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Students’ Social and Emotional Competence Promoting Positive

Social Relationships and Skills
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Abstract: The current study examined causal relationships between social and emotional competence and social
relationships and skills in the classroom. Participants were 2,410 third- to ninth-grade students and they responded to
the scales of social and emotional competence (SEC), self-esteem, and normative behavior. The classroom teachers
rated their normative behavior in the classes. The results indicated that perceived SEC has influences on children’'s
actual normative behavior through self-esteem and perceived normative behavior, and that self-esteem partly mediates
the cause-and-effect process between perceived SEC and perceived normative behavior. The same causal structure
was found among both elementary school students (third to sixth grades) and junior high school students (seventh to
ninth grades), with age-related differences in some path coefficients. The findings support that SEC enhancement by
social and emotional learning brings positive outcomes in students’ perception and social relationships and skills.
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Students’ adaptation to school life is one of the key
issues for their future life. School teachers are always
concerned with students’ problem behavior in the
classroom as well as their academic achievement.
Among a variety of students’ maladaptive behavior,
one of the teachers’ most major concerns in classroom
management is misbehavior such as talking out of turn,
hindering other students, disobedience, idleness/
slowness, making unnecessary noise, and aggression
(Little, 2005). These kinds of behavior are offences
against the establishment of rules or social norms in
the classroom and cause difficulties in teaching. They
significantly interfere with the learning of both other
students and the misbehaving students themselves,
and teachers spend a considerable amount of time on
the behavior management issues to establish social
norms in their classes (Clunies-Ross, Little, & Kienhuis,
2008).

Students’ behavior following social norms in the
classroom is normative behavior in learning. In a
general way, normative behavior has been supposed to
develop in a single dimension of heteronomy—
autonomy from the viewpoints of moral development
(Bandura, 1977; Power, Higgins, & Kohlberg, 1989).
The domain theory by Turiel (1983), however,
proposes to distinguish between morality and social
convention, and it suggests a distinction between the
child's developing concepts of these two categories.
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Morality means issues of human welfare, justice, and
rights that reflect inherent features of human society.
On the other hand, social conventions refer to practices
or attitudes that are expected to do or to have in a
society: Examples are ways of greeting such as
shaking hands, bowing, and embracing, and calling
others by first names or family names. Morality and
convention are proposed to be distinct and follow
parallel developmental frameworks, though these are
mutually related to each other in the actual everyday
life (Nucci & Weber, 1991).

This distinction gives educators insight to classify
students’ misbehavior into at least two categories;
morality-related behavior such as injury, violence, and
stealing, and convention-related behavior such as
ignoring teacher’'s instructions, making fun of
classmates, and making unnecessary noise in the
classes. It is the latter behavior that causes the most
concern to teachers, as mentioned above (Little, 2005).
If convention-related behavior is controlled to be
adaptive in the classroom, classroom climate will
become pro-social and more conducive to students’
learning.

Efforts to develop students’ social and emotional
competence (SEC) are reported to promote children’s
positive relationships with peers as well as classroom
teachers (Zins & Elias, 2006). School-based universal
interventions to enhance students’ SEC are useful
approaches not only to decrease students’ maladaptive
behavior, but also to establish positive classroom
climate (Hahn et al., 2007; Wilson & Lipsey, 2007).
Reporting the effectiveness of these interventions
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based on a meta-analysis of more than 200 programs,
however, Durlak, Weissberg, Dymnicki, Taylor, &
Schellinger (2011) recognizes the necessity to examine
the presumed mediational role of SEC development in
children’s adaptive behavior. The present research is
concerned to analyze the process of how SEC is
related to students’ convention-related behavior that
follows social norms in the classroom.

The factors that we focus on in this research are
children’s perceptions. Perception is one of the most
essential factors in one’'s behavior, because
recognizing one’s own status/condition or awareness of
one’s ability to do something is strongly related to
initiating and maintaining behavior. For example, self-
perception (e.g., self-image and self-esteem) plays an
important role in promoting students’ mental health
such as anxiety and depression, and it is reported that
social and emotional learning (SEL) programs
implementation benefits increases in both students’
mental health and self-perception (Banks, 2011; Durlak
et al, 2011; Kimber, Sandell, & Bremberg, 2008).
Since SEL programming has been indicated to
establish caring learning environment in the classroom
(Schaps, Battistich, & Solomon, 2004), students are
supposed to become responsive to teachers and are
cooperative with each other. This means they show
normative behavior according to rules or social horms
in the classroom with self-consciousness of normative
behavior, SEC, and properly high self-esteem. The
mediational role of these kinds of perception, however,
has not been explored yet (Durlak et al., 2011).
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This research aims to examine how perceived SEC,
self-esteem, and perceived normative behavior result in
actual normative behavior in the school. A proposed
cause-and-effect relation is that perceived SEC has
effects on self-esteem and perceived normative
behavior, and these influence actual normative
behavior. In this study, two assumed models were
tested to examine how SEC and self-esteem are
related to perceived normative behavior (see Figure 1):
Model (a) is a linear one that self-esteem mediates the
process between SEC and perceived normative
behavior, and perceived normative behavior influences
actual normative behavior; Model (b) contains a
double-track route in part that both self-esteem and
perceived normative behavior are influenced by SEC,
and the next step is similar to Model (a) that perceived
normative behavior influences actual normative
behavior. In examining the models, developmental
differences are also explored if any differences exist in
the models between elementary school students and
junior high school students.

METHODS

Participants

The participants of this study were third- to sixth-
grade 1,393 children (323, 372, 306, and 392,
respectively) of 49 classrooms in four public
elementary schools, and seventh- to ninth-grade 1,017
children (337, 338, and 342, respectively) of 32
classrooms in two public junior high schools. These
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Figure 1: Theoretical competing models of factors influencing normative behavior.

Note: Model (a) shows social and emotional competence has no direct effects on perception of normative behavior and; Model
(b) shows social and emotional competence has partly direct effects on perception of normative behavior.
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schools were located in the southern part of Japan and
the children came from low to middle socioeconomic
groups. Their classroom teachers (49 in the elementary
schools and 32 in the junior high schools) also
participated in this study to rate the children’s
behaviors. Female teachers were dominant in the
elementary schools, and male teachers in the junior
high schools. Their ages ranged from 23 to 60 and the
average was 45.5 years old.

Measures

Perceived SEC

Emotional Intelligence Test (EIT) (Komatsu &
Hakoda, 2010) was used to measure perceived SEC.
This scale is composed of three subscales: recognition
of others’ emotions, self-control of emotions, and
emotional expression. Each subscale has 4 items, and
children were required to respond to the 12 items with
4-point scale: 1 (Can’t do at all), 2 (Seldom can do),
and 3 (Can do sometimes) and 4(Can do always).
Three subscale scores were computed by averaging
the responses to the items in each subscale: range 1.0-
4.0.

Self-Esteem

Children’s Self-Esteem Scale was composed based
on Self-Esteem Inventory in Childhood (SEIC)(Inoue,
1986). Self-Esteem Inventory (Coopersmith, 1967) is a
main contributor to develop SEIC. Ten items were
selected from SEIC items which showed bigger
differences in the item scores between the two groups:
HH (high self-evaluation and high teacher’s evaluation
of children’s self-esteem-related behavior) and LL (low
self-evaluation and low teacher’s evaluation). Children
were required to respond to the 10 items with 4-point
scale: 1(Disagree), 2(Partly disagree), and 3(Partly
agree) and 4(Agree). Scale scores were computed by
averaging the responses to the items: range 1.0-4.0.

Self-Report of Normative Behavior

Children’s perception of their own normative
behavior was assessed by Perceived Normative
Behavior Scale (PNBS; Yamada, Koizumi, Nakayama,
and Miyahara, 2014), a self-report measure comprising
three 5-item subscales (Observing Individual Norm,
Observing Interpersonal Norm, and Improving
Interpersonal Norm), each of which taps a separate
dimension of normative behavior. Children were
required to respond to the 15 items with 4-point scale:
1(Do not do at all), 2(Do seldom), and 3(Do
sometimes) and 4(Do always). Three subscale scores

were computed by averaging the responses to the
items in each subscale: range 1.0-4.0.

Teacher Report of Normative Behavior

Four kinds of behavior were selected in a research
meeting with two public elementary school teachers
and two public junior high school teachers about
children’s representative and remarkable normative
behaviors in the classes: always replying when their
name is called, not speaking ill of classmates, being
broad-minded about classmates’ failures or faults, and
cooperating with classmates in the activities decided in
the class (e.g., playground activities, preparation for
school events). Classroom teachers were required to
rate each child for each item with 4-point scale: 1(Do
not do at all), 2(Do seldom well), and 3(Do partly well)
and 4(Do well). Scale scores of Normative Behavior
were computed by averaging the responses to the 4
items: range 1.0-4.0.

Procedure

Consent for the assessment was obtained from the
participants and the school principals, based on Ethical
Principles of Japanese Association of Educational
Psychology. Self-report measures were administered
by the classroom teachers in the regular classroom
setting in May or June, the second or third month of the
Japanese school year. Teacher rating was completed
in July after observing each child’'s behavior in the
school for three months.

RESULTS

Statistical Analyses

The hypothesized competing models (see Figure 1)
were analyzed via structural equation modeling (SEM)
using AMOS 18 (Arbuckle, 2009). The SEM assessed
the relative contribution of perceived SEC, self-esteem,
self-report of normative behavior to the children’s
actual normative behavior in the classroom. Two scale
scores and six subscale scores were included as
manifest variables (see Table 1 for means, standard
deviations, and correlations). As x° and Goodness fit
index (GFI) are sample size dependent, the root mean
square error of approximation (RMSEA), the
comparative fit index (CFl), and Akaike information
criterion (AIC) were used as additional measures of
goodness of fit.

Secondary, to examine potential age differences,
analyses were conducted using multiple group
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Table 1: Means, Standard Deviations, Cronbache’s Alphas, and Correlations of the whole Sample
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
1. Recognition of others’ emotions -
2. Self-control of emotions .38** -
3. Emotional expression B3** .28** -
4. Self-esteem .59** A48** AT -
5. Observing individual norm 39x* 32%* .26** 52x* -
6. Observing interpersonal norm A3 .39x* 22 54xx 54xx -
7. Improving interpersonal norm B51x* 31x* A3 59** 53** .B5** -
8. Normative behavior (teacher report) 14 A3 .08** 15%* 21 A7 A3 -
Mean 2.99 2.77 2.89 3.20 3.38 3.28 3.33 2.98
Standard Deviation .58 .66 .68 49 .45 .48 44 .60
Cronbach'’s alpha .85 .85 .76 .83 .70 72 71 77

Note: **p<.01.

Table 2: Means, Standard Deviations, Correlations of the Variables by the Kind of School

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
1. Recognition of others’ emotions - 22 .B2** 52x* .35%* A1x* A8r* A3
2. Self-control of emotions AT - 21+ 37 21 .26** .19%* -.01
3. Emotional expression B3** 33 - A2%* .25%* 19x* 45** .08**
4. Self-esteem .63** 54** 51** - A49** A8** .56** .09**
5. Observing individual norm A1** .39%* .26** 54** - A6** A6** .16**
6. Observing interpersonal norm A4xx A6** 23 54xx .58** - 52x* .09**
7. Improving interpersonal norm 52xx 37 A2%* 59** 57 .B5** - .08**
8. Normative behavior (teacher report) 15%* 22 .08** .20%* 24 23 A7 -
Mean (elementary school) 3.03 2.83 291 3.30 341 3.36 3.39 2.97
Standard deviation (elementary .62 .69 .70 .51 .45 .48 44 .61
school)
Mean (junior high school) 2.95 2.70 2.86 3.06 3.33 3.16 3.25 2.98
Standard deviation (junior high school) .53 .61 .66 43 43 A4 42 .58

Note: **p<.01 Correlations for elementary school children are reported below the diagonal and correlations for junior high school students are reported above the

diagonal.

structural equation modeling (multiple-group SEM) with
the kind of school (elementary school/ junior high
school) as the grouping variable (see Table 2 for
means, standard deviations, and correlations by the
kind of schools), which tests whether estimates of
model parameters (i.e., path coefficients) vary across
groups (Kline, 2005).

Model Evaluation

In Model (a) the three subscales of perceived
emotional intelligence are supposed to have effects on
self-esteem, and self-esteem on the three subscales of
perceived normative behavior. Among the three

subscales of perceived normative behavior, mutual
interactions are not permitted in SEM and only one way
of influence can be supposed between any two of
them. This means that eight patterns are allowed to be
tested. Then it was supposed that those three
subscales of perceived normative behavior have
effects on actual normative behavior. The indices of the
best result in Model (a) showed x2=204.24 (df=15),
GFI=.95, AGFI=.89, RMSEA=.11, CFI=.92, NFI=.91,
and AlIC=246.24.

As for Model (b), the three subscales of perceived
emotional intelligence are supposed to have effects on
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Figure 2: Results of SEM for Model (b).
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Note: Non-significant paths are not depicted (p >=.05). * p < .05; ** p < .01.

not only self-esteem, but also on the three subscales of
perceived normative behavior. All the other paths are
supposed in the same way as in Model (a). The indices
of the best result in Model (b) were x2=120.41 (df=10),
GFI=.99, AGFI=.96, RMSEA=.07, CFI=.98, NFI=.98,
and AIC=172.41 (see Figure 2). This structural model
yielded better fit to the data than Model (a), and Model
(b) was selected as the cause-and-effect relation.

Comparison of Age Groups

The next question was whether age differences
(elementary school/ junior high school) moderated the
relationships among variables in the structural model.
We first examined fit indices of Model (b) separately for

elementary school (x2 (df=10)=76.91, GFI=.99,
AGFI=.95, NFI=.98, CFI=.99, RMSEA=.07, and
AIC=128.91) and for junior high school ()(2

(df=10)=64.55, GFI=.99, AGFI=.95, NFI=.98, CFI=. 98,
RMSEA=.07, and AIC=116.55). The indices showed
that Model (b) can be applicable to the both age
groups. The following examination of standardized
coefficients of each path in the model indicated that six
paths should be freely estimated for elementary school
and junior high school: from Recognition of others’
emotions to Observing Interpersonal Norm (z=2.48:
p<.01), from Self-control of emotions to Observing
Interpersonal Norm (z=2.77: p<.01), from Emotional
expression to Improving Interpersonal Norm (z=2.22:
p<.05), from Self-esteem to Observing Individual Norm
(z=2.31: p<.05), from Observing Interpersonal Norm to
Observing Individual Norm (z=1.98: p<.05), and from
Observing Interpersonal Norm to Normative Behavior
(z=2.22: p<.01).

In a following multiple group analysis, these six
paths were freely estimated and all other paths,
covariances, and error variances were constrained:
The results of this unconstrained model were x2
(df=20)=141.46, GFI=.99, AGFI=.95, RMSEA=.05, and
AIC=245.46. This analysis showed a better fit result
than the other analysis in which all the paths including
the six paths, covariances, and error variances were
constrained: The results of the equality constrained
model were x2 (df=20)=190.44, GFI=.98, AGFI=.95,
RMSEA=.05, AIC=294.24). The all parameter
estimates in the above inequality constrained model for
elementary school and junior high school are depicted
in Figure 3. Three passes showed higher coefficients
for elementary school students than for junior high
school students: from Self-control of emotions to
Observing Interpersonal Norm, from Observing
Interpersonal Norm to Observing Individual Norm, and
Observing Interpersonal Norm to Normative Behavior.
On the other hand, other three paths showed higher
coefficients for junior high school students than for
elementary school students: from Recognition of
Others’ Emotions to Observing Interpersonal Norm,
from Emotional expression to Improving Interpersonal
Norm, and from Self-esteem to Observing Individual
Norm.

DISCUSSION

Model Evaluation of Normative Behavior

The aim of this research was to examine how
perceived SEC, self-esteem, and perceived normative
behavior have influences on students’ actual
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Note: Standardized coefficients presented for elementary school students (before slashes) and junior high school students (after
slashes). Underlined paths showed significantly different coefficients between elementary school students and junior high

school students (p < .05). *p <.05; * p < .01.

convention-related normative behavior in the class
room. The results showed perceived SEC in fact has
influences on children’s actual normative behavior
through self-esteem and perceived normative behavior.
Further the comparison of the two supposed models
(Model (a) and Model (b)) indicated that self-esteem
partly mediates the cause-and-effect process between
SEC and perceived normative behavior and that
perceived normative behavior influences actual
normative behavior as described in Model (b).

These results not only support the previous findings
on children’s healthy development that SEC skills
enhanced by SEL programming promote children’s
positive attitudes about the self and more adaptive
behavior (Catalano et al., 2002; Greenberg et al., 2003;
Zins et al., 2004) but also suggest the process how the
healthy development is brought about in educational
school settings. As depicted in Figure 2, all the three
subscales of EIT showed significant positive paths to
Self-esteem and then Self-esteem had significant
positive influences on all the three subscales of PNBS.
EIT subscales also showed some direct positive paths
to PNBS subscales. Among the three PNBS subscales
cause-and-effect relations were a little complicated, but
the two observing-related subscales showed not very
strong but significant paths to Normative Behavior. This
model indicates that if students’ SEC is promoted by
school-based SEL programs, it enhances both self-
esteem and adaptive and normative behavior in the
classroom.

Given that student misbehavior can cause high
levels of professional stress and personal distress on

school teachers (Miller, 1995), it is convincing that the
two observing-related subscales rather than the
improving-related subscale of PNBS showed significant
paths on teacher report on normative behavior. School
teachers are supposed to be more sensitive to
children’'s behavior of observing individual and
interpersonal norms than their behavior to improve
interpersonal relations. This is because one of the
teachers’ most major concerns is classroom
management, and observing norms in the classroom is
essential to keep control over students (Clunies-Ross,
Little, & Kienhuis, 2008).

Each child’s normative behavior is expected to have
influence on whole-class climate. The finding in this
study that SEC is related to desirable norm-related
behavior in the individual student level is coincident
with the results that whole class climate became more
supportive, empowering, and engaging by SEL
program implementation (Rivers, Brackett, Reyes,
Elbertson, & Salovey, 2013). Not only with peers but
also with classroom teachers, children’s positive
relationships are reported in the efforts of SEL
programming (Zinc & Elias, 2006: “Purpose” section).
The findings including those of the present study
indicate that SEC plays a very important role in
creating supportive teacher-student and student-
student relationships in classrooms.

In this study self-esteem was indicated to partly
mediate between perceived SEC and perceived
normative behavior. In the literature on mental health
such as anxiety, depression, and suicide, self-
perceptions are key constructs and self-esteem has
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been recognized to account for major amount of mental
disorders (Beck, 1967; Evans, Hawton, Rodham, 2004;
McGee & Williams, 2000). The present finding
indicates that promoted SEC can contribute to increase
and maintain mental health through improved self-
esteem. Furthermore, if morality and convention
(normative behavior) are proposed to be mutually
related to each other in the actual everyday life (Nucci
& Weber, 1991), promoted SEC is expected to
decrease morality-related misbehavior such as
violence, smoking, and bullying through improved
normative behavior. This expectation coincides with the
finding that school-based SEL prevented violent
behavior (Hahn et al., 2007).

Differences between Age Groups

Concerning age differences of causal relationships,
it was found that the same structure model was
applicable for both elementary school students and
junior high school students. In the six paths in the
model, however, structural equation modeling showed
age-related differences in path coefficients. Four paths
out of those six paths are related to Observing
Interpersonal Norm. For elementary school students
this factor of perceived normative behavior mediated
more strongly the paths from Self-control of emotions
to Normative Behavior than for junior high school
students. Since younger students learn how to regulate
and manage emotion through socialization practices
among the people around them (Lewis & Michalson,
1983), Observing Interpersonal Norm may be more
critical among elementary school-aged students than
junior high school-age students. Younger students are
first instructed to adjust themselves in the conflicts with
others in schools, and Observing Interpersonal Norm
may be more essential than the other two factors of
normative behavior.

Among junior high school students, on the other
hand, one out of the three paths to Improving
Interpersonal Norm and also the path from Self-esteem
to Observing Individual Norm indicated higher
coefficients than those among elementary school
students. These results mean that as students grow,
relationships among the norm-related factors become
more complicated.

The findings on the age differences of causal
relationships from perceived SEC to actual normative
behavior are coincident with the guideline in Elias et al.
(1997) that social and emotional education should be
developmentally appropriate and with the actual

curriculum contents of many SEL programs. In the
preschool to the early elementary grades,
differentiation and labeling of negative and positive
emotions is included as one of the main subjects in
social and emotional education. Upper-grade
elementary school students receive instruction in
understanding others’ emotional reactions, reading
social cues, and seeking harmony with others (Elias et
al., 1997). Observing Interpersonal Norm is required for
these social and emotional skills. When students go on
to junior high school, they are directed to wider subject
areas such as comparing themselves to others and
getting leadership/followership skills (Elias et al., 1997).
They are in the stage of identity (Erikson, 1954), and
relationships among the norm-related factors that
include self-esteem are expect to become more
complicated as the results of this study show.

Future studies on causal relationships among SEL-
related variables should include academic achievement
behavior and actual attainment. Considering wider
developmental stages such as preschool and high
school is also required. These efforts will clarify a more
efficient way in order to develop more effective SEL
programs and implement them into standard
educational practice.

Focusing on promoting social and emotional
competence is essential in children’s education to
develop their social relationships and cognitive abilities
(Durlak et al., 2011). The results obtained in this study
not only provide scientific evidence of the cause-and-
effect relationships between SEL and educational
outcome, but also will enhance paying much more
attention than ever to social and emotional competence
in educational settings.
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