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Abstract 
 
 
In Singapore, there is a growing emphasis on inclusive education and targeted support for 
students with learning challenges, such as dyslexia, ADHD, and autism spectrum disorder. 
This research aims to assess how a structured drama curriculum in the Speech and Drama 
Arts (SDA) programme in the Dyslexia Association of Singapore (DAS), integrated with SEL 
components like self-awareness, social awareness, and emotional management, can enhance 
both emotional resilience and interpersonal skills in these students. This study investigates 
the effects of a drama programme infused with social-emotional literacy (SEL) strategies on 
young students with learning differences in Singapore.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 
Studies have shown that Social and Emotional Learning (SEL) is a critical component of 
education, fostering emotional intelligence, interpersonal skills, and self-regulation in 
students (Durlak et al, 2011, Cipriano et al., 2024). The benefits of SEL are even more 
profound in children with learning differences. Prior research have long established that 
learning differences often present barriers to traditional academic success (Casserly, 
2013; Antonelli et al., 2014; Sako, 2016). This knowledge continues to hold, as recent 
studies confirmed and highlighted that integrating Social-Emotional Learning (SEL) offers 
effective strategies to support children with emotional and behavioural issues, helping 
them to build resilience and self-awareness  (Li, Ma, Lu & Hersketh, 2022) and according 
to Stanley, Picot & Hopkins-Flory (2024), SEL programme with literacy and the arts would 
also enhance SEL competencies, such as self-awareness, self-management and 
responsible decision-making, by fostering engagement and holistic growth. Through SEL, 
children with learning differences can better understand their own emotional 
experiences, develop positive relationships, and enhance their capacity to overcome 
obstacles in both academic and social settings. 
 
However, despite the positive outcomes of SEL reported in most studies, some have also 
highlighted less favourable results due to limiting factors and specific circumstances, such 
as the frequency of the implementation, raters’ perspectives (students’ self-ratings, parent 
ratings) and the population of participants (Hassani & Schwab, 2021).  
 
What is Social Emotional Learning (SEL)? 
 
Social and Emotional Learning (SEL) is an educational process that teaches individuals 
how to manage emotions, set and achieve goals, show empathy for others, establish 
positive relationships, and make responsible decisions (Wong, Li-Tsang & Siu, 2014, Li et 
al., 2022). SEL is typically organized into five core competencies: self-awareness, self-
management, social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision-making 
(casel.org). These competencies equip individuals with the tools they need to navigate 
complex social and emotional situations, both in and out of the classroom. 
 
Incorporating SEL into school curricula supports a child’s holistic development. Not only 
does it focus on emotional well-being, but it also enhances academic achievement by 
helping students manage stress, engage in effective communication, and collaborate 
with others. This well-rounded approach to education lays the foundation for children to 
succeed in various life situations. 
 
The Benefits of SEL 
 
The benefits of SEL are numerous and well-documented, including in Asia (Yong et al., 
2024). Children who participate in SEL programs tend to have improved academic 
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performance, better classroom behaviours, increased ability to manage stress, and 
stronger problem-solving skills (Wong, Li-Tsang & Siu, 2014; Li et al., 2022). SEL teaches 
children how to detect their emotions, which is critical for developing empathy and 
strengthening relationships with peers, teachers and family members. Furthermore, SEL 
teaches children how to manage frustration, anxiety, and rage, which can help them stay 
focused and persevere in the face of adversity. 
 
Beyond academics, SEL enhances overall mental health by encouraging self-reflection 
and emotional regulation. By learning how to understand and express their emotions 
appropriately, children develop greater self-confidence and resilience (Payton, et.al., 
2008; Jones, Greenberg, & Crowley, 2015). These skills are vital as they transition into 
adulthood, equipping them with the emotional intelligence needed for personal and 
professional success. 
 
Why is SEL Exceptionally Useful for Children with Learning Differences? 
 
For children with learning differences, SEL is an invaluable tool. Learning differences such 
as dyslexia, ADHD, or autism spectrum disorder can make it difficult for children to thrive 
in traditional educational environments. Researchers have observed that certain children 
diagnosed with dyslexia demonstrate deficient social-emotional development as a result 
of their personal setbacks, particularly in academic settings (Casserly, 2013; Antonelli et 
al., 2014).  
 
These challenges often result in feelings of anxiety, anger, depression, lack of motivation 
and loss of confidence (Sako, 2016). SEL addresses these issues by giving children with 
learning differences the emotional and social skills necessary to cope with their unique 
challenges. 
 
Through developing SEL capabilities, children with learning differences can develop a 
better understanding of their strengths and areas for growth. They learn to advocate for 
themselves, control frustration, and communicate more confidently with their peers. SEL 
also promotes inclusion by educating all students to value and respect the variety of 
skills in the classroom. This fosters a more sympathetic and understanding environment, 
reducing feelings of isolation or misunderstanding among children with learning 
differences. This is supported by a study by Wong et al. (2014). They found that students 
who participated in the SEL programme - Strong Start had fewer problem behaviours 
than the control group.  
 
Using Drama to teach SEL 
 
Drama is an effective and dynamic medium for teaching SEL, especially for children with 
learning differences. Drama naturally engages students in role-playing and 
improvisation, allowing them to step into the shoes of others, which enhances empathy 
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and perspective-taking. These activities provide a safe space for children to explore 
emotions, practice conflict resolution, and develop social skills in real-time. Additionally, 
drama encourages creative expression, offering an outlet for children who may struggle 
to communicate their feelings through traditional methods. 
 
For children with learning differences, the interactive nature of drama can be particularly 
beneficial. It offers opportunities to learn through hands-on experiences, using movement, 
voice, and facial expressions to understand social cues and emotions. Drama also 
nurtures self-confidence as children collaborate with others, express their ideas, and 
receive immediate feedback in a supportive environment. 
 
In conclusion, Social and Emotional Learning (SEL) is essential for the development of all 
children, but it holds particular significance for those with learning differences. By 
integrating SEL through creative mediums like drama, educators can provide these 
children with the tools they need to succeed emotionally, socially, and academically. 
Drama not only brings SEL to life but also empowers children with learning differences to 
overcome barriers, build self-esteem, and thrive in a diverse world. 
 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
Self-awareness, self-regulation, social awareness, relationship development, and 
responsible decision-making are all examples of social-emotional literacy (SEL) skills. 
Yong et al. (2023) conducted a systematic assessment of children's social-emotional 
development in Asia, emphasizing the importance of SEL in promoting resilience, 
empathy, and adaptive coping strategies. The study emphasizes that SEL is important not 
just for academic performance but also for mental health, especially for children with 
learning disabilities, who frequently encounter increased emotional and social obstacles. 
Subsequent research corroborates these findings, highlighting the significance of social-
emotional learning (SEL) in both formal education and extracurricular activities (Jones et 
al., 2015). This study demonstrates that early SEL development predicts long-term social 
and academic achievement, emphasizing the importance of structured SEL initiatives. 
 
Children with Specific Learning Differences (SpLDs), such as dyslexia and ADHD, 
sometimes struggle with issues other than academics, such as low self-esteem, increased 
anxiety, and difficulties with social relationships (Sako, 2016). Sako (2016) investigated 
the emotional and social implications of dyslexia and discovered that students with 
dyslexia frequently experience feelings of inadequacy and frustration, which can impede 
their capacity to build meaningful social connections. Similarly, children with ADHD may 
experience impulsivity-related issues that affect peer interactions. Structured SEL 
programmes can help these students regulate their emotions, gain self-confidence, and 
improve their interpersonal skills.  
 
Wong et al. (2014) investigated the impact of a SEL programme on primary school pupils 
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and discovered significant increases in emotional control, peer relationships, and 
classroom engagement. Their findings indicate that incorporating SEL into educational 
environments is especially advantageous for children with learning difficulties, allowing 
them to manage social interactions more efficiently while reducing anxiety and self-
doubt. Interestingly, in a more recent study by Li et. al. (2022), conducted in a primary 
school in a rural area in Henan province in central China, the SEL intervention was 
particularly more beneficial for children identified at high-risk, with higher levels of 
emotional and behavioural difficulties. 
 
Drama as a Tool to Enhance SEL 
 
Drama education has long been acknowledged as a valuable tool for fostering SEL 
competencies. Drama activities encourage children to engage in role-playing, 
perspective-taking, and emotional expression, all of which connect with SEL objectives 
(Hamzah, 2019). Drama engages students at different levels (Winston, 2012) and drama 
activities such as improvisation, storytelling, and character discovery teach kids how to 
communicate effectively, collaborate with teammates, and develop empathy. The 
process of embracing diverse parts promotes self-reflection and emotional awareness, 
making drama an effective tool for kids with learning differences who struggle with 
traditional approaches to instruction.  
 
The Dyslexia Association of Singapore (DAS) offers a Speech and Drama Arts (SDA) 
programme to help students with SpLDs to become confident communicators through 
creative expressions and presentations. The curriculum incorporates SEL principles by 
encouraging self-expression, confidence building, and cooperative learning. Drama-
based interventions help kids build verbal and nonverbal communication skills, practice 
social interactions in a secure atmosphere, and increase their sense of self-efficacy. The 
SDA programme demonstrates how drama may act as a link between SEL and academic 
learning, providing individuals with learning disabilities with an alternative and inclusive 
outlet for personal growth and social  
 
The incorporation of SEL into theatrical education represents a viable strategy to assist 
young children with learning disabilities. Yong et al. (2023)  and Usakli (2018) emphasise 
the importance of SEL in child development, while Hamzah (2019) highlights its unique 
benefits for children with dyslexia and other SpLDs. Drama, as a dynamic and interactive 
teaching instrument, provides an interesting and effective way to improve SEL 
 
METHODOLOGY 
 
Participants 
 
Nine students who were attending the DAS Creative Drama Arts programme agreed to 
join this study. However, two students dropped out of the program, leaving a total of 
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seven participants. These students were in primary one, two, three and four in their 
respective primary schools. Their ages ranged from seven to ten. This study tracked their 
progress from late September 2023 to May 2024. 
 
Four out of these seven students had a formal diagnosis of dyslexia. Two of the three 
students without dyslexia struggled with shyness and social anxiety, while the third one 
had the diagnosis of global developmental delay but had outgrown her diagnosis. Out 
of the four students with dyslexia, one of them was also diagnosed with attention-deficit/
hyperactivity disorder (ADHD).  
 
Instruments 
 
To explore the effectiveness of the enhanced drama curriculum as a tool for building 
social-emotional literacy in primary school children in Singapore, we chose to use the 
following instruments. 

 
1.Southampton Emotional Literacy Scales (SELS) for pupils and parents 
 
The SELS Pupil Checklist (Faupel, 2003) consists of twenty-five questions designed 
for students to complete, with scores representing the student's self-perception. 
Similarly, the SELS Parent Checklist (Faupel, 2003) also contains 25 questions. The 
scores represent the view of the parent, of the child outside a school setting.   
 
2.Self-Perception Profile For Children (SPPC) 
 
The Self-Perception Profile for Children (Harter, 2012)  is a self-administered 
questionnaire. It is for students ages eight to twelve.  It contains thirty-six items, that 
are divided into six domain-specific subscales: Scholastic Competence, Athletic 
Competence, Social Competence, Physical Appearance, Behavioral Conduct, and 
Global Self-Worth. 
 
3. Self-Perception Profile For Learning Disabled Students (SPPLDS) 
 
Similar to SPPC, the SPPLDS (Renick & Harter, 2012) is a self-report tool based on 
Harter's original scale that assesses learning disabled and typically developing 
children's self-judgments in these six areas: Scholastic Competence, Social 
Acceptance, Athletic Competence, Physical Appearance, Behavioural Conduct, and 
Global Self-Worth. It distinguishes between domain-specific competence and total 
self-worth, allowing for valid comparisons between children with learning 
disabilities and those who perform typically.  
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4.The Pictorial Scale of Perceived Competence and Social Acceptance 
(PSPCSA) 
 
The PSPCSA survey (Harter & Pike, 1984) is for students seven to eight years of age. 
It consists of four subscales: Cognitive Competence, Physical Competence, Peer 
acceptance and maternal acceptance. 
 
5.The Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ) 
 
The SDQ (Goodman,1997)  is a brief behavioural screening questionnaire for 
children aged two to seventeen. It is used as an initial screening tool to highlight 
emotional problems, conduct problems, peer problems, hyperactivity and prosocial 
behaviours. 
 

Children's self-concept in the domains of social and physical competence was assessed 
using a standardised measure before and after a structured intervention. Paired t-tests 
were conducted to evaluate changes in scores. 
 
To investigate changes from before to after the intervention, paired-sample t-tests were 
conducted for each of the five self-report questionnaires. Each test compared the mean 
scores before and after the intervention to assess statistically significant differences. 
 

6. Parent Interview Questions:  
 

1. Do you think your child is more aware of his/her own emotions? 
2. Do you notice a difference in your child’s confidence or self-esteem levels? 
3. Do you think your child is better able to calm down or manage her/himself 

during uncomfortable situations?  
4. Is there any improvement in how he/ she establishes and maintains 

friendships with peers? 
5. Is he /she more able to understand other people’s perspectives?  
6. Is he/she more able to empathise with others? 

 
Each interview question was meant to target a specific aspect of Social Emotional 
Literacy. 
 
RESEARCH DESIGN 
 
Before the start of the term, each student completed the SELS Pupil Checklist and the 
SPPC questionnaire. For those younger than eight years, they completed the PSPCSA. 
Due to the length of the questionnaires, the students completed the questionnaires in two 
to three separate lessons. Their parents were issued two questionnaires to fill out. They 
were the SELS Parent Checklist and SDQ. At the end of the semester, students and 
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parents were tasked to complete the same forms. The parent interviews were conducted 
within one to two months after the end of the programme.  
 
How the Lesson was Conducted  
 
Each lesson lasted an hour and a half. There were ten lessons in each school term. The 
lesson followed a standardised structure. Each lesson started with a class greeting, after 
which a warm-up game would be played to encourage interaction among the students. 
These games were purposely chosen to lead up to the main lesson. Next, the main 
drama concept was taught. Social-emotional concepts were woven into the lesson 
through various activities. Clarifying questions were asked to ensure that the student 
understood each concept. Lastly, the lesson would end with a reflection question.  
 
The following Social Emotional Literacy concepts were taught throughout the year.  
 

 Building a feeling vocabulary (Self-Awareness) 
 Five finger breathing techniques (Self-Regulation) 
 Perspective Taking (Social Awareness) 
 Empathy (Social Awareness) 
 Goal Setting (Self-Management)  
 Teamwork (Relationship skills)  

 
Due to the age of the students, greater emphasis was placed on building emotional 
vocabulary. In the first module, students were taught emotions that were based on the 
Zone of Emotions framework in class. They were then tasked to record two to three 
emotions experienced within the week and the events that caused those emotions. After 
learning about these emotions, some time was spent learning how to cope with 
unpleasant emotions.  
 
Subsequent modules focused more on social awareness, specifically empathy and 
perspective-taking. This is done through drama activities that include character study and 
roleplaying. These activities help the students understand the characters they are about 
to embody in a play. The class performance provides a platform to learn goal-setting 
skills and teamwork. 
 
RESULTS 
 
For reporting, the students will be grouped according to their condition, ages and 
periods they stayed in the programme. The student diagnosed with dyslexia will be 
named A, while the lone student who started the programme in primary one and ended 
in primary two will be called B. The two students who began the programme at primary 
two and left in primary three will be named C and D. The primary 3 and 4 students will 
be called E and F. Lastly, the student with both ADHD and dyslexia will be named G. G 
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completed the SPPC survey as he was only diagnosed with dyslexia midway through the 
programme and had already completed the initial SPPC survey.   
 
Questionnaires   
 
SEL Pupil Checklist 
 
Three out of seven students reported an improvement in SEL capabilities after the drama 
programme.  Another 3 Students rated themselves the same before and after the 
programme. One student reported that her SEL abilities were worse off. 
 

Figure 1 SELS Pupil Checklist 
 
 
SEL Parent Checklist  
 
Most parents reported the same or a slight decrease in their children’s SEL abilities. 
Student G, who had the greatest behavioural challenges, reported the greatest 
improvement.  
 
Parents of students B, C and D reported that their child’s social skills were their greatest 
strength before and after the drama program. Their scores were 19,17 and 20 over a 
total score of 20. At the end of the program, students D and B received a score of 16 
and 19 from their parents, while student C maintained a score of 19. On the flip side, 
their parents reported that these students struggle most with creating and sustaining 
motivation. Students B, C and D received scores of 12, 8 and 12 for motivation. By the 
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end of the programme, students B and D reported to have fared slightly better in the 
area of motivation. 
 
Scores for the older students were more varied. Parents of students E and G rated their 
social skills the highest amongst the other competencies. They obtained scores of 18 and 
12. Parents of students A and F rated empathy the highest. Simultaneously, Parents of 
students A and E reported that motivation was their weakest SEL ability. They received a 
score of 11 and 9 respectively. At the end of the programme, A improved by one mark, 
whereas F maintained his score. Lastly, Student G’s parents ranked self-regulation and 
motivation as his poorest SEL ability, with scores of 5 for both areas. At the end of the 
programme, his parents gave him a score of 9 and 8 for them. 

Figure 2. SELS Parent Checklist 
 
 
Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ) 
 
Based on the SDQ’s revised 4-band categorisation, four out of seven students fell in the 
“close to average” category before and after the programme. These students functioned 
as an average child would. However, five out of seven parents gave their students higher 
scores after the programme. 
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One student fell in the Slightly Raised, High/Low and Very High category each. The 
student in the Very High group was diagnosed with ADHD, the student in the High group 
exhibited signs of anxiety, while the child in the Slightly Raised category had been 
diagnosed with global developmental delay though he had outgrown the diagnosis. The 
former two students reported having issues with hyperactivity, whereas the child with 
anxiety issues indicated emotional regulation as his area of struggle. The student with 
ADHD reported the most improvement of all in the area of conduct and peer 
relationships.  

Figure 3. Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire  
 
 
Self-Perception Profile for Children (SPPC)  
 
Students E, F and G completed the Self-Perception profile for children grades 3 to 8. 
Students E, F and G rated themselves the highest in terms of their Global Self-Worth at 
the start of the program. E maintained his sense of global self-worth throughout, and it 
remained his highest-ranking item. Next, Student F viewed his athletic competence most 
favourably with a score of 4 by the end of the programme. He did however maintain his 
sense of global self-worth. Lastly, Student G experienced a slight dip in his global self-
worth. Conversely, he saw his social competence more positively.  
 
Student A completed the Learning-Disabled version of the survey. He ranked himself a 
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mean score of 1.2 for General Intellectual Ability, and his general self-worth was a 3 out 
of 5. At the end of the 6-months programme, he reported an increase in his general 
intellectual abilities to 2.2 but a decline in his Global self-worth score to 2.6. He also 
rated himself better in his behavioural conduct and social competence.  
 
Interestingly all four students rated their social competence and physical appearance 
better at the end of the programme. Scores from pre to post test for social competence 
and physical appearance self-concept were significant. Social competence increased 
from M = 2.73 (SD = 0.05) to M = 2.81 (SD = 0.14), p = .01. The effect size was reported as 
-1.53, suggesting a large change but may indicate a direction or calculation issue. For 
physical appearance, there was an increase from M = 2.57 (SD = 0.52) to M = 2.67, p 
= .03, with a small effect size (d = 0.19). 
 

Table 1.  Self-Perception Profile for Children (SPPC)   

Students Student A Student E Student F Student G 

Child  
Self-

Concept 
Grade  

3-8 

Global Self 
Worth 

Pre 3 3 3.67 3.33 

Post 2.6 3 3.5 2.83 

Scholastic 
Competence 

Pre 1.2 1.33 3.5 2.83 

Post 2.2 2.5 2.83 2.5 

Social 
Competence 

Pre 2.6 2.83 2.83 2.67 

Post 3.2 3 3.17 3 

Athletic 
Competence 

Pre 3.2 2.16 3.33 2.83 

Post 2.4 2.67 4 2.67 

Physical 
Appearance 

Pre 1.8 2.83 2.83 2.83 

Post 2 3 3.17 3.5 

Behavioural 
Competence 

Pre 2.8 2.67 3.33 2.33 

Post 3.6 2.67 2.83 2 
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The Pictorial Scale of Perceived Competence and Social Acceptance (PSPCSA) 
 
Three students did not qualify for the SPCC due to their age and completed the PSPCSA 
questionnaire. There was not much of a change in their scores. However, it was 
interesting to note that the student who rated himself lower in the SELS Pupil Checklist 
reported a decrease in maternal acceptance by the end of the program, from 3.67 to 2.  
 

 
Overall, the results for the rest of the questionnaires were not significant as there were 
too few participants.  
 
The Parent Interview  
 
In addition to the various questionnaires, interviews with parents were conducted to 
assess the progress of students' social-emotional competencies. The interview questions 
covered the following areas: self-awareness, self-regulation, relationship building, and 
social awareness Each interview was transcribed exactly as spoken and analysed for 
coding. The themes have been organised according to the interview questions. 

Table 2. Pictorial Scale of Perceived Competence and Social Acceptance (PSPCSA) 

Students Student B Student C Student D 

Child  
Self-

Concept 
Grade  

6-8 

Cognitive 
Competence 

Pre 3 3 2.67 

Post 3 3.67 3 

Peer 
Acceptance 

Pre 4 3.33 2.33 

Post 3.83 3.167 2.83 

Physical 
Competence 

Pre 3.67 3.67 2.83 

Post 3.83 2.5 2.83 

Maternal 
Acceptance 

Pre 2.83 3.67 1.67 

Post 2.83 2 2.33 
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In Table 3, students were generally more aware of their emotions. In some cases, this 
greater self-awareness was linked to increased self-expression and, in one case, self-
advocacy. Although some students were aware of their emotional states, they still 
needed additional support to verbalise them. 

In Table 4, most parents reported an increase in their children's confidence after the 
course. They noted improvements in their ability to engage with strangers and their 
willingness to speak up more. Two parents specifically mentioned observing their 
children becoming more independent in social situations. 
 
In Table 5, the students knew that breathing exercises could help them calm down; 
however, they could not apply the concept independently. For five students, emotional 
regulation was an area where they needed more guidance. However, for two students, 
parents reported signs that may indicate improvements in self-regulation. 
 
In Table 6, not all students had issues with making and maintaining friendships. Out of 
the seven, only four indicated that peer relationships were a concern. For two students, 
parents noted an increase in confidence when speaking to their peers. Another student 
reported having established good friendships in the drama class. The last student was 
reported to have difficulty being tolerant of others. 

Table 3.  Self-Awareness (Emotions) 

Q1.   Is he or she more aware of her emotions after the drama course? 

Exemplar Quotes Themes SEL Category 

“..think she is better now, at least can tell out her 
feelings ...whether she’s really happy or she’s not very 
happy… (P3) 
 

“She is able to say out …managing it, you still need to 
work on it” – (P2) 
 

“Yes, especially when we do recording of emotions 
(exercise)” (P4) 

More 
expressive 

Self-awareness 
(Emotions) 

“Yes, but she will need to be able to express those 
emotions better” (P3) 

Needs help 
to express 

Self-awareness 
(Emotions) 

“..she will voice out on certain things that she thinks 
that ... she knows how to stand up for herself on certain 
things.” (P3) 

Confidence/ 
Self-advocacy 

Self-awareness 
(Emotions) 
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Table 4.  Self-Awareness (Self-Esteem) 

Q2 Do you see a difference in his/ her self-esteem or confidence? 

Exemplar Quotes Themes SEL Category 

“A bit more (confident) yeah.. Much more willing to talk 
to strangers… “ (P3) 
 

“Yes we do. We notice that she is more confident with 
strangers and at home…” (P4)  

Talking to 
strangers 

Self-awareness 
(Self-Esteem) 

“…she shares her thoughts more freely with us.” (P4) 
“… Yes, she is more chatty…” (P3) 

Confidence 
to express 

ideas 

Self-awareness 
(Self-Esteem) 

“ I think she got improvement about the confidence la, 
... I asked her to do things herself, like ok you go and 
maybe do the payment, or you know, go and ask the 
auntie..” (P2) 

Independence
/ talking to 
strangers 

Self-awareness 
(Self-Esteem) 

“..Had always been confident… but then I wasn’t sure 
whether she would be able to go on stage to actually 
speak or perform … she was able to do it 
(performance) ...” (P3) 

Drama 
performance 

Self-awareness 
(Self-Esteem) 

Table 5.  Self Regulation 

Q3. Do you notice him/her calming herself down using a breathing technique? 

Exemplar Quotes Themes SEL Category 

“She is trying la.. She knows ah… she must have heard it 
from somewhere… she will try to do but yeah .. not 
really” (P3) 
 

“This is still tough for her… you really have to stand 
there and wait a few minutes for her to calm down” (P3) 
“when he's angry or whatever, or he's scared, he will 
just forget all the techniques …” (P3) 

Know the 
technique but 

unable to 
apply 

Self-Regulation 

“…but generally, I think during this period, I, not seeing 
him have a significant meltdown or so” (P4) 

Growing  
self-awareness 

Self-Regulation 

“…We have not seen her do the deep breathing 
exercises however, we have noticed her reminding her 
brother to do it when he is upset.” (P4) 

Transfer of 
skills 

Self-Regulation 
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Table 6.  Relationship Building 

Q4. Is there any difference to how he/she establishes friendship  

Exemplar Quotes Themes SEL Category  

“(she has no mobile phone so cannot maintain 
relationships with friends)  ..the way she talks to her 
friend and then present herself is better compared to 
the last” (P3) 
 

“I think the same …just usually she warms up very 
slowly but now maybe warms up faster, even to children 
she just met recently”  (P3) 

Confidence 
when 

communicating 
with people.  

Relationship 
building  

“I’m not sure… but I do know she enjoys her friendship 
with her peers during the period of drama …able to 
connect with them.”(P3) 

Enjoys 
friendship with 

drama 
classmates  

Relationship 
building 

“… still work in progress.. got to spend a lot of time and 
then keep repeat and telling her”(P2) 

Work in 
progress  

Relationship 
building 

Table 7.  Social Awareness 

Q5. Is he/she more able to understand other people's perspectives?  

Exemplar Quotes Themes SEL Category 

“I think she is willing to listen to others more, whether 
she understands… she will still think of her own 
perspective” (P3) 
 

- Still a challenge … she tries to listen … she’s listening 
when people are talking” (P3)  

Willingness to 
listen to others 

Social 
Awareness  

“she is more willing to let go , take turns …” (P3) 
  

“… observe without cutting in” (P3) 
Turn Taking 

Social  
Awareness 

“Yeah, I think he did improve. He did improve.” (P3) 
  

“Now when she notices things happening” (P4) 

Greater 
awareness of 

people around 
them 

Social 
Awareness  

“Got to, like, explain to her why you shouldn't like that, 
you know. I think she still need.” 

Work in 
Progress 

Social  
Awareness 
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In Table 7, five parents indicated that their children were more aware of the need to 
listen to others' views. However, they may not fully understand another person’s 
perspective. Two parents noted that no difference was observed. 
 
In Table 8, all except one student report seeing some improvement in the area of 
empathy. Nevertheless, they will need further guidance to comprehend fully and 
accurately other people’s emotional state.  
 
 

Table 8.  Social Awareness 

Q6. Is he/she more able to empathise with others? (understand and share the 
feelings of others) 

Exemplar Quotes Themes SEL Category 

“not sure.. maybe there’s a certain percentage… maybe 
she gets awareness.”  
  

“She may be able to see how other people feel… but she 
may not be able to really grasp the why…” 
 

”It’s good with drama, she’s able to understand what 
people feel, but maybe not to the point of being able to 
understand why”  
 

“I think he tries… but he gives up because there is no…. 
he needs the person to respond if not he will give up.”  

Some 
awareness  

of other 
people’s 
emotions 

Social  
Awareness 

“Yes we do. Now when she notices things happening, 
she would come and ask me if I am ok.” 
  

“yes… to those younger than her” 

Concern for 
others  

Social  
Awareness 

“I often tell her if you do this to other people, other 
people do this same behaviour to you, can you accept 
it?” 

Work In 
Progress  

Social  
Awareness 

“Got to, like, explain to her why you shouldn't like that, 
you know. I think she still need.” 

Work in 
Progress 

Social  
Awareness 
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CONCLUSION 
 
Despite being insightful, the research's findings did not match the initial assumptions, 
indicating the need for more study. There is insufficient evidence to answer the three 
research questions effectively.  
 
Overall, the results were mixed. Scores from the SELS Pupil Checklist reported mostly 
better and similar SEL scores. There was one student who reported faring worse off.  
The SELS Parent Checklist showed similar or a regression of SEL competencies. There 
was, however, one parent who reported improvement in his child’s SEL competencies. 
Results from SDQ showed elevated scores for five out of the seven students after the 
programme.  However, the student with ADHD showed the greatest improvements in his 
conduct.  
 
Regarding the students' self-concepts, three out of four students who took the SPPC saw a 
slight dip in global self-worth. There was also a shift in what they perceived to be their 
best trait by the end of the programme. Lastly, Students who took the PSPCSA rated 
themselves similarly over the various components of the questionnaire. 
 
There was some evidence that the intervention was beneficial. Statistically significant 
improvements, though small, were found in social competence and physical appearance 
self-concept of the SPPC questionnaire. The effect was more pronounced in social 
competence, although the negative effect size raises questions that deserve further 
investigation. Improvements in how they viewed their physical appearance, while modest 
(d = 0.19), support the potential for real-world gains.  
 
Several factors could have contributed to the mixed results and will be discussed further 
in the limitations section. The student who showed the greatest improvement was student 
G, who reported having the most difficulty managing his attention and behaviour when 
compared to his classmates at the start of the programme. Li et. al., (2022) had also 
observed that those who benefited most from SEL programmes were those with the 
greatest behavioural and emotional challenges.  
 
One of the most unexpected findings was that according to the SELS Parents’ checklist, 
most parents considered social skills to be their child’s greatest strength before and after 
the program. However, some of these parents had shared with the drama teacher that 
their children were shy at the beginning of the program. Although there was no direct 
comparison based on the students’ surveys, based on the SPPC and PSPCSA, five 
students rated themselves highest in their global self-worth and athletic competence at 
the start of the programme. The other two highest in social competence and another in 
peer acceptance. 
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There was also a discrepancy between how the students viewed their SEL competencies 
versus their parents’. Based on the SELS parent checklist, most parents perceived their 
child to have fared slightly worse or the same at the end of the course. However, most 
students viewed themselves as faring better or the same base on the SELS pupil checklist. 
Only one student rated herself worse off at the end of the program, while her parents 
gave her a slightly higher overall score.  
 
The parent interview captured changes that were unobserved in the other research tools. 
Most parents did not observe additional benefits in social skills as they considered their 
child to already fare well in this area. Another area where these students did not show 
much progress was self-regulation when experiencing intense emotions. Although there 
seemed to be more awareness of their emotional state, they continued to need external 
help to calm down.   
 
On a positive note, four parents gave feedback that they noticed their child was more 
able to recognise their emotions, although two indicated that they needed more help 
expressing themselves. Another four parents noticed greater self-confidence, 
independence and an increased willingness to speak to strangers. The greatest 
improvements were in the area of social awareness and empathy. Five parents indicated 
that their children were more willing to listen to other people's points of view, and six 
parents reported their children being more empathetic. Nevertheless, the children might 
not fully grasp the reasons behind the emotions and perspectives.  
 
Student with Dyslexia  
 
There was one student (A), who completed the self-perception profile for children with 
learning differences. As expected, he rated himself poorly for academic-related 
subscales before and after the programme. A’s highest self-rating score was for reading 
and math, with a mean score of 1.75. His global scholastic competence was 1.2. His 
average global self-worth score was 3.67 at the start and dropped to 2.6 at the end of 
the programme. Despite his global scholastic score increasing to 2.2 it did not have any 
positive effect on his self-concept.  
 
When assessing self-concept, according to Renic & Harter (2012), it is crucial to consider 
aspects that are regarded highly by the individual. Initially, A considered his athletic 
competence and behavioural conduct to be most important to him. At the end of the 
programme, he changed his stance. He reported that his behaviour, athletic 
competence, physical appearance and general intellectual ability were highly valued. 
Intelligence was slightly more important when compared to the rest. As such, a variety of 
factors could affect how he views himself. On a side note, during the parent interview, his 
father did mention that A had put on weight. The family had been constantly reminding 
him to lose weight. This could have also played a role in how he perceived himself. 
Although other studies on SEL have yielded positive results (Durlak et.al., 2011, Wong et 



Asia Pacific Journal of Developmental Differences 
Vol. 12  No. 2  July 2025 

© 2025 Dyslexia Association of Singapore Limited 
www.das.org.sg 

  249                        C. Ang and M. Hamzah 

al., 2014; Hamzah, M, 2019; Cipriano et.al.,2024), those findings were not replicated 
here. One of the main reasons is the difference in context and delivery of the SEL 
program. Most of these programmes were school-based interventions. In addition, these 
lessons taught solely SEL components.  
 
Compared to other SEL programmes conducted on students with Special Educational 
Needs, Hassani and Schwab (2021) found some positive but primarily small effects. There 
were a few instances when some parent, student and teacher ratings reviewed showed 
no impact on emotional, social and behavioural outcomes. However, this was not the 
norm.  
 
LIMITATIONS 
 
One limitation of this research project is the small sample size, which included students 
of varied ages and abilities. The mixture of different skill levels and age groups would 
have influenced the results, as students had different learning paces and experiences. 
 
Next, the DAS Speech and Drama Arts (SDA) programme is a standalone programme. 
The students only met each other once a week, and the lesson combined SEL and drama 
components into a one-and-a-half-hour-long lesson. At times, it was challenging to cover 
both sufficiently to ensure mastery of concepts. This was also the first time the SEL 
components were explicitly taught to the younger children.  
 
Midway through the year, several students left the program. This resulted in students 
having to adjust to a new class combination. Some did not adapt well, and the class 
dynamics were negatively affected initially. This change also affected the data collected, 
as some students were exposed to the curriculum for two terms while others had three.  
 
Other limiting factors include parental involvement and reinforcement of material outside 
class hours. The parents were aware of the revised curriculum and were roped in to 
remind the students to complete take-home assignments in the first term. This was the 
only area that involved the parents.  
 
Lastly, external factors beyond the researchers' control, such as participants' moods while 
completing the survey or interviews and external environments such as home and school 
may have influenced the outcome.  
 
Although the results of this research were mixed, there were several areas in which the 
SDA programme excelled. The parent interview highlighted that several students 
overcame their shyness and were more comfortable talking to strangers. They were also 
more aware of their emotions. Some students could express themselves better. Lastly, 
students showed progress in their social awareness. This was observed through their 
willingness to listen to other people’s perspectives and being more emphatic. Drama 
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lessons naturally encourage perspective-taking, role-playing and experimenting with 
various expressions. These activities naturally promote the development of social 
awareness. 
 
FUTURE RESEARCH AND DEVELOPMENT OF CURRICULUM 
 
For future work, the SDA team should consider the following recommendations. When 
creating a curriculum for the SDA programme, emphasis should be on explicitly teaching 
the components of SEL that drama lessons are naturally suited for. These competencies 
are mainly self-awareness and social awareness. Activities such as recognising emotions 
in self and others, expanding one’s emotion vocabulary, perspective taking, and 
character analysis can be easily added to drama lessons. 
 
It is also important to moderate the number of activities that might tax the students' 
cognitive resources in each lesson. Shi and Cheung (2024) found that the level of 
cognitive elements included in a lesson was inversely related to the effectiveness of an 
SEL programme. Such activities would reduce the time allotted for SEL lessons, resulting in 
fewer SEL benefits. 
 
Next, it is also crucial that the teachers teaching the class be well-trained in SEL and 
possess strong social-emotional skills (Hassani & Schwab, 2021; Shi & Cheung, 2024). This 
directly affects the quality of the implementation and lesson results. Lastly, parents should 
be more involved in the learning process. However, this would require more time to 
educate them on the importance of SEL and how the activities develop such 
competencies in their child. 
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