform the development of PeerLearning.net, FOI, and factors that 

facilitate or impede program development, scaling, and potential replication (SEER8); and (4) a 

cost analysis and cost effectiveness study (SEER5) using the ingredients method (Levin et al., 

2017) to support sustainability and scalability. 

E1. Evaluation Questions 

The evaluation will address questions concerning the implementation of key program 

components, as well as confirmatory and exploratory impacts on proximal and distal outcomes 

(see Theory of Change, Section B1). Each measurement instrument included in the table below is 

described fully in Appendix J, including published evidence for validity. 

https://ies.ed.gov/seer
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Evaluation Question Data Sources 

Are fidelity of implementation thresholds 
reached? 

PeerLearning.net data dashboard, which records 
all lessons taught by each teacher 

What are the barriers and supports to 
successful implementation? 

Teacher logs, program developer/teacher survey 
(to be created), and interviews 

What is the achieved treatment-control 
contrast? 

Teacher logs regarding any implementation of 
SEL programs and/or CL components in both 
intervention and control conditions 

Confirmatory Impact Question 

Is there a positive intent-to-treat impact of the 
SEL program, relative to business-as-usual 
(BAU), on 9th grade school students’: 

• Academic achievement 
• Attendance 
• Academic engagement 
• Mental health 

• School records, including GPA and end-of-
course (EOC) exam scores, attendance 

• Engagement vs. Disaffection in Learning 
Scale (Skinner et al., 2009) 

• Generalized Anxiety Disorder 7 (GAD-7; 
Spitzer et al., 2006) 

• Patient Health Questionnaire (PHQ-A; 
Hughes & Melson, 2008; Johnson et al., 
2002) 

Exploratory Impact Questions 

Is there a positive intent-to-treat impact of the 
SEL program, relative to business-as-usual 
(BAU), on teachers’: 

• Self-efficacy 
• Stress 
• Burnout 

• Teachers’ Sense of Efficacy Scale (TSES; 
Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 2001) 

• Perceived Stress Scale (Cohen et al., 1983) 
• Maslach Burnout Inventory—Educators 

Survey (Maslach et al., 1996) 

Impacts on Potential Mediators 

Is there a positive intent-to-treat impact of the 
SEL program, relative to business-as-usual 
(BAU), on 9th grade school students’: 

• Social-emotional skill development 
• Discrimination and related stress 
• Peer relatedness and support 
• Social rejection and victimization 

• Washoe County School District (WCSD) 
Social and Emotional Competency 
Assessment (Crowder et al., 2019) 

• Peer Discrimination subscale (5 items) of 
the Adolescent Discrimination Distress Index 
(ADDI; Fisher et al., 2000) 

• Perceived Stress Scale (Cohen et al., 1983) 
• Relatedness Scale (Furrer & Skinner, 2003) 
• Classroom Life Scale (Johnson & Johnson, 

1983) 
• Peer-nomination sociometric procedure 
• University of Illinois Bully Scale (Espelage 

& Holt, 2001) 
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Evaluation Question Data Sources 

Moderating/differential Impacts 

Is there a differential impact of the program on 
teacher and student outcomes depending on 
teachers’ certification, years of experience, 
race/ethnicity, and gender and students’ 
race/ethnicity, gender, disability status, English 
Learner status, free/reduced-price lunch status. 
This analysis will enable us to evaluate 
whether our program can reduce disparities. 

• Teacher and Student demographic data 

E2. Evaluation that Meets What Works Clearinghouse (WWC) Standards 

The confirmatory and exploratory research questions (see Table 2) address key program 

components, main proximal outcomes, and final impact outcomes from the Logic Model (see 

Appendix G). More detail on measures and statistical models is provided in Appendix J. 

E.2.1 Sample. The impact study will examine the effects of the program on outcomes for 

~2,700 students and ~45 teachers in 20 high schools in Oregon. We anticipate that each school 

will include an average of 150 9th grade students and 2-3 teachers/school will participate. We 

also anticipate ~10% attrition, which has been built into our power analyses. 

E.2.2 Randomization. WestEd will randomly assign the 20 schools to either the treatment 

(PeerLearning.net/SEL curriculum) or control (BAU) condition using the blockTools (Moore, 

2012) package in R. Randomization will block by school-level characteristics, which may 

include the percentage of students by race/ethnicity, disability status, English Learner status 

(ELL), free or reduced-price lunch (FRPL), to ensure that the schools are equivalent on key 

characteristics in each condition at baseline. All schools will be randomly assigned in 2026-

2027 (20 schools; 10 treatment and 10 control) and followed for two consecutive years. 

The cluster-level RCT is designed to meet WWC 5.0 standards without reservations. Random 

assignment is of 20 high schools and includes 3,000 9th grade students (2,700 after assuming 

https://PeerLearning.net/SEL
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10% attrition). We will exclude all late joiners (i.e., after randomization) per WWC 5.0. 

Contamination is highly unlikely and will be monitored using teacher logs. All efforts will be 

made to reduce attrition at the school, teacher, and student levels, including providing financial 

incentives for participation and building positive relationships with schools and teachers. 

Teachers in the control condition will be offered training in the program in Year 5 of the project, 

after the two-year implementation in treatment schools is complete. Training will also be offered 

to all subject-area teachers in each school and access provided for them to use PeerLearning.net 

with their own learning materials in their own classrooms in Year 5. 

E.2.3 Statistical Power. WestEd evaluated the minimum detectable effect size (MDES) for 

confirmatory impacts on proximal student outcomes assuming a school-level RCT, with 20 high 

schools and 2,700 students. We explored multiple scenarios based on these sample sizes, with 

several plausible assumptions about variance partitioning. We assumed power of .80, Type-1 

error rate of .05, and specific values of the ICC, R-squared and other parameters described in 

Appendix J. The MDES ranges between .253 and .354, and conservatively, we assumed the 

latter. This effect size is within the range of effect sizes described in section A3.3 above. 

E.2.4 Impact Measures. Impacts will be assessed on outcomes listed below (full description 

in Appendix J). Confirmatory and exploratory analyses rely on these instruments: 

Unit Domain Measure Timing 
Students Academic 

achievement 
GPA End of 8th 9th 10th grades 

Students Attendance Attendance records End of 9th and 10th grades 
Students Academic 

engagement 
Engagement vs. 
Disaffection in Learning 
Scale (a = .72) 

Pre and Post (9th grade) 
plus follow-up (10th grade) 

Students Mental Health Generalized Anxiety 
Disorder 7 (a = .92) 

Patient Health 
Questionnaire (a = .84) 

Pre and Post (9th grade) 
plus follow-up (10th grade) 
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Students Discrimination and 
related stress 

Peer Discrimination 
subscale of the Adolescent 
Discrimination Distress 
Index (a = .90) 

Perceived Stress Scale (a = 
.86) 

Pre and Post (9th grade) 
plus follow-up (10th grade) 

Students Peer Relatedness and 
Support 

Relatedness Scale (a = .86) 

Classroom Life Scale (a = 
.91) 

Pre and Post (9th grade) 
plus follow-up (10th grade) 

Students Student Social-
Emotional Skills 

WCSD Social and 
Emotional Competency 
Assessment (a = .88) 

Pre and Post (9th grade) 
plus follow-up (10th grade) 

Students Student Social 
Rejection and 
Victimization 

Peer sociometric procedure 
(a = n/a) 

University of Illinois Bully 
Scale (a = .87) 

Pre and Post (9th grade) 
plus follow-up (10th grade) 

E.2.5 Impact Analysis. WestEd will use hierarchical linear models (HLM; Raudenbush & 

Bryk, 2002) applied to cluster-level RCTs (Bloom, 2005) for estimates of intent-to-treat impact. 

The standard form of the benchmark impact model (detailed in Appendix J) will include an 

indicator of treatment status, student-level covariates (e.g., race/ethnicity, gender, disability 

status, ELL, FRPL, age/grade, and pretest measures), school characteristic, and school and 

student random effects. The same model will be used to evaluate initial treatment effects 

(during 9th grade) as well as maintenance of effects (from 9th to 10th grade). We are not certain 

that students will remain with a single teacher, so we are planning to use two-level models 

(students within schools). However, we will explore three-level models (students within 

teachers within schools) if students stay within teacher. To address missing data, we will use the 

sequential modeling imputation approach (Grund et al., 2021), which uses Markov chain Monte 

Carlo (MCMC) methods to estimate the parameters of the imputation models and sample 

imputations for the missing data from the conditional distributions of the variables (Gelman et 

al., 2014). For the confirmatory impact analyses, we will follow WWC topic-area review 
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protocols to report all necessary statistics, including reporting sample sizes at each stage in 

executing the study design, determining baseline equivalence on demographics and pretests, and 

calculating standardized mean difference effect sizes. For exploratory analyses of teacher 

outcomes, we will use the same modeling approach described above, but include teacher 

outcomes and characteristics. WestEd will also assess differential impacts on confirmatory 

outcomes for important student moderators (e.g., race/ethnicity, gender, disability status, 

English learner status, SES, age/grade). These analyses will indicate the degree to which the 

program can reduce disparities in key outcomes. Moderation models will include interaction 

effects between the proposed moderators and the treatment indicator. Questions of mediation 

will be estimated using a multilevel structural equation modeling (ML-SEM) framework. We 

will examine whether proximal social effects (e.g., peer relatedness) mediate program effects on 

distal student outcomes (e.g., mental health). These analyses will highlight the key processes by 

which the intervention impacts distal outcomes, enabling us to optimize program delivery for 

different contexts. Analyses will be conducted using lme4 (Bates et al., 2015) and Lavaan 

(Rosseel, 2012) in R. All statistical code will be preregistered in REES. 

E.2.6 Cost Effectiveness. WestEd will conduct a cost analysis based on the Resource Cost 

Model (Levin & McEwan, 2002) to estimate the implementation cost of the program, including 

professional development, and whether it is cost effective relative to the BAU condition. Costs 

will be identified in both the intervention and control conditions using the “ingredients method” 

(Levin et al., 2017). Analyses will identify costs associated with each program component, 

distinguish start-up costs from ongoing costs, and convert total costs to per-student costs. The 

cost data and effect size estimates will be combined to estimate the impact of the program on a 

per dollar basis following up-to-date recommendations for cost analyses (Hollands et al., 2021). 
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E3 Fidelity of Implementation Evaluation 

E3.1 Fidelity of Implementation (FOI). The implementation study will utilize the FOI 

dashboard in PeerLearning.net, which can track usage data by teacher, including log-in and 

length of time using the program. These data will be incorporated in the FOI analysis. 

Additionally, WestEd will create a teacher log that includes a FOI Checklist (to be developed 

during the first 2 years of the project) that encompasses the key design dimensions of CL, and 

this checklist will capture the degree to which control teachers are using CL. The checklist and 

dashboard data will be aggregated to estimate overall FOI. Aggregation may include latent class 

analysis; the final aggregation approach will be determined during data analysis. 

WestEd will assess adherence to an ongoing adaptation of the program logic model 

(Appendix G), including key components, outputs related to inputs, and attainment of fidelity 

thresholds (SEER 3 & 4). Key components and fidelity thresholds are: the project team recruits 

20 schools and 2-3 teachers per school for the RCT; professional development and on-going 

support is delivered to 100% of teachers; teachers deliver 80% of the SEL program (i.e., number 

of lessons delivered) as measured by the PeerLearning.net dashboard; 80% of students complete 

all SEL lessons as measured by the dashboard. Findings will be regularly shared with the 

development team and implementation team to decide whether key components of the program 

and fidelity thresholds have been met and to make adjustments as necessary.   

E3.2 Variation in Implementation. WestEd will collect quarterly teacher practice logs from 

all intervention and control teachers regarding their instructional practices and routines and will 

interview a sample of 10 intervention teachers to expand on themes in survey responses and to 

identify barriers and supports to implementation. This information will provide insights to 

understand barriers and supports in PeerLearning.net implementation (SEER4). The teacher log 
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information will be reported to the project leadership and Development Team to support the 

program model during implementation and to inform the refined Logic Model (Appendix G). 

E3.3 Treatment-Control Contrast. Data from intervention and BAU conditions about 

coverage of SEL topics will be collected through the PeerLearning.net dashboard and teacher 

logs to evaluate the planned and realized treatment–control contrasts (Weiss et al., 2014) and 

achieved relative strength of the SEL program implementation (Hulleman & Cordray, 2009). 

E4. Potential for Sustainability and Scale-Up 

Surveys and interviews/focus groups of key participants (including Development Team 

members, teachers, and administrators) will establish the classroom-level conditions for 

sustaining the SEL program implementation (SEER8). This information will inform necessary 

adjustments and support replication/scaling to new contexts. 

E5. Evaluation Performance Feedback 

A primary goal of the evaluation is to provide frequent performance feedback to project staff 

and assessment of progress toward intended outcomes that will allow ongoing adaptation and 

improvement of the SEL program model and its implementation. The implementation of the 

RCT impact study will allow the evaluators to monitor progress and serve as a critical and 

independent thought partner, helping the leadership and Development Team refine its logic 

model, confirm fidelity thresholds, develop measures, and establish which program components 

are being implemented successfully or need refinement. Working together, we will identify 

specific questions that are critical to the continuous improvement of the program. The long-term 

goals are to refine the program logic model and to provide data to support a viable and scalable 

process that is suited to mid-phase validation, dissemination, and scalability. 
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