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Abstract
The scholarly focus of this doctoral experiential (DEX) project was to create a program
curriculum, based on the social-emotional learning (SEL) needs of Glickman elementary
students and their current SEL curriculum, which utilizes video games to teach and promote SEL
skills. This was done with 3rd-grade students at Glickman Elementary School in Springfield
Massachusetts, working with one classroom specifically. The purpose of this DEx project was to
expand on the SEL curriculum, providing a new, fun, and motivating way to engage students
during an out-of-school time program. This was done by creating the curriculum for a program
with guidance on how video games can be used to promote SEL skills. For the community
experiential of the DEX, regular needs assessments were performed to determine where the needs
and gaps are in their SEL curriculum, to identify the student’s SEL needs, and to provide
suggestions and education to teachers, faculty, and staff as needed through spending time within
the school community through Zoom in a 3rd-grade classroom. Due to the impact the COVID-19
pandemic has had on the social-emotional well-being of the students and changing the way the
classroom looks, it was considered that these students would benefit from more carry-over of the
SEL skills through supplemental SEL-based lessons and activities, incorporation of the skills
into regular academic lessons, and through extended learning opportunities.

Keywords: Social-emotional learning, video games, out-of-school time
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Introduction

Social emotional learning (SEL) is important to incorporate in a school’s curriculum as it
promotes improved behavior, enhances academic performance and outcomes, promotes healthy
emotional well-being and social skills, and betters lifetime outcomes (SEL Impact, 2019). The
Springfield Public Schools (SPS) system had utilized the SEL curriculum called Second Step
before, but some schools reported that it was not appropriate for their students so they sought
alternative programming. Currently, due to the high need of SEL within schools following the
COVID-19 pandemic, forcing learning to be virtual for over a year, SPS is back to utilizing
Second Step. Glickman Elementary School is currently implementing it as suggested with the
once weekly, approximately 20-30 minute lessons, but teachers are finding that carry-over of the
skills into the everyday academic lessons is a challenge.

Many of the students come from trauma backgrounds, struggle with self~-management and
responsible decision making, have difficulty with asking for help, and are at risk for social
isolation or struggles due to the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic and it changing the way the
classroom looks. Students would benefit from more carry-over of the SEL skills through
supplemental SEL-based lessons and activities, incorporation of the skills into regular academic
lessons, and through extended learning opportunities. In the SPS district strategic plan for 2017-
2020, priority #4 is to “expand access to social, emotional and academic safety nets for all
students and families”. One way they plan to accomplish this is by providing more extended
learning opportunities (SPS, n.d.). Video games may offer a way to incorporate SEL back into
the schools, through extended learning opportunities, in a way that is fun and motivating for the

students.
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Video games have a history of negative connotations, particularly in that some video
games are thought to cause violent behavior, aggression, lower prosocial behavior, diminished
empathy, and desensitization to violence (Prot, Anderson, Gentile, Brown, & Swing, 2014).
However, there is also research that highlights the benefits and the therapeutic use of video
games. For example, Griffiths (2003) found that video games can be beneficial in developing
social and communication skills among the learning disabled, improving impulse control and
attention span, and can serve as a healthy outlet for frustration and anger (Griftiths, 2003).
Prosocial video games, games that typically contain prosocial or helping behavior content, were
found to be able to improve prosocial behaviors, decrease aggression, and increase empathy and
helping behaviors (Prot, et. al., 2014). In an article written by Granic, Lobel, and Engels (2014),
they focus on the benefits of moderate gaming in four domains: cognitive, emotional, social, and
motivational, highlighting that games can improve spatial skills, problem-solving skills, and
emotional regulation, and promote relaxation and reduce stress (Granic, Lobel, & Engels, 2014).
Gaming can also help improve emotional self-regulation, in the way that regular gamers were
found to better regulate their emotions, feeling emotions more strongly but being less reactive to
them (Villani, Carissoli, Triberti, Marchetti, Gilli, & Riva, 2018). It is noted in the literature that
some of the biggest motivators of children and adolescents to play video games are to relieve
stress and boredom, for the social aspect of gaming, and playing with catharsis motivation
(Ferguson & Olson, 2013). The use of video games as a therapeutic tool is not something that
should be overlooked, instead, it should be considered as a fun and motivating way to engage

individuals and promote SEL skills.

Doctoral Experiential Project Overview
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The scholarly focus of this DEx was to create a program curriculum, based on the social-
emotional learning (SEL) needs of the population and their current SEL curriculum, which
utilizes video games to teach and promote SEL skills. The focus of the community experiential
of the DEx, was to determine the SEL needs of the students and the school, learn about this
population’s video game habits, and provide supports to the current SEL curriculum. This was
done while working with 3rd-grade students at Glickman Elementary School in Springfield
Massachusetts, with one classroom specifically, and having informal discussions with the
teacher, staff, and the students.

The community experiential purpose of this DEx project was to determine where the
needs and gaps are in their SEL curriculum, to identify the student’s SEL needs, and to provide
suggestions and education to teachers, faculty, and staff as needed. This was accomplished by
performing regular needs assessments through observations in a 3-grade classroom via Zoom,
interacting with the students, having regular check-ins and discussions with the teacher, informal
interviews with other Glickman staff, giving a presentation during a staff meeting, and creating
informational resources (see Appendix A) related to the focus of this DEx project. Individual
discussions with students via Zoom breakout rooms were also held to learn more about this
population’s gaming habits and behaviors for informing the product of the scholarly project (see
Appendix B).

The scholarly purpose of this DEx project was to expand on and supplement the SEL
curriculum, providing a new, fun, and motivating way to engage students during an out-of-school
time program. This was accomplished by creating the curriculum for a program with guidance on
how video games can be used to promote SEL skills. This curriculum was designed to align with

and supplement the school’s current SEL curriculum, Second Step, and address the identified
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SEL needs of the students (see Appendix C). The curriculum’s design is comprised of 10
sessions that are to be run twice a week for 5 weeks or once a week for 10 weeks, and can be run
as an after-school program or summer program. The program focuses on 5 main themes with 2
sessions dedicated to each theme. The themes are 1) Independent learning and goal setting, 2)
Understanding emotions and empathy, 3) Handling frustration and overwhelming feelings, 4)
Critical thinking, problem-solving, and communication, and 5) Communication and teamwork.
The curriculum was reviewed by three individuals who gave feedback which was used to create
the final draft. A trial session of the program was also run with a convenience sample of two
children, not from the original population.

For more information regarding this DEx project, please refer to this student’s e-portfolio

(See Appendix D).

Discussion and Recommendations

Discussion

The overall focus of this DEx project was to understand the SEL needs of students at
Glickman Elementary school and how video games could be utilized to teach and promote SEL
skills. In performing the needs assessment during the first few weeks of the DEx, through
observations and discussions, it was found that many of the students come from trauma
backgrounds, struggle with self-management and responsible decision making, have difficulty
with asking for help, and are at risk for social isolation or struggles due to the impact of the
COVID-19 pandemic. It was also noted that teachers were finding it challenging to carry-over
the SEL skills taught during the Second Step lessons, into the normal school day. In particular,

the teacher of the 3"-grade class expressed that the biggest needs for her class were promoting
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the students to be more independent learners, make responsible decisions, self-regulation and
attention, and fostering a stronger sense of community in the hybrid setting. Along with
providing general supports, it was observed that video games played a big role in this class’s
SEL needs.

All the students in this specific class play video games, and one way that these students
stayed connected was through video games. Often times during free moments at the beginning or
end of the day, students would share about the games they were playing or set up plans to play
together during lunch or after school. There were also the “Fun Friday” were at the end of the
day on Fridays, the whole class would play a game together and really get to connect and have
fun. These observations support the research in that video games can have positive impacts on
social well-being and improving social skills. The majority of the students also reported that the
main reasons they play are because video games are fun and they can play with other people.
This also supports Ferguson & Olson’s (2013), research on motivations for playing video games.

Another thing that was noted in the research was how video games can provide these
benefits when played in moderation and that excessive gaming is what more often leads to the
negative outcomes associated with gaming. During time spent in the classroom, interacting with
the students, and discussing with them about their gaming habits, there was a correlation noted
between how much video games a student plays and classroom behaviors. This was not a perfect
correlation, however, and suggests that there are a multitude of factors that can influence a
child’s social-emotional well-being and video games is only one factor. Knowing this, it is
suggested that an out-of-school time program may be effective in promoting SEL skills and
providing a safe environment for students to practice those skills, while promoting healthy

gaming habits.
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The first limitation was the small sample size and focusing mainly on one class instead of
the school as a whole. Another limitation was not being able to directly observe a lot of the
student’s gaming habits outside of “Fun Friday”, and other behaviors and games played at home
were self-reported. The creation of the program was also limited to using mostly free games that
could be accessed on a computer and were within the age rating range for the population. Lastly,
the developed program curriculum was not able to be trialed with the intended population and so
it is uncertain if such a program will provide the proposed benefits as intended.
Recommendations

The use of video games as a therapeutic tool is not something that should be overlooked,
instead it should be considered as a way to engage individuals and promote SEL skills. Gaming
in moderation can provide a variety of benefits, including promoting SEL skills and providing a
safe environment to practice developing these skills (Granic, et. al., 2014). Video games are
gaining more and more popularity and are being utilized more in the classrooms. They can
provide the perfect opportunity to build SEL skills, in and out of the school environment when
healthy gaming habits are promoted in children. The program curriculum created for this DEx
project is one example of how video games can be used for promoting SEL skills in an out-of-
school time program. Future research on and trialing the created program to assess the proposed
outcomes is recommended to know and understand the curriculum’s true effectiveness.
Expansion of the program curriculum with access to a wider variety of available games to

explore how a multitude of games can be used to promote SEL skills is also recommended.

Learning Outcomes
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Learning throughout the DEx process was constant. I felt that at the end of the DEx, I had
learned a great deal about the population and setting I was working with, my project topic, and
about myself. One of the first things I learned was how to conduct a needs assessment through
research, observations, and discussions. The needs assessment made it possible for me to identify
and understand the needs of the population to better support them using my DEX project’s focus.
Through the research, observations, and discussion I was also able to improve and develop
research skills such as data collection and analysis for assessing the needs of the population and
developing my program’s curriculum. The extensive research with regular literature review and
web searches, as well as attending several webinars was furthermore a key factor in helping me
develop my clinical reasoning skills and use of evidence-based practice research to support the
use of different interventions. This includes any and all informational resources created and the
development of the out-of-school time program curriculum.

Learning to develop a new program curriculum to meet the needs of a population was, |
feel, the most fun learning process. Through research and discussions, I learned how to develop a
curriculum, then through my needs assessment I was able to develop the program to align with
the populations’ needs, mission, and goals. With the focus of my program being on the use of
video games to promote SEL, an extensive amount of research and learning was dedicate to
figuring out how these two seemingly unconnected things could be brought together. Along with
creating the informational handouts on video games and SEL, creating such a program is where |
was really able to bring together everything I had learned. It was this learning that truly helped
me in understanding the importance or SEL, how SEL can be promoted within schools, the role
SEL and video games played in this population, and the connection between SEL and video

games.



GAMING WITH FEELING: VIDEO GAME BASED SEL PROGRAM 10

References

Ferguson, C. J., & Olson, C. K. (2013). Friends, fun, frustration and fantasy: Child motivations
for video game play. Motivation and Emotion, 37(1), 154-164. doi: 10.1007/s11031-012-
9284-7

Granic, 1., Lobel, A., & Engels, R. C. (2014). The benetfits of playing video games. American
psychologist, 69(1), 66-78. http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/a0034857

Griffiths, M. (2003). The therapeutic use of videogames in childhood and adolescence. Clinical
child psychology and psychiatry, 8(4), 547-554. d0i:10.1177/13591045030084012

Prot, S., Anderson, C. A., Gentile, D. A., Brown, S. C., & Swing, E. L. (2014). The positive and
negative effects of video game play. In Jordan, A.B., & Romer, D. (Eds.), Media and the
well-being of children and adolescents (109-128). New York, NY: Oxford University
Press.

SEL Impact. (2019). Retrieved from https://casel.org/impact/

Springfield Public Schools. (n.d.) 2017-2020 district strategic plan [PDF document]. Retrieved
from
https://www.springfieldpublicschools.com/UserFiles/Servers/Server_494605/File/About/
strategic_plan_2.0 rev_10 002 0.pdf

Villani, D., Carissoli, C., Triberti, S., Marchetti, A., Gilli, G., & Riva, G. (2018). Videogames for
emotion regulation: a systematic review. Games for health journal, 7(2), 85-99. doi:

10.1089/g4h.2017.0108



GAMING WITH FEELING: VIDEO GAME BASED SEL PROGRAM

Appendix A

Informational Resources

What is a Video Game?

Avideo game is any type of game that is played ona
digital or electronic platform or device. This includes
games that are played for entertainment or learning
and are played on a gaming console, computer, tablet,
smartphone, or other devices. Video games can range
trom being a simple puzzle app to a muech more
complex game with many actions.

Moderate vs. Excessive Gaming*

Moderate Gaming is often defined as playing for about
an hour most days or about 6 hours per week. For
children, this can be considered playing at least 1-2
hours per weelk but less than 9 hours.

Excessive gaming, especially in young children, is
considered playing for 9 hours or more per weel.

Moderate gaming can provide a variety of benefits
whereas excessive gaming could result in more
negative outcomes.

Types of Video Games

s Action/Shooter * Simulation (life/vehicle)
= Action/Adventure * Rhythm/Music
* Role-Playing Games  * Sports
* Open World (Sandhox) = Strategy/Purzle
= MMORPGs * Learning
= Fighting * And many more!
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Benefits of Moderate Gaming

Amy R. Calverley, OTS

Emotional Benefits
1.Generates positive feelings, improve mood, promote relaxation, and reduce
stress or anxiety®
2. Promotes adaptive emotional regulation strategies like acceptance, problem-
solving, and reappraisal,” decreases emotional reactivity and aggressive
thoughts or behaviors,® and provides a “healthy” outlet for anger®
3.Improves mental health outcomes*

Social Benefits
Over 70% of gamers play socially on a regular basiss
1.Improves prosocial and civic behaviors including empathy, helping behaviors,
cooperation, support, and sharing *
2.Relationship appraisal and learning whom to trust, whom to reject, and
leading a group®
3.Improves social skills and communication®

Cognitive Benefits
1.Spatial skills, higher spatial resolution in visual processing, and enhanced
mental rotation®®’
2. Attention allocation and filtering out irrelevant information more efficiently
and effectively®
3.Problem-solving skills and enhanced creativity®

Motivational Benefits

1.Promotion of an incremental theory of intelligence; a belief that intelligence
is malleable and can be cultivated rather than fixed®
2. Persisting in the face of failure®

Other Benefits

Hand-eye coordination,* physiotherapy,* pain management,'®” improved self-
esteem,® understanding consequences,’® learning,” and exercise®

. References
Negative Outcomes of . o Aty o L . Aok Py, 05 . Vi games nd i Paog
- - Wiedeo-Camesaying with Viske e, ~
EXcessive Gammg 2, P e 1. Dy . (61 i i s e st
. Ferspecaiurs o Prchaiogical Scence; 10151, 67557 b o
1.Behavior or conduct problems® SO Lk i) D il svmsie ph n piein g
i £ mn-m-ﬂq-mm ' :
2'Attent10n prob]en}s 4 Ferguson, £ |, & Chson, € K. {21 5h Friends, hun, fnustration and famasy: Child momarion for videa
3.Increase_'.d emotional reactivity T e o
4. Aggressive thought, behaviors, or B et
5 o @ ych d ML 547550
actions® ’ 7. MicTTueiet B, & Viek E- H_ {021, Concaprualizing “games far gond” 35 cogaiihe Technaogies

5.Lower grades/academic PerfOrmancCe’ it o e b a. e 6. il &1 (141 fhe ot s oegsee
6 Poorfdecreased sleep‘ mmmmﬁnmgu imnlﬁlhmmmwﬂn‘dmn

$ 3 Femoll ., H‘l’!mﬂ mvmc iﬂulpw
7. Poor social skills! i it Shempa oot g
. - 0t JTE
8. Overweight or obesity! :Jvmnmu,c.nm e —

2509,

Figure A2
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Promoting
Healthy @S
Gan'ung Y ———

game use

L J L 4
13% of 8 to 11 year-olds talk to strangers in
a 1 S I I I online games*

Monitor their online game use and have a

@ discussion with them about the potential
dangers of talking to strangers online?
e I l » Assure them they can come to you if
ything questionable happens

Amy R. Calverley, OTS

Setting limits
Limit total screen time and time spent
playing video games 2
Set parental controls for internet access
and in-game purchases’
Set clear rules for game content and
playing time for in and out of the home!
Allow video games in a public room of
the home, not in the child's bedroom*
Only allow them to play after homework
and/or chores are completed*

How much is too much?

30.1% of gamer children spend 2+ hours
per day playing video games*

Excessive gaming is considered playing 9+
hours per week and could result in
negative outcomes’

Understanding why they play
video games*
* Fourmain motivating factors:

o Fun/challenging
o Social relatedness/playing with others

o Catharsis (relieving strong emotion)
o Boredom
like to play games because they give them a sense of
1 [success when good at them
ng violent video games was positi ssociated with
un or catharsis motivations 104003253 24745

ey i o il il

o s R ey v

7. Pujel, ., Fenod, R, Forns, . Harrson, B. ., Martiez-Vifavela, G, Maci, D, — & Sunyer, . (3016).
kil it s sl it

Figure A3
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How Video Games can be
Used to Promote SEL Skills

Benefits of Gaming

Video gaming in moderation can have the potential to
provide learning benefits for children in a similar way that
other forms of play, media, or TV shows can. Video gaming
iz a form of play in which children can experiment with
social experiences, experience a range of emotions, learn

to manage those emotions, develop important cognitive
skills, learn to problem-solve, understand consequences,
and persevere in the face of failure.®

Understanding Emotions and
Prosocial Behaviors

Prosocial games (games that have aspects of helping or
caring for other people or animals) can help decrease
aggression, and inerease cooperation, sharing, caring for
others, empathy, and helping behaviors’

Controlling in-game avatars can help promote perspective
taking as the player puts themself in their avatar's shoes and
helping other in-game characters or other players ina
cooperative game can promote empathy®

Figure A4

What is SEL?

Social-emotional learning, or SEL, is
about acquiring and applying skills,
knowledge, and attitudes to develop
healthy identities, understand and
manage emotions, show empathy,
achieve goals, maintain supportive
and healthy relationships, and make
safe and responsible decisions.*

Problem-Solving
& Learning

In-game puzzles often come
with little instruction, leaving
players to explore various
possibilities and solutions
which can promote using trial
and error strategies*

Other games that include
learning or academic content
can get children excited about
and éngaggd with learning
* Minecraft can even be
used to teach about and

build historieal buildings®
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Appendix B

Student Discussion Questions

1. Do you play video games?

2. What system(s) do you typically use?

3. What games/kinds of games do you like to play?

4. How often do you play and for how long?

5. What do you like about video games? Why do you play?

6. Are you expected to finish your homework before you can play?
7. How do you act while playing?

8. Would you be interested in an SEL-VG after school/OST program?

15
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Program Profile

Appendix C

Program Profile and Instructional Framework

16

Outcome/Goal Learn how video games can be used to teach, promote, and
practice SEL skills.
Participants will improve their SEL skills through playing
video games, activities, and discussions.

Aligned with Standards This program is designed to supplement the SEL

curriculum currently utilized at Glickman Elementary
School. It is designed to address identified SEL needs of
this specific population.

# of Sessions

10

# of participants ~16 (At least 10, no more than 20)
e Ages 8-10 years old (mainly 3™ to 5" graders)
End Product(s) o Students will strengthen their SEL skills through

playing video games, activities, and discussion as a
group and with peers

e Students will be able to apply what they learn in this
program to real life situations and when playing video
games at home

*Program Profile table used from National Center for Community Schools: After-School
Curriculum Planning Resource Toolkit
https://www.nccs.org/sites/default/files/resource/CurriculumPlanning Toolkit.pdf

Figure C1
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Instructional Framework:

17

Essential Learnings
What do we want students to learn?

e We want students to know important SEL
skills such as having a growth mind-set,
responsible decision making, goal planning,

identifying and understanding emotions (their
own and others), empathy, self-regulation
and emotion management strategies, and
communication and relationship skills.

e We want students to be respectful
learners who always try their
best, never give up, and are

responsible.
[ ]
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Content Benchmark
What do students need to
know and be able to do?

e Students will need to have a basic
understanding of technology and how
to use a computer to access games with
adult guidance.

o This includes: using a computer
mouse or track pad, connecting to
and logging on to the internet, and
how to use a search bar

e Students will need to be able to follow basic
instructions.

Why Do This?

What is the life-long learning
benefits for a student participant?

Students will gain important SEL
skills which have been shown to
promote positive behaviors, improve
academic performance, promote
emotional well-being, and promote
better life outcomes.

Program Outcomes
What will the students be able to do because of
what they know?

e Students will be able to goal plan and make
responsible decisions.
e Students will be able to better understand
their emotions and how to manage them.
e Students will better understand others’
emotions and express empathy.

e Students will be able to effectively
communicate with peers.

e Students will be able to
problem solve through
social situations/conflicts.

Practice Activities and
Instructional Strategies
How do I design the learning
opportunities to allow all
students to learn?

e Games used in the program will be
limited to computer-based games.

Students should all have access to a school

provided laptop.

e All games chosen will be basic in design
that anyone could learn to play but may
provide a challenge.

*Instructional Framework chart modified from National Center for Community Schools: After-

School Curriculum Planning Resource Toolkit

https://www.nccs.org/sites/default/files/resource/CurriculumPlanning Toolkit.pdf

Figure C2
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Appendix D

Link to Amy Calverley’s E-Portfolio

https://sites.google.com/view/acalverley-portfolio/home
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