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Introduction

In the past three decades, language teacher education (LTE) has expanded
its boundaries outside of the physical spaces of academia and has become more
interested in exploring how language is used in real-life contexts (Avineri et al.,
2019). More specifically, LTE has increasingly recognized the “limitations of pu-
rely cognitive approaches” (White, 2018, p. 19) and has been posited to explore
the social dimensions of language learning and teaching. As a result, the field is
shifting its interest to language-related critical issues in society (Tarone, 2015),
local communities (Levine, 2020), and at the personal level (Kramsch, 2005). The
shift, sometimes referred to as the emotional turn (White, 2018), has been recen-
tly augmented by the COVID-19 pandemic, situating social-emotional concerns
as pivotal in LTE and language teaching and learning. In response to this, a lar-
ge number of publications proposing social-emotional learning (SEL) in second
language classrooms have flourished in recent years (e.g., Carr, 2021; Johnson &
Saito, 2022; Oxford et al., 2020; Pentén Herrera, 2020; Pentén Herrera & Mar-
tinez-Alba, 2021). However, fewer studies have focused on the effects of SEL in
second language acquisition (SLA) teacher preparation courses and/or programs.

With the purpose of advancing the field of LTE, I engaged in this action re-
search exploring the effects of SEL in an SLA teacher preparation course. To date,
a handful of recent publications have explored teachers’ preparation in addres-
sing the social-emotional needs of multilingual language learners (e.g., Heineke
& Vera, 2021; Melnick & Martinez, 2019; Pentén Herrera, 2024). Furthermore, no
studies thus far have explored the effects of SEL on language teachers in an SLA
teacher preparation course. With this gap in the literature, I conducted the cur-
rent study to contribute insights into the intersection of SEL and LTE, shedding
light on the impacts and implications of integrating SEL into language teacher
preparation programs. Unraveling these effects stands to not only enrich the pe-
dagogical practices of prospective language teachers but also foster the holistic
development of language learners they will eventually serve.

The following research question guided this action research: What effects
does social-emotional learning have on second language teachers in a second
language acquisition course? To answer this question, four types of data were col-
lected in the form of (a) written course assignments, (b) video-recorded weekly
online synchronous meetings, (c) an end-of-course questionnaire, and (d) weekly
online discussions on Blackboard. Data were analyzed based on the guidelines of
thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) using a mix of deductive and inductive
coding (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Saldafa, 2021), where the predefined codes follo-
wed the Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL)’s
five competencies: self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, relation-
ship skills, and responsible decision-making (CASEL, n.d.a).
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Situating the Present Study and Choosing Action Research

I joined Wildflower University (pseudonym), a U.S.-based institution, in the
Spring 2020 semester as an adjunct/part-time professor, and I was assigned to te-
ach the Second Language Acquisition course' during that term. I inherited the sy-
llabus from previous faculty members, and taught the course following the same
curriculum with very minor modifications. The SLA course was highly theoretical,
and students shared in our weekly online synchronous meetings as well as in their
end-of-course evaluation that the class was interesting, but they had difficulty un-
derstanding how the readings could be applied in their classrooms. My students’
comments about the gap between theory and practice were not surprising, conside-
ring that this concern has been present in LTE for some years (Ur, 2019; Yin, 2019).
Motivated by the opportunity to improve my students’ experiences in future se-
mesters, I shared their comments and end-of-course evaluation with the course co-
ordinator and proposed to reconstruct the SLA course. My request was approved.

During the early stages of revamping the SLA course, I knew I wanted to
provide my students with ample opportunities to reflect on their own experien-
ces of language learning. The assignments from the previous SLA course focused
heavily on reporting about in-class observations (i.e., students were asked to vi-
sit a language classroom and report what they saw). Those assignments did not
give my students the opportunity to reflect on—or experience first-hand—the
theories of SLA using their life experiences as a site for exploration and learning.
For me, this was an issue because, as a multilingual language learner and SLA te-
acher myself, I know that teachers’ prior experiences with language inform their
pedagogy (Johnson, 1994). Two ruminative inquietudes that continued to come
to mind during this process of re-envisioning and reconstructing the SLA cour-
se were: How can language teachers be more empathetic toward their students’
language learning experiences? and How can I help my students remember the
social, emotional, and cognitive processes of learning a new language?

These two inquietudes prompted me to revise the SLA course by embedding
SEL as a vital element of the curriculum. In our SLA course, I wanted to purpo-
sefully include opportunities where my students could reflect on how their prior
language learning experiences affect their teacher beliefs and pedagogy. At the
same time, I wanted my students to consider the role of emotions and well-being
in language teaching and learning—two elements that remain widely absent in
general teacher preparation and LTE programs (Mercer, 2021; Schonert-Reichl
et al,, 2017). Once I began working on the initial draft of the course, I decided to
evaluate its effects and learn how it could be improved in future semesters. Thus,
with the vision of evaluating the effects of the course and learning about how to

1 At the institution where this study was conducted, Second Language Acquisition was
a requirement for students seeking SLA graduate degrees such as master’s or graduate cer-
tificates in Spanish, Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL), Chinese,
French, and so forth.
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continue improving it for future semesters, an action research project seemed the
most appropriate method of inquiry, as it is an approach practitioners commonly
use to improve their practices (Burns, 2010).

Analytical Framework

I chose CASELs SEL framework (2010) as the lens guiding this action rese-
arch because it provides a well-established and widely recognized set of compe-
tencies that are specifically tailored to enhance educational outcomes. The history
of CASEL and its framework goes back to the 1960s with the work of James Co-
mer, a Yale graduate who was interested in examining ways to improve academic
achievement of low-income youth in New Haven, Connecticut (Comer, 1980).
Comer’s ideas were concerned with educating the whole child, which meant pro-
viding caring and supportive school environments where students and teachers
could develop meaningful interactions, leading to overall student performance
and school improvement (Comer & Emmons, 2006). Around that time, other
scholars were also promoting the need to create frameworks that focused on
supporting students” social and emotional skills in schools (Elias et al., 1997).
In 1994, a multidisciplinary collaboration of researchers, educators, practitio-
ners, and child advocates resulted in the creation of CASEL and the term social
and emotional learning (CASEL, n.d.b). In 1997, the term SEL was defined in the
book Promoting social and emotional learning: Guidelines for educators (Elias et
al., 1997) and, since then, CASELs work and the practice of SEL have gained mo-
mentum in education.

Although different SEL frameworks and definitions currently exist (see Osher
etal.,, 2016; Penton Herrera & Martinez-Alba, 2021), CASELs framework remains
one of the most widely used and well-known. For CASEL, SEL is an integral part
of human education and development, and it is defined as the process through
which individuals acquire and apply knowledge, skills, and attitudes to develop
healthy identities, manage emotions, achieve goals, feel and show empathy for
others, establish and maintain supportive relationships, and make responsible
and caring decisions (CASEL, 2010). CASELs definition of SEL is guided by its
five competencies—also known as the CASEL 5—which include (a) self-aware-
ness, (b) self-management, (c) social awareness, (d) relationship skills, and (e)
responsible decision-making (see Figure 1). According to CASEL, their “frame-
work provides a foundation for communities to use evidence-based SEL strate-
gies in ways that are most meaningful to their local context. It can be applied to
many different priorities and aligned with each community’s strengths, needs,
and cultures” (n.d.c, para. 3).

In the CASEL 5, self-awareness is described as individuals’ ability to under-
stand their own emotions, thoughts, and values and how they influence behaviors
across contexts. The competence of self-management is described as individuals’
ability to manage their behaviors, thoughts, and emotions effectively in different
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Figure 1. The Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning's Social-
Emotional Learning Wheel

situations. The third competence, social awareness, refers to how individuals un-
derstand the perspectives of others, empathizing with others and their viewpo-
ints. The fourth competence, relationship skills, refers to how individuals establish
and maintain healthy and supportive relationships, and to navigating diverse set-
tings and contexts. Lastly, responsible decision-making refers to individuals’ ability
to “make caring and constructive choices about personal behavior and social in-
teractions across diverse situations” (CASEL, 2010, p. 2).

Beyond the core competencies, CASELs SEL framework is designed within
concentric circles that signify the various environments where these competen-
cies are developed and applied. These layers represent the broader contexts in
which SEL is nurtured and are pivotal in the effective implementation of SEL stra-
tegies. The classroom serves as the immediate setting where students experience
SEL, a place where educators can intentionally design lessons that incorporate
the five competencies and where students practice these skills daily. Moving bey-
ond the classroom, the entire school environment, encompassing administrative
policies to school culture, has a significant role in how SEL is integrated. It is
here that a collective responsibility exists to create an environment where SEL
principles are not just taught but genuinely lived. Simultaneously, home environ-
ments are invaluable, with families and caregivers being instrumental in the deve-
lopment of SEL competencies. Their support and reinforcement amplify the SEL
strategies learned in schools, making the learning experience more holistic and
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deeply rooted. Furthermore, the broader community, inclusive of after-school
programs, community organizations, and local events, serves to extend the lear-
ning environment for SEL. As communities resonate with the principles of SEL,
students are presented with a consistent and cohesive message, underscoring the
importance of social-emotional skills in real-world contexts.

Each layer interacts with the other, creating a cohesive ecosystem that sup-
ports the development and application of the SEL competencies. In the context of
this study, understanding these layers is crucial, and it proved helpful in guiding
me in designing activities and assignments that promoted the knowledge, skills,
and attitudes my students need to be socially and emotionally intelligent edu-
cators who can support their learners’ social-emotional needs. As we delve into
the effects of SEL in an SLA teacher preparation course, we must be cognizant of
how these layers might influence, reinforce, or challenge the SEL strategies and
practices being developed.

Literature Review

Social-Emotional Learning

Since the term social-emotional learning was coined in 1994 and clearly defi-
ned in 1997 (Elias et al., 1997), interventions and strategies have evolved. Howe-
ver, its focus has remained on promoting social-emotional skills and attitudes and
overall wellness. In the literature, SEL is commonly described as the processes
by “which children and adults acquire and apply competencies to recognize and
manage emotions, set and achieve positive goals, appreciate the perspectives of
others, establish and maintain supportive relationships, make responsible deci-
sions, and handle personal and interpersonal situations constructively” (Osher et
al., 2016, p. 645). An important consideration is that “SEL is a process, not a pro-
gram. This means that its practices and frameworks can be modified to fit into any
learning context...SEL has no limitations; practitioners can modify SEL practices
to fit their learning realities” (Pentén Herrera & Martinez-Alba, 2021, p. vii). The
flexibility of SEL has allowed practitioners to embed its principles in a number of
forms, such as structured curricula or school-wide interventions, integrating SEL
into the fabric of school life (Osher et al., 2016). Furthermore, SEL has become
an umbrella term in recent years for different interventions and approaches, such
as mindfulness, restorative practices, and peace education, to name a few (see
Pentén Herrera, 2020; Penton Herrera & Martinez-Alba, 2021).

Recent studies exploring the effects of SEL in elementary, middle, and high
school have reported overall positive effects for students and teachers alike. Boyd
(2021) conducted a phenomenological study to explore the influence of trauma-
-informed mindfulness practices on students’ behavior in elementary classrooms.
Participants (i.e., elementary school teachers) indicated that trauma-informed
mindfulness practices contributed to a quiet and calm classroom atmosphere,
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improving student behavior, self-control, and self-regulation over time. Similar to
Boyd’s (2021) study, Lee and Lee (2021) found that incorporating visual art edu-
cation and social-emotional learning boosted agency, confidence, participation,
communication, and collaborations in elementary students in Kenya. Furthermo-
re, Lee and Lee (2021) also reported that incorporating arts as an SEL tool allowed
Indigenous “youth to explore their cultural and ethnic identity, reflect upon social
injustice embedded in their lived experience, and express their voices” (p. 11).

At the middle school level, Palma (2021) conducted a qualitative case study
to explore teachers’ perceptions of SEL. Participants expressed that, in their view,
SEL had positive effects on their students, strengthening the bond among stu-
dents, school, and the community. Espelage et al. (2015) conducted a quantitative
study to assess the effectiveness of an evidence-based SEL program for reducing
bullying, physical aggression, and victimization among middle school students
with disabilities. Findings suggest that SEL offers promise in reducing bullying
and aggression among students with disabilities (Espelage et al., 2015). Lastly, Va-
losek et al. (2019) conducted a quasi-experimental design study to evaluate the ef-
fects a school meditation program—identified in the study as the Transcendental
Meditation Program (TMP)—had on 101 sixth-grade students. The study found
that students’ social-emotional competencies improved while negative emotional
symptoms and distress decreased (Valosek et al., 2019).

At the high school level, Berryhill (2021) conducted a qualitative case study
to explore the effects of SEL on adolescent students. Participants (i.e., high school
teachers) reported that they experienced an overall increase in their students’
social-emotional abilities, including self-awareness, self-management, relation-
ship skills, social-awareness, and responsible decision-making. In a similar vein,
Roberts (2017) conducted a qualitative multiple-case study approach to explore
the perceptions of personalization for academic and social-emotional learning,
described in the study as social support based on adult-student relationships. Ro-
berts found that SEL contributed to notable positive student characteristics and
experiences, such as improvements in behavioral engagement and agency, positi-
ve academic self-conceptions, and widespread college-going aspirations. An im-
portant underlying takeaway point from Berryhill (2021) and Roberts (2017) is
that SEL interventions at the high school level are significantly different from SEL
approaches in elementary school. That is, for elementary students, SEL activities
are often centered around identifying feelings, understanding cause-and-effect in
social situations, and basic problem-solving. However, for adolescent students,
SEL practices should focus on students’ mindsets and on providing environments
that promote meaningful, respectful relationships among students and student-
-teachers (Yeager, 2017).

Social-Emotional Learning and Language Teacher Education

The above studies and findings are reflective of the increasing number of pu-
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blications reporting the beneficial effects SEL has for both students and teachers
at the elementary, middle, and high school level (e.g., Boyd, 2021; Osher et al.,
2016; Palma, 2021). At the same time, these and other publications also indicate
that teachers’ preparation and buy-in are vital for the success and effectiveness of
SEL initiatives (e.g., Berryhill, 2021; Melnick & Martinez, 2019; Schonert-Reichl,
2017). However, the latest available national report about teacher preparation and
social-emotional learning shows that the overwhelming majority of teacher pre-
paration programs do not have courses that educate teachers on how to support
the social-emotional needs of students (Schonert-Reichl et al., 2017). Although
some school districts do offer some training on SEL (CASEL, 2021), it has been
noted that workshops, alone, may not be sufficient to prepare and motivate edu-
cators to implement SEL (Martinsone et al., 2020). For this reason, scholars are
advocating for states and higher education institutions to consider the adoption
of performance assessments that require teachers to demonstrate knowledge and
skills in supporting students’ social-emotional needs (Melnick & Martinez, 2019).

Emerging publications from around the world are signaling that formal
schooling is quickly transforming to embrace SEL as a vital part of its curriculum
(e.g., Berg et al., 2021; Dung & Zsolnai, 2021). Nonetheless, these publications
also recognize that teachers lack training and do not feel confident—or comfor-
table—incorporating SEL into their classrooms (Berg et al., 2021; Dresser, 2013;
Dung & Zsolnai, 2021; Heineke & Vera, 2021). It is vital for teacher preparation
programs to address this current gap in their programs, keeping in mind that the
popularity of SEL in schools is expected to continue increasing in the foreseeable
future (Oliveira et al., 2021; ReportLinker, 2021).

A small number of studies reported the effects of SEL in courses prepa-
ring educators to support emergent multilingual language learners (e.g., Grissom
& Kelchner, 2020). Similarly, a handful of studies explored teachers’ in-school
preparation to support the social-emotional well-being of emergent multilingual
language learners (e.g., Heineke & Vera, 2021; Melnick & Martinez, 2019). Ho-
wever, no inquiries thus far explored the effects of SEL in LTE preparation pro-
grams or courses. This lack of available scholarship might be due to the fact that
social-emotional concerns became a topic of interest only recently. Although SEL
remains a fairly new topic in the field of SLA, emerging studies show promise in
increasing students’ social-emotional competence and overall achievement (see
Bai et al., 2024; Soodmand Afshar et al., 2016; Suganda et al., 2018). Furthermore,
practitioner-oriented publications proposing SEL interventions in SLA classro-
oms report the positive experiences of teachers and students alike (e.g., Oxford
et al., 2020; Pentdn Herrera & Martinez-Alba, 2021; Penton Herrera & McNair,
2021). In the current action research, I sought to contribute to filling the existing
gap about the effects of social-emotional learning in SLA teacher preparation co-
urses, and in LTE programs in general.
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Method

I used the five-step action research cycle proposed by Mills (2007) as a guide
in this action research because it offers a clear, systematic approach that is parti-
cularly suited to educational settings. According to Mills, action research inquiry
can be divided into five main steps or processes, which are briefly explained be-
low. This section has been divided into four of these steps, which Mills (2007)
termed the “dialectic action research spiral” (p. 19). Step five is explained in detail
in the Discussion section.

o Step 1: Select topic—During this step, practitioners choose an appropriate
topic of interest.

o Step 2: Collect data—Collect data; multiple sources are preferred in action
research.

o Step 3: Organize data—Organize all the data collected and prepare it for
analysis.

o Step 4: Analyze and interpret data.

o Step 5: Act—Guided by the findings, take steps to improve your practice.

Step 1: Select Topic

The current action research explored the effects of SEL on second language
teachers in an SLA course. Thus, the research question guiding the following
inquiry was: What effects does social-emotional learning have on second langu-
age teachers in a second language acquisition course? An important note of clari-
fication is that participants were informed of this action research during the first
week of class, and they had the option of choosing, at any time, to withdraw from
the study. The study had been approved previously by the leadership, and I made
it very clear to the students that choosing not to participate in the study would
not have any consequences or effects on our course or relationship. Choosing not
to participate in the study simply meant that, although the student was present in
class participating and completed the same assignments, their data were not inc-
luded as part of the study. The participants included in this manuscript consented
to join the study.

Starting the Course

During the first week of class, I shared information about our course and
explained to the students that my goal was to immerse them, as much as possible,
in the process of second language acquisition. To do this, I asked them to notify
me by the end of Week 1 of a language they would like to learn throughout our
15 weeks together. I encouraged the students to choose a language they had ne-
ver studied before to truly experience the information/theories they would read
about firsthand. The goal of learning a new language was not to show proficiency
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at the end of the course but to use those language learning experiences as data to
complete the course assignments. Students were encouraged to allocate a mini-
mum of three hours every week to study the language of their choice outside of
class using any materials or approaches they deemed appropriate.

Participants

There was a total of 11 language teachers recruited in the current study, eight
females and three males (see Table 1). All participants were language teachers (a
mix of pre- and in-service teachers) and taught or were planning to teach either
English to speakers of other languages (ESOL), Spanish, French, and/or Chinese
as a second language in K-12 and higher education. The participants were recru-
ited through purposive sampling (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016) because of their sha-
red status as students in the same SLA course and second language teachers. The
participants agreed to participate in the project voluntarily, knowing that data
would be collected through their written assignments and interactions in class.

Step 2: Collect Data

The current action research was conducted during the Spring 2020 term for
a total of 15 weeks. The course was taught through a synchronous online format,
which means that we met via Blackboard Collaborate once a week for 90 minutes
to talk about the weekly topic, and we spent the other six days of the week reading
the assigned readings and interacting asynchronously in the Blackboard discus-
sion forum. Data were collected throughout the 15 weeks, and four types of data
were collected: (a) written course assignments, (b) video-recorded weekly online
synchronous meetings, (c) an end-of-course questionnaire, and (d) weekly online
discussions on Blackboard. All data collected were primarily in English, but there
was also Japanese and Chinese included by the participants. Figure 2 shows a
diagram of data collection, and more details are provided below.

Written Course Assignment

There was a total of four assignments. In the first assignment (due on Week
3), Language Learning Autobiography, students were asked to reflect on their own
language learning experiences. The purpose of this assignment was for students
to use their own experiences learning the language selected during Week 1 as a
foundation for their understanding of the SLA process. The second assignment,
Self-as-Learner Analysis (due on Week 8), asked students to experience a new
language by watching at least a 30-minute segment of a television show or movie
in the language they chose during Week 1. Students had to complete a reflection
on their processing, both affective (what they were feeling) and cognitive (what
they were thinking). In the third assignment, Language Learner Reflective Memo
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Table 1. List of Participants (All Names Are Pseudonyms)

Teachi L ) Language
eachin anguage(s
Name Gender  Race & Buag Languages spoken  chosen to Course of study
status taught
learn
English (L1);
Don M White  Pre-service ESOL ng ish (L1) Spanish ~ Graduate TESOL Certificate
Chinese (L2)
. R X Frenchand  Spanish & English Master’s in International
Marta F Hispanic Pre-service i German i
Spanish (L1); French (L3) Education
Vietnamese (L1); - .
. . . . X Master’s in International
Lin F Asian  Pre-service Chinese English (L2); Korean i
) Education
Chinese (L3)
. X . English (L1); Master’s in International
John M White  Pre-service Chinese it Japanese i
Chinese (L2) Education
Master’s in International
May F White  Pre-service ESOL English (L1) Japanese Education with Graduate
TESOL Certificate
i i Master’s in International
. In-service ~ ESOL and Chinese (L1); i i
Flores F Asian . R Japanese Education with Graduate
(K-12) Chinese English (L2) i
TESOL Certificate
In-service X Master’s in International
i . R ESOL and Chinese (L1); i i .
Si F Asian (higher . . English*  Education with Graduate
. Chinese English (L2) .
education) TESOL Certificate
X X Master’s in International
i . In-service  ESOL and Chinese (L1); X .
Mei F Asian . . French  Education with Graduate
(K-12) Chinese English (L2) .
TESOL Certificate
. Pre- . Chinese (L1); X Master’s in International
Shu F Asian . Chinese . English* i
service English (L2) Education
X Master’s in International
. Pre- Chinese (L1); i i i
Han M Asian . ESOL . English*  Education with Graduate
service English (L2) .
TESOL Certificate
X X Master’s in Curriculum and
. . In-service English (L1); i K
Linda F White ESOL K French Instruction with Graduate
(K-12) Spanish (L2)

TESOL Certificate

Note. M = male. F = female, L1 = first language, L2 = second language, L3 = third language. *Si, Shu, and Han
decided to choose English as the language to learn during our course because they stated they were still learning
English and they did not feel comfortable with their English level yet.

(due on Week 13), students were asked to reflect on their experiences as langu-
age learners and connect their observations to SLA theories and research we had
read about throughout our course. Lastly, the fourth and final assignment, Lan-
guage Learner Case Study (due on Week 15), required students to collect infor-
mation about themselves as language learners over the 15 weeks of the semester
and analyze their overall progress. The Language Learner Case Study included a
section on learner profile (i.e., detailed information about the student and formal
schooling experiences), language samples (i.e., oral and written) of their learning
throughout our course, and instructional recommendations on how to improve
their language learning experiences in the future closely guided by SLA theories
and research.
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Figure 2. Data Collection Procedures and Information

Video-Recorded Weekly Online Synchronous Meetings

We met synchronously once a week for 90 minutes via Blackboard Collabora-
te. All the synchronous meetings were video recorded with the students’ permis-
sion. In our synchronous meetings, we primarily talked about the weekly topics
and assigned readings, and addressed any inquietudes about the information we
were learning that week. The 90 minutes were primarily divided into: (a) Welco-
ming everyone, doing a quick check-in and opening the floor for any course-re-
lated or unrelated conversation (5-10 minutes), (b) briefly introducing the topic
of the week and presenting major points (10-20 minutes), (c) a 10-minute break,
(d) dividing the class into small groups for deep discussions about the topic of
the week (20-30 minutes), and (e) concluding with final thoughts, questions, and
closing remarks (10-20 minutes).

End-of-Course Questionnaire

At the end of the course, during Week 15, I asked the students to complete
a questionnaire about their experiences in our SLA course. The questionnaire
was anonymous (i.e., students were not required to disclose their names) and
included open-ended questions asking students to share their thoughts on what
worked and did not work in our course and why. I also asked students to share
any suggestions they might have to improve the course.
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Weekly Online Discussions on Blackboard

Students were required to complete a written weekly online discussion on
Blackboard about the topic of the week. On average, students were asked one to
two questions about the weekly topic and were also asked to respond in writing to
a minimum of two peers’ responses. I served as moderator for all the discussions
in our course.

Step 3: Organize Data

Organizing data by type and source is recommended in deductive and in-
ductive methods prior to analysis (Bingham & Witkowsky, 2021). As such, all
collected data were saved in a computer folder and added to a Microsoft Excel
document. Tabs were assigned in the Microsoft Excel document, each with a title
pertaining to the type of data collected (e.g., responses to end-of-course question-
naire) to facilitate the analysis process. Once the data were organized, I printed it
all out to facilitate analysis and interpretation.

Step 4: Analyze and Interpret Data

Data were analyzed based on the guidelines of thematic analysis (Braun &
Clarke, 2006), using a mix of deductive and inductive coding. Although action
research studies typically use inductive coding (Burns, 2010), I decided to employ
a mix of deductive and inductive coding because CASELs framework provides a
template and structure through which I could evaluate the effects of SEL. In qu-
alitative research, deductive methods are important to test specific variables, and
also align the study’s framework, research goals, and findings. At the same time,
inductive coding allows researchers to broaden their worldview and learn sub-
tleties about the topic being explored (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Saldaia, 2021). In
this particular study, using a mix of deductive and inductive coding allowed me to
test the effects of CASELSs SEL framework in the SLA course and whether or not
I had weaved CASEL: five competencies effectively in the course while keeping a
broad perspective and an open mind, and remembering the need to slow down to
notice subtleties in the data (Saldafa, 2011).

Guided by CASELs SEL framework, this inquiry began with five preset
deductive codes: self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, relationship
skills, and responsible decision-making. During the analysis process, each preset
code was assigned a highlight color (e.g., self-management was assigned a green
highlight). Following deductive reasoning, data were read and listened to (in the
case of recorded classes) in its entirety multiple times to find excerpts that fit
the preset codes. During this process, excerpts fitting within specific codes were
highlighted and all the data, once highlighted, were re-read and listened to again
multiple times during data analysis to confirm accuracy. Once data were deducti-
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vely analyzed, I then revisited the data inductively and identified additional sub-
-codes based on emergent patterns, leading to findings.

Detailed Analytical Methods and Units of Analysis

In line with the thematic analysis guidelines, I commenced the analytical
phase by transcribing data that was most pertinent to the research objectives.
Specifically, from the collected data, transcripts were made of: (a) select segments
from the video-recorded weekly online synchronous meetings where discussions
revolved around the effects of SEL on SLA teaching experiences, (b) certain re-
flective parts from the written course assignments that provided insights into the
individual language learning journeys of the students, (c) relevant responses from
the end-of-course questionnaire that were directly linked to the SEL influences
on the course, and (d) specific discussions from the weekly online Blackboard
interactions that touched on the interplay between SEL and SLA. It should be no-
ted that not all the data were transcribed verbatim, but those that held significant
relevance to the research question were chosen for this study.

The units of analysis for the data were twofold: deductive units, which were
anchored around CASELs SEL framework, and inductive units, which emerged
organically from the data. The deductive codes, which were predetermined based
on CASELs competencies, acted as the guiding lens during the initial stages of
data analysis. These codes enabled a structured approach to sieve through the
extensive data. However, to ensure that no nuances were overlooked, an inductive
approach was subsequently employed. This ensured that themes and patterns that
were not necessarily anticipated but were crucial to understanding the research
question were captured. By employing this combined analytical method, the stu-
dy maintained a balance between adhering to an established framework (deducti-
ve) and allowing new insights to emerge from the data (inductive), ensuring both
rigor and richness in the analysis.

Results

In this section, I present the most salient findings found in the data divided
into the five preset deductive codes (as explained above): self-awareness, self-ma-
nagement, social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision-making.

Self-Awareness

Language and Learning

Data revealed that embedding SEL into the SLA course allowed participants
to become more self-aware of their own language learning experiences. Partici-
pants confessed that they “had not given much thought” (Han, Assignment 1)
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to how their formal schooling and language learning experiences influence them
and their worldview as teachers. In addition, participants disclosed that having the
opportunity to engage in self-reflective assignments “helped me learn a significant
amount about my own language processing strengths and weaknesses, and I feel
more comfortable teaching students second language acquisition knowing that
information about myself” (Anonymous, End-of-course questionnaire). Further-
more, May, the only participant in our course who self-identified as monolingual,
candidly shared in one of our weekly online synchronous meetings that

I had not really thought about how my students would feel when they are
learning English. I mean, in other classes [in the teacher preparation pro-
gram] we are taught about how to teach but, to be honest, I have not been as
emotionally involved as I am in this class. (May, weekly online synchronous
meetings for Week 5)

In this excerpt, May was commenting on a prompt I had given the class about
how learning a new language during the course has affected the way they appro-
ach the weekly readings. In particular, during this part of the class (around Week
5), we had been discussing the role of emotions in learning a second language.
May continued,

the last time I learned a new language was in high school, but I can’t remem-
ber any French; well, maybe merci (i.e., thank you) [laughs] but that’s it! I
don’t really recall how emotions may have affected my motivation or interest
in learning French [in high school], or maybe other factors, I don’t know. I
am beginning to understand how difficult it is to learn a new language and
how important emotions are in this process [of language learning]. (May, we-
ekly online synchronous meetings for Week 5)

In this excerpt, May was referring to one of the weekly readings (i.e., Brown,
2014, Chapter 3), which discusses the topic of affective considerations for langu-
age learners. As a monolingual educator who is teaching ESOL to multilingual
language learners, SEL allowed May to be more empathetic about the process of
language learning, resulting in increased awareness about the emotional labor
involved in learning a new language.

Another example of how SEL contributed to improving the participants’
self-awareness comes from Linda, who shared, “I never thought about the fact
that I use a lot of visuals in my classes because, as I am learning in this course, I
am a visual learner. I guess we do teach the way we learn” (Linda, weekly online
synchronous meetings for Week 10). Linda, prompted by my question “Would
anyone like to share any realizations about our weekly readings before we begin
our class?” shared this “ah-ha moment” at the beginning of Week 10’s class. She
continued by stating that now that she understands this fact about herself, she
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is more aware of the need to improve her teaching by including other teaching
strategies. She ended her comment by chucklingly stating, “Who knows, maybe
I'll even include an activity about songs for my aural learners one of these days.”

Linda’s cheery exchange during Week 10’s class is reflective of her classmates’
experiences and feelings. Data revealed that, through SEL, participants became
more self-aware of their learner-self, which prompted them to engage in deep
reflections about their teacher-self and their teaching practices.

Self-Management

Learning to Learn (and Teach)

Throughout the weekly discussions and course assignments, it became cle-
ar that as participants began to understand themselves better as language lear-
ners, they began to deploy a multitude of strategies to manage their unwanted
emotions and regulate their behaviors with the vision of improving their language
learning experience. At the same time, in our weekly discussions, participants
began to realize that beyond learning a new language, they were also experiencing
first-hand the content they were reading about in the assigned weekly readings,
such as the different factors affecting L2 teaching and learning. These first-hand
experiences resulted in participants becoming more personally involved in their
learning process, which resulted in positive and unwanted emotions. To deal with
these emotions, participants began to deploy strategies, either consciously or un-
consciously, that led to behavioral regulation.

An example of how participants’ experiences influenced the regulation of
their behavior both as a learner and teacher comes from Flores, who was learning
Japanese during the course. During the final project, Flores evaluated her langu-
age learning experiences, stating that writing in Japanese was somewhat easy be-
cause of her L1 (Chinese). At the same time, she recognized that there were areas
for improvement. According to Flores,

The positive feedback I got from my Japanese friends was that my Japanese
handwriting was not bad at all, if I spent enough time and energy on it, it
could look really nice and neat. I would give partial credit to my L1, since
Chinese characters are also living in a framed box, different from the fluidity
in Western handwriting. My weakness is also very obvious, when I see a full
sentence [in Japanese], due to lack of knowing the tone, or meaning of some
words, I had trouble pausing in between. At the start, I would look for a “hint
character” “I3”, I identified the character as “is” in English, and I would pause
after it. This “[&” character was also slightly tricky, since it is pounced as “ha”
as an individual unit, and “wa” in a sentence, so when I was listening to a sen-
tence and trying to write it down, I was very lost. (Flores, Language Learner
Case Study assignment)
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In this excerpt, Flores demonstrated that she was increasingly aware of her
areas of strength and improvement, and of the interconnected nature of langu-
ages in language learning. In her case, being a native Chinese speaker helped her
write in Japanese. At the same time, creating meaning from Japanese to Chinese
and English seemed to be challenging for Flores. During this self-evaluation pro-
cess, Flores demonstrated that she was capable of reflecting on her own thoughts
and experiences, a concept known as metacognition (Haukas, 2018). The rest of
her analysis in the Language Learner Case Study assignment reflects that, by en-
gaging in metacognition, she was able to regulate her behaviors to take control of
her learning.

To improve in my Japanese reading and writing, I knew I had to train my
thoughts. I had to stop thinking in Chinese or English and think in Japanese. I
had to learn like a child! To learn like a child, I changed my desktop background
to multiple Japanese charts that kids use. All the charts were designed for kids,
so it was really cute! I could spend time on it and not get bored. It was also great
that I could constantly check on the characters and refer it to a word, so again, for
better memorization. This is a strategy I will teach my students so they can think
in the L2. (Flores, Language Learner Case Study assignment)

In this excerpt, Flores commented on a strategy she used to overcome her
challenges with reading and writing in Japanese. Research shows that the abi-
lity to regulate one’s behavior is conducive to effective language learning (Teng,
2020), and for L2 teachers like Flores, reflecting on this knowledge also had direct
implications on her teaching practices. As she stated in her assignment, “This is a
strategy I will teach my students so they can think in the L2,” signaling how SEL
positively affected her behavior both as a learner and a teacher.

Social Awareness

Positive Views and Emotions

“Something I learned is to be more empathetic to my students’ emotions. In
China, I used to tell my English learners to just get over their anxiety or fear of
speaking, but now I understand [it] is not that easy” (Mei, weekly online synchro-
nous meetings for Week 9). Mei candidly confessed in our online conversation for
Week 9 that she felt regret because, before our course, affective issues/difficulties
in language learning were not a topic of immediate concern for her. However,
our conversations and readings, in particular Norton and Toohey’s (2001) article
(one of the assigned readings), seemed to shift her viewpoints, prompting her to
reevaluate the role of affective concerns and how her students felt/feel when they
are learning a new language.

Throughout our weekly discussions, it was apparent that participants were
becoming increasingly aware of the affective issues connected to the process of
learning a new language. Being tasked with learning a new language during our
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course while reading about the process of L2 acquisition made a difference in the
participants’ viewpoints, as aptly stated by Don during our weekly online syn-
chronous meetings for Week 14, “having to learn a new language and the acti-
vities in this course have prompted us to put ourselves in our students’ shoes”

In addition to becoming more empathetic about the emotional rollercoaster
that is language learning, participants began to consider emotions as an impor-
tant part of their pedagogy, centering students’ affective concerns at the heart of
their teaching. This is best described by Marta, who, in Assignment 3, was asked
to make a connection between her language learning experiences in our course
and her future teaching practices. Marta shared,

My experience with not being enthused about learning German, while at the
same time being excited about making progress then in turn being motivated
to learn with a new program has caused me to consider that not everyone
studies a language because they want to or for the same reasons...The upshot
for me as it applies to my future teaching is twofold: Among certain learners,
like immigrants and refugees that I might teach, I should focus on skills that
are immediately useful and survival expressions. Also, I must try to make my
students build up that excitement momentum too. (Marta, Assignment 3)

In addition to Marta’s candid reflection, participants confided in the end-of-
-course questionnaire that experiencing difficult emotions in language learning,
such as anxiety and stress, allowed them to remember those feelings when they
were previously learning a new language earlier in life, resulting in increased em-
pathy toward their language learners.

I thought the exercise of learning a new language was useful...Having to learn
a new language caused me to remember all the anxiety, stress, and difficulty,
which inspired empathy in me. It reminded me to think about the anxiety my
students feel as well. (Anonymous, End-of-course questionnaire)

What I liked the most about the assignments was learning a new language.
I think I took my L1 & L2 for granted, [and] almost forgot how it was to learn a
new language, or to learn a new skill. It is more rewarding than I thought. I have a
newfound respect for children and adults who learn a new language. (Anonymo-
us, End-of-course questionnaire)

Engaging participants in activities that gave them the opportunity to expe-
rience first-hand the process of L2 acquisition increased their capacity for com-
prehending what their students feel when learning a new language (i.e., heighte-
ned social awareness). At the same time, data revealed that increased social
awareness seems to result in an increased sense of respect, positive feelings, and
asset-based views toward language learners.
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Relationship Skills

Building Relationships Beyond the Online Classroom

Establishing and maintaining healthy and supportive relationships in online
learning is vital for fruitful engagement. As such, I purposefully included SEL ac-
tivities where participants could interact with one another and develop respectful
relationships throughout our course. During the check-in activities, for example,
participants often shared with the class how their weeks were progressing and
any inquietude or challenges they were confronting at the time. In other instan-
ces, participants used the check-in activities as an opportunity to network with
the vision of connecting with classmates outside the online learning space. This
brief exchange took place during the check-in activity for Week 3’s synchronous
meeting:

Shu: I want to ask. Who live[s] around the school and want[s] to meet to
practice English speaking? I shared before... I am a new international stu-
dent and [it] is difficult to make American friends... and I want to practice
English.

Si: [interjected] Yes! Me too!

John: Hey, Shu and Si, I'll be glad to meet at the university’s Starbucks to
practice English speaking sometime and to talk about our weekly readings.
Linda: ...Count me in too!

In this brief exchange, Shu and Si voiced their interest in connecting with
their classmates outside the confines of online learning. Shu and Si were new
international students from China, and they were interested in improving their
English and “make American friends” (in Shu’s words). The conversation among
Shu, Si, John, Linda, and other classmates lasted for a while during the check-in
activity, and I just sat back and let them have this moment to socialize. After 15
minutes, I invited everyone to continue this conversation offline and to email
each other to meet in person. While reading Shu’s Assignment 4, I realized that
our course had become a planter for cultivating relationships beyond the confines
of online learning. Shu shared,

In week 3 I had the initiative to ask classmates to meet with me. I started
meeting with John, Linda, Si, and May sometimes at the Starbucks and so-
metimes in the library. We talked about the assigned readings for class and
information. In our meetings, I not only gradually started to speak English
proactively and the fluency and duration of speaking increased and prolon-
ged, but at the same time I made some good friends who have the same needs
and goals as me. (Shu, assignment #4)
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Si also reflected, albeit briefly, on these meetings. “I will recommend to my
students to keep [sic] practicing. I liked connecting with Shu and other friends
in person because we practiced English with native speakers” (Si, Assignment 4).

Responsible Decision-Making

Personal Biases

During the course, it became increasingly clear, especially in the weekly on-
line synchronous conversations and written assignments, that giving participants
the opportunity to reflect upon their experiences with language learning resul-
ted in many memories and recollections that, at times, created tensions. I asked
participants to think of tensions as opportunities to grow both personally and
professionally. In addition, I asked participants to treat these tensions as recor-
ded data in the assignments or discussions to analyze their personal feelings and
attitudes toward language learning. In the final assignment, Marta, who chose to
learn German during the course, reported on these tensions.

I tried to use different learning strategies, such as varying the times I practice
speaking and writing on the app..., apart from that, I did not make a lot of
effort to communicate with native German speakers or otherwise try to le-
arn more about German culture, apart from watching the German news one
day...All of this is while knowing that German is a prestige [sic] language.
Yet it is not English, the most prestigious language in the world. Deep down
I knew that I could get by in Germany with English if I did not acquire eno-
ugh German. I recognize that by thinking this way, I am in a way suggesting
a superiority of English, since it is a world language, that is a perception that
Dérnyei & Al-Hoorie (2017) refer to at length in their description of the te-
aching and learning of languages other than English (LOTE). This concept is
surely one that all native English speakers must face and I am choosing to face
it now, it’s my responsibility. (Marta, Assignment 4)

Marta’s sincere reflection about how she sees and understands her privilege
as a native speaker of English (“the most prestigious language in the world,” in
her words) is both refreshing and important to acknowledge. Although Marta is
a language teacher of Spanish and French, she felt deep down that English was
the language that “could get [her] by in Germany” if she “did not acquire enough
German,” pointing to native English speaker privilege ideologies found in the lite-
rature (e.g., Ruecker & Ives, 2014) and demonstrating that these ideologies do not
dwell only in monolingual speakers (i.e., Marta speaks three languages).

In contrast to Marta and other native English-speaking participants’ reflec-
tions, which connected with ongoing discussions about ideologies and the global
power of English, non-native English-speaking participants’ assignments focused
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on challenging views of proficiency (whether in English or in the language studied
in class) as one of the important takeaways. For example, Lin shared that when
learning English during K-12 in Vietnam, “I was shy and embarrassed to speak
because my accent was not good. Now I see that everyone has different accents
and I will tell this to my students so they feel good” (Lin, Assignment 4). Similarly,
Han reflecting on an oral presentation he delivered while learning English in Chi-
na, confessed that “if I were able to return to my 17 years old [self], I would tell
myself that maybe...my accent was not good, but accent is not everything. I am
reminding myself every day to be kind to me[sic]” (Han, Assignment 4).

Discussion and Conclusions

In the context of the research question of What effects does social-emotional
learning have on second language teachers in a second language acquisition co-
urse, the findings indicated that embedding SEL into the SLA course resulted in
personal and professional transformations for participants. More specifically, SEL
activities and assignments that asked students to reflect upon their experiences as
language learners resulted in them becoming increasingly self-aware of their le-
arner selves (i.e., self-awareness). This, in turn, exhorted them to re-evaluate their
approaches to and preferences in teaching—a practice associated with improved
teacher performance and constructive behavior (Andrews, 2001; Farrell, 2013).
Further, with increased self-awareness about their learner and teacher selves, par-
ticipants began to deploy a series of strategies meant to regulate their behaviors
and practices both as self-taught language learners and teachers (i.e., self-mana-
gement), which has proven to yield positive results for L2 learning (Teng, 2020)
and teaching (Dewaele et al., 2022).

Findings also revealed that SEL interventions resulted in increased empathy
and understanding toward their present and future students (i.e., social aware-
ness) as well as an increased sense of respect, positive feelings, and asset-based
views toward language learners. Ongoing discussions and debates in LTE and SLA
have placed the cultivation of positive relationships and feelings and asset-based
approaches at the heart of L2 teaching and learning (e.g., Casanova & Alvarez,
2023; Maclntyre et al., 2019). However, researchers agree that LTE programs fail
to adequately prepare L2 teachers with these skills (Mercer, 2021; Pentén Herrera
& Martinez-Alba, 2022; Smith, 2008). Data from this study indicated that SEL
interventions show much potential in preparing pre- and in-service L2 teachers
to reflect on their practices, put themselves in their students’ shoes, and transform
deficit-based views into asset-based perspectives.

Another point emanating from the data speaks directly to the influence SEL
interventions had on students’ building positive, supportive relationships bey-
ond the online classroom (i.e., relationship skills). Keeping in mind the growing
pressure to embrace collaborative and community-based practices in L2 teaching
and learning (e.g., Altstaedter et al., 2016; Hernandez, 2017), LTE programs are
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expected to support language teachers in becoming socioliterate professionals
(Hedgcock, 2002). Similar to Lee and Lee’s (2021) findings, the current showed
that SEL practices yielded positive results in regard to participants developing
relationship skills, especially for international participants, who established rela-
tionships with classmates where they could practice English, talk about the cour-
ses’ content and readings, and transcend the isolation and confines traditionally
associated with online learning. I exhort the academic community to build on
these findings and continue exploring the effects of SEL in building relation-
ships within (language) teacher preparation programs situated in online learning
environments.

Lastly, data revealed that, during our course, SEL allowed participants to re-
flect on their identities, ideologies, and privileges as language learners and spe-
akers. This, in turn, resulted in making caring and constructive choices that chal-
lenged their past experiences, personal ideologies, and behaviors with the vision
of becoming more caring and kinder individuals (as shown by Han’s excerpt) and
teachers (as shown by Martas and Lin’s excerpts)—that is, responsible decision-
-making. The emotional turn in SLA (White, 2018) has brought increased atten-
tion to the fact that LTE programs have embedded monolingual biases that assign
privilege to English and native-speaker ideologies (Barros et al., 2021; Dérnyei &
Al-Hoorie, 2017; Ortega, 2014). The reproduction of these ideologies and privile-
ges in language teaching and learning is clearly seen throughout the data of this
study. Through SEL, native English-speaking participants became aware of and
challenged their privileges as native speakers and biases toward LOTE. Additio-
nally, non-native English-speaking participants from China and Vietnam replica-
ted school-taught behaviors of native-speakerism ideologies by (self) policing and
prioritizing proficiency in the language they were studying. Further studies should
explore in more depth the relationship and potential of SEL in unearthing and
addressing issues of social responsibility and responsible decision-making in LTE.

Step 5: Act

The last step in Mill's (2007) action research cycle is to act after analyzing and
interpreting the data. Thus, during this final step, I began to explore the possible
ways of moving forward to continue improving the SLA course and program.
Two important realizations I kept in mind during this final step were that, first,
as revealed by the data, through SEL, I can help bridge the ongoing and concer-
ning gap in LTE of knowledge about and knowledge how (see Richards, 2008) be-
cause teachers get to experience transforming first-hand the content knowledge
(i.e., knowledge about) into accessible, practical, and relatable knowledge (i.e.,
knowledge how) they can use in language teaching (i.e., bridging theoretical and
practical knowledge). Second, the current study also supports Johnson’s (1994)
findings that teachers’ experiences with language learning inform their pedagogy,
which is an important consideration for LTE programs and should be taken into
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consideration when preparing LTE courses. That is, language teachers should not
only read about language teaching and learning, but should have the opportunity
to experience it first-hand through the LTE programs (i.e., personal experiences
with language learning).

Although the outcomes found in this study reflect that SEL yielded benefits
and positive experiences for learners, I understand these findings only represent
the incorporation of SEL in one online course. As such, I am considering the
next step of the process to be the sharing of these findings with the leadership
and, upon their approval, embedding SEL into the entire SLA program in an ef-
fort to evaluate its effect using a larger set of data. In addition, I will recommend
the leadership considers including open-ended questions in the end-of-course
questionnaires where students can reflect upon their experiences and disclose
specific examples or points that made the course particularly relevant (or not)
to them, which might disclose important information about the benefits of SEL
in the SLA program. These steps, I recognize, are only the beginning, and much
research and ongoing evaluations about the effects of SEL in the SLA teacher pre-
paration program are needed. However, this initial study gives me hope that SEL
can be one of the solutions to the many challenges affecting LTE programs today.
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