
THE RESEARCH BEHIND PEEKAPAK’S PROGRAM DEVELOPMENT

Peekapak’s Middle School Program was designed to support educators in developing the social
emotional skills of children in middle school. By participating in an SEL program, students are better
prepared to learn in a classroom setting, have more positive self-perceptions, social behaviors, academic
achievement, and decrease in conduct problems and emotional distress (Durlak et al., 2011; Mahoney &
Weissberg, 2018). To ensure the effectiveness of Peekapak in reaching these goals, research has been
incorporated into each element and phase of Peekapak’s program design.

The following document describes the research behind Peekapak’s program as well as the research
underway to assess its efficacy.

Key Findings Summarizer:
● Identity exploration, empathy, self-regulation, decision-making, and relationship skills are

foundational concepts explored in the program.
● Literacy and storytelling support social emotional learning as well as multicultural education.
● Social emotional learning should incorporate culturally responsive pedagogy.
● Evidence-informed SEL design includes curriculum that has sequenced, active, focused, and

explicit activities.

RESEARCH-INFORMED SKILLS

Our program is aligned with CASEL’s evidence-based competencies (self-awareness, self-management,

social awareness, responsible decision-making, & relationship skills). Within each CASEL competency, we

have narrowed down specific skills and mapped them to our scope and sequence based on focus groups

with educators, in-depth interviews with industry-leading experts, and insight from adolescent

development research.  An example of the explained importance of our self awareness unit is included

below:

Figure 1: Example of research supporting unit topics



This program is specifically designed for children ages 10 to 14. Early adolescence marks the onset of

puberty as transformations take place in the body, brain, and in turn, behavior (Backes & Bonnie, 2019).

Our curriculum reflects the developmental stages of this time period by supporting skills such as

decision-making, self-control, and self-esteem (Backes & Bonnie, 2019). According to research done on

developmental tasks of middle school students, key competencies include relationship-building,

independence, transitions, determining values, and preparing for future roles (Denham, 2015). Children

at this age are becoming increasingly independent while also navigating peer influence and diverse social

situations (Larson & Richards, 1991; Smetana, 1996; Laursen & Hartl, 2013; Kroger, 2004). Our program

balances the interpersonal and intrapersonal skills necessary to build identity and form community.

Middle school is ripe with opportunities for children, but it is also a time of risk-taking, increased reward

seeking, and heightened peer influence (Steinberg, 2008). Many programs in middle school focus

specifically on risk-prevention, but at the detriment of what is known as positive youth development or

‘PYD’. “Successful development is viewed not as the absence of risk behavior but as the presence of

positive attributes that enable youth to reach their full potential as productive and engaged adults”

(Guerra & Bradshaw, 2008). We use Guerra & Bradshaw’s research and competencies to address both

the opportunities for middle school students and the potential risks in a prosocial and strengths-based

framework. Competencies include: positive sense of self, self-control, decision-making, moral system of

beliefs, and prosocial connectedness (Guerra & Bradshaw, 2008). “The overarching goal is to articulate a

set of core social and emotional competencies that capture what it means to be a healthy youth and to

examine how these competencies are linked to specific risk behaviors and related preventive

interventions and positive youth development programs” (Guerra & Bradshaw, 2008). The stories in our

curriculum contain content that is relevant to middle school students, but each story focuses on

understanding the ‘why’ behind the behavior and connecting it to a prosocial skill by providing strategies

to add to their toolbox. “While often thought of as a time of turmoil and risk for young people,

adolescence is more accurately viewed as a developmental period rich with opportunity for youth to

learn and grow” (Backes & Bonnie, 2019).

Peekapak’s middle school unit skills were informed by a review of Guerra and Bradshaw’s empirically

designed adolescent social-emotional model, the CASEL framework, adolescent development research,

and teacher as well as student insight. We believe this has resulted in a research-informed, relevant, and

developmentally appropriate set of skills to support students’ well-being. Below is a breakdown of our

skills and their alignment.

Overview of skills:

● Unit 1: Identity and Self-awareness

○ Essential Question: Who am I? How do I see myself?

○ CASEL alignment: Self-awareness

○ Guerra and Bradshaw’s model: Positive sense of self

● Unit 2: Stress Management and Regulation

○ Essential Question: How do I manage stress? How do I cope?



○ CASEL alignment: Self-management

○ Guerra and Bradshaw’s model: Self-control

● Unit 3: Decision-making

○ Essential Question: How do I decide? What is the best choice for me?

○ CASEL alignment: Responsible decision-making

○ Guerra and Bradshaw’s model: Decision-making skills

● Unit 4: Belonging and Peer Influence

○ Essential Question: How do I get along with others? How do I fit in?

○ CASEL alignment: Relationship skills

○ Guerra and Bradshaw’s model: Prosocial connectedness

● Unit 5: Empathy & Conflict Resolution

○ Essential Question: How do I see other perspectives? How do I resolve differences?

○ CASEL alignment: Social awareness

○ Guerra and Bradshaw’s model: Moral system of belief

Figure 2: Current Units offered in Middle School Curriculum



SCOPE AND SEQUENCE

We begin our scope and sequence by discussing identity formation in Unit 1 because exploring identity is

the key developmental task of this age group (Erikson, 1994; Marcia, 1980). We start with identity and

self-awareness before moving onto skills like empathy (Unit 5) because studies show that the more

self-aware, the greater cognitive empathy (Eckland et al., 2018).

After identity and self-awareness, all grades move onto stress management and regulation. Our teacher

and administrator interviews have revealed the need to discuss the increasing stressors that middle

school students face, this was paired with self-regulation (a cornerstone of Peekapak) to help students

use strategies to self-regulate their behavior and emotions. “Self-regulation and coping rely on multiple

processes—attention control, working memory, inhibitory control, delay of gratification, and

planning—that can be directly compromised by chronic stress (Blair, 2010; Blair & Raver, 2012). We put

stress management and regulation early on to give students the strategies and tools to cope with stress

before the school year gets into full swing.

Figure 3: Example of learning objectives from the Stress Management & Regulation unit

Self-regulation and coping strategies provide a foundation for decision-making skills, which is why

decision-making skills are featured in Unit 3. “Effective decision-making draws on the capacity for

self-regulation (Eisenberg & Spinrad, 2004; Zhou, Chen, & Main, 2012). As a result, competent

decision-making is underpinned by adaptive, flexible, and coherent emotion regulation and coping skills

that are matched to environmental demands” (Modecki et al., 2017).

Unit 4 focuses on peer influence and belonging. As students are about halfway through the school year,

it is an ideal time to reflect on their peer choices and the influence that their peers have on them.

Students will reflect back from Unit 1 on their identity in the context of different communities and how

supportive relationships are fundamental to their well-being.

Unit 5 culminates in one of Peekapak’s foundational skills: empathy. Students have now discussed and

engaged with essential skills like identity, self-awareness, and self-regulation and will be applying them

to empathize with others and resolve conflicts. Conflict resolution is in the last unit because it develops



later in adolescence. “Research suggests that conflict resolution skills improve with age, and that

adolescence is marked by a shift from coercive strategies to more constructive ones (Laursen, 1996;

Laursen et al., 2001 in De Wied et al., 2007). Studies show that “higher levels of dispositional empathy

are associated with more successful conflict management, dispositional affective empathy was found to

be positively linked to problem solving and negatively linked to conflict engagement among adolescent

boys and girls” (De Wied et al., 2007). Students will use empathy to resolve conflicts and find common

ground.

The last lesson of every unit is a return to ideas learned earlier. Cognitive psychologists argue that

teachers should “create opportunities to revisit information throughout the semester or within one

lesson” (Weinstein et al., 2018). “Evidence for the benefit of spaced study is found not only in the

domain of declarative learning but in conceptual understanding and cognitive skill acquisition (Carpenter,

Cepeda, Rohrer, Kang, & Pashler, 2012), and spacing manipulations have been shown to be effective in

the classroom” (Sobel et al., 2011 in Khajah et al., 2014). Lesson 7 supports students and teachers as

they return to SEL skills and concepts from previous units instead of seeing the lessons and units as

isolated topics. By returning to previous concepts and units, students can more effectively store the

information in their memory and retrieve it when necessary (Weinstein, 2018).

Figure 4: Lesson 7 ‘Return’ in action on Peekapak

LITERACY, STORYTELLING, AND IDENTITY

Literacy and storytelling is at the heart of Peekapak. We believe that storytelling has the power to build

empathy, explore diverse life experiences, and provide opportunities to reflect on our own identity. In

addition, cross-curricular connections are an important way to integrate social emotional learning into

the school day. Mark Greenberg (2003) suggests that school-based Social and Emotional Learning

programs yield the most successful outcomes when they are embedded into the day-to-day curriculum

and connected with other school activities.

Peekapak’s emphasis on literacy and storytelling to teach social emotional skills is supported by

numerous studies. When children connect with a story emotionally, it can improve their attitude towards



books and reading, especially for struggling readers (Triplett & Buchanan, 2005). Our stories are

human-centered, emotionally-tinged, and written especially for our program in order to connect with

relevant middle school topics, foster empathy and reflection, and support literacy skills. Literacy and

social emotional learning have a symbiotic relationship and so integrating SEL into literacy can lead to

more positive student outcomes.

Narrative transportation theory is the idea that engaging stories with a narrative will trigger empathy

(Green & Brock, 2002). Psychologists Geoff Kaufman and Lisa Libby explain that  “through

experience-taking, readers lose themselves and assume the identity of the character, adopting the

character’s thoughts, emotions, goals, traits, and actions and experiencing the narrative as though they

were that character” (2012). We believe that through our stories, the social emotional skills will be

brought to life as students engage with and analyze the narrative.

Every unit is centered around this series of human interest stories. These compelling stories tell real-life

struggles, triumphs, regrets, and reckonings all aligned to the unit skill. Stories feature a variety of

perspectives from individuals with diverse backgrounds and life experiences. “Multicultural literature can

provide opportunities for meeting many goals of multicultural education, where voices interact and

students reflect, think creatively and critically, increase cultural awareness, decrease ethnocentrism, and

create a global perspective” (Cliff & Miller, 1997). Research shows that multicultural literature can act as

both a mirror and window for students (Glazier & Seo, 2005). By hearing stories from individuals with

diverse abilities, beliefs, and backgrounds, students are able to reflect on experiences that both mirror

their own lives and are distinctly different from what they know.

Figure 5: An example human interest story from the Self Awareness Unit

Through a guided reflection process, children then explore their own identities with each unit ending in a

project-based activity where they craft their own story centered around the unit skill. Our program



provides students with the strategies and tools to reflect on their identity while encouraging them to

explore their individuality and uniqueness. “As youth identify with multiple social groups, their social

self-definition can become increasingly complex” (Knifsend & Juvonen, 2014). “Adolescents benefit from

having a more complex, multifaceted identity that goes beyond stereotypical expectations of social

groups norms, especially when it comes to inclusive beliefs” (Knifsend & Juvonen, 2014). Our program

specifically focuses on identity formation because exploring identity is the key developmental task of this

age group (Erikson, 1994; Marcia, 1980). Identities are formed by considering race, ethnicity, gender,

age, ability status, interests and much more. By hearing stories that tell complex stories instead of a

single story, we support students in developing their unique sense of self with the understanding that

identities are multifaceted and evolving.

CULTURALLY RESPONSIVE CONTENT

Social emotional learning occurs within the context of culture (Durlak, 2015). Cultures around the world

value and promote different social and emotional skills (e.g. individualist cultures and collectivist

cultures promote and practice different social skills) (Durlak, 2015). “One might even argue that culture

defines SEL” (Hecht & Shin, 2015).

Because culture heavily influences SEL competencies, it is necessary to frame your classroom’s SEL

practices within an understanding that students may demonstrate social emotional skills in unique ways

based on their background. In addition, culture is evolving and we must be cautious to not oversimplify,

generalize, or stereotype any culture.

To this end, our curriculum is designed to honor differences and diverse cultural practices by 1) providing

a wide range of experiences for children to learn from through our stories and 2) offering various

strategies and tips for both teachers and students based on diverse learning styles, cultural backgrounds,

and student needs.



Figure 6: An example of culturally responsive teaching practices and tips for

Unit 2: Stress Management and Regulation

EVIDENCE-INFORMED DESIGN

A meta-analysis of school-based universal SEL interventions found that programs that have sequenced

activities, active learning opportunities, occur during focused time, and teach explicit skills yield greater

student outcomes (Jones et al., 2017; Durlak et al., 2011). These evidence-based approaches are referred

to by the acronym S.A.F.E. In 2021, CASEL updated their SEL definition as well as their program guide,

which provides a systematic framework for evaluating the quality of social and emotional programs.

Updates included how ‘SEL affirms identities’, importance of adult SEL practices, and incorporating

culturally relevant practices.

Upon reviewing the S.A.F.E. approach and the latest updates to CASEL, we have created an intentionally

designed program that includes culturally responsive teacher training, evidence-informed scope and

sequence, and uses storytelling to foster diverse and multifaceted identities with an emphasis on

student voice and agency.



Design features:
● S.A.F.E programming:

○ Our sequenced lessons follow a scope and sequence
○ Active learning occurs with project-based activities and challenges for connecting

content to out of school time
○ Focused time is honored and made more achievable by incorporating cross-curricular

activities (literacy-based)
○ Explicit skills are taught with various tools and ranging strategies to support

strengths-based and identity affirming, culturally responsive practices

According to a report about evidence-based SEL instruction, “The most effective lessons provide explicit
instruction and promote generalization by including opportunities for practicing skills beyond the lesson
and throughout the day, or through connections during academic lessons” (Dusenbury et al., 2015). Our
units begin by introducing the skill and giving background knowledge of its importance, and then
learning strategies or tools that support the skill. Students then engage with human-interest stories that
feature the unit skill and provide opportunities for the students to see this skill in diverse contexts.
Students complete challenges during out of school time to apply the skill in a real-world context and also
do a project-based activity (e.g. writing) to make the skill personal and applicable to their experiences.

Unit Overview:
● Lesson 1: Introduce

○ Students take pre SELf-assessment based on unit skill.

○ Students complete an interactive activity with their peers as they begin to learn about

the unit skill.

● Lesson 2: Learn

○ Teacher leads a discussion with slides that introduces them to the unit.

○ Students complete an activity.

○ Students are assigned a challenge to complete during out of class time.

● Lesson 3: Discuss

○ Students read the featured unit story and engage in class discussion, connecting the skill

to the story. Students answer both comprehension and reflection questions.

○ Students are assigned a challenge to complete during out of class time.

● Lesson 4: Empathize

○ Students are assigned additional stories and answer comprehension and reflection

questions.

○ Students are assigned a challenge to complete during out of class time.

● Lesson 5: Reflect

○ Students craft their own story focusing on the unit skill.

○ Students are assigned a challenge to complete during out of class time.

● Lesson 6: Connect

○ Teacher invites voluntary storytellers to share their story.

○ Students make ‘text-to-text’, ‘text-to-world’, text-to-self’ connections with stories.

● Lesson 7: Return



○ Return to unit concepts and find connections with previous units, and reflect on

personal changes and new insights.

○ Students take post self-assessment and notice any chances from pre to post.

For more information on Peekapak’s research, methodologies, resources or references, please contact
hello@peekapak.com.

mailto:hello@peekapak.com
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