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Abstract 
Socio-emotional learning focused on the development of socio-emotional skills consistently and directly 
contributes to the personal growth, development and well-being of students, as well as to the prevention of 
behavioural and mental health problems. The framework within which socio-emotional learning is 
implemented includes at least three dimensions: socio-emotional competences of students, socio-emotional 
competences of teachers, and learning context. To create an adequate and supportive learning context for 
socio-emotional learning to take place, adults such as parents and teachers, but also policymakers and 
school directors are crucial. Through its acts, documents, strategies and curricula, Croatian educational 
policy provides a legal and administrative foothold for socio-emotional learning. However, the implementation 
of the socio-emotional learning programmes remains poor, occasional, and spontaneous, rather than 
organized and comprehensive. The authors of this paper strived to provide an effort in clarifying this challenge 
of Croatian educational practice by focusing on the socio-emotional competences of school professionals 
(teachers on different levels of education, school counsellors, directors) as one of the three basic dimensions 
of the socio-emotional learning. Therefore, this study aims to examine the socio-emotional competences of 
different school professionals. The sample of 744 school professionals (M=41.58; SD=10.53) from different 
parts of Croatia self-assessed themselves using Personal Assessment and Reflection - SEL Competencies 
for School Leaders, Staff and Adults (CASEL).The results indicated that all of the school professionals, 
regardless of their profession or position (either elementary school teachers, high school teachers, school 
counsellors or even school directors), self-assessed their socio-emotional competences very highly, with the 
highest variation on the Social skills subscale. No correlations were found between different professions in 
the sample. One-way ANOVA showed that the principals had significantly higher scores on the Responsible 
decision-making subscale. Regression analysis indicated age as a significant predictor of the Responsible 
decision-making subscale explaining 2 % of the variance. Factor analysis fits the 5-factor model as it is 
suggested in the original questionnaire. Respecting the fact that the studies of social-emotional competences 
among Croatian school professionals are scarce, these important results are discussed in the light of actual 
challenges of Croatian high education, educational practices and recent EU directions in the field of socio-
emotional education. 
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1 INTRODUCTION  
Socio-emotional learning refers to the process in which children (and adults) acquire and apply knowledge, 
skills and attitudes developing the abilities to understand and manage emotions, to set and achieve 
positive goals, to feel and show care and concern for others, to establish and maintain positive 
relationships, and to make responsible decisions ([1]). Just from this definition, one can see the 
competences that socio-emotional learning aims to develop. The Collaborative for Academic, Social, and 
Emotional Learning (CASEL), as an organization which has been making this area scientifically and 
professionally fruitful for many years, defined the following socio-emotional competences: self-awareness, 
self-management, social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision making ([2], [1]). These 
competences are considered to be key skills for the 21st century. They are necessary not just for active 
citizenship and career development, but also for the mental health and welfare of both students and school 
professionals ([3]). Socio-emotional learning, as a base of good learning, is always observed within a 
framework consisting of students' socio-emotional competences, but also consisting of socio-emotional 
competences of teachers and other adults taking part in children's lives, same as the learning context ([4]). 
This paper focuses on teachers and other school professionals considering that they, along with the 
parents, are a proximal surrounding having direct interaction and impact on a child ([5]). 

We cannot have healthy schools and successful students without good teachers ([6]). Students expect 
and need teachers "good enough" – skilful and successful in building, maintaining and improving quality 
relations with the students and their families; thoughtful in communication and having a sense of humour, 
and creative and engaged in forming inclusive, accepting and encouraging environment and atmosphere 
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'inviting' students to learn; teachers building their authority from relationships, not imposing it from the 
position of power; and teachers having teaching competences and knowing the teaching subject(s) ([7], 
[8], [9]). Teachers are the engine that drives social and emotional learning programs and their social-
emotional competence and well-being strongly influence their students. Classroom with warm teacher-
child relationship supports deep learning and positive social and emotional development among students 
and children who feel comfortable with their teachers and peers are more willing to grapple with challenging 
material and persist at difficult learning tasks ([4]). Therefore, it is not surprising that scientists are focused 
on teachers' socio-emotional competences and welfare. Care for the well-being of all individuals, and in 
special way care for the well-being of school professionals, should be the focus of all governments and 
state policies. The results of recent research indicate that individuals' well-being is related to personal 
perception of health, longevity, healthy lifestyle, social relations, productivity, mental and physical 
diseases, and a number of social environment factors ([10], [11], [12]). Well-being includes positive and 
lack of negative emotions, personal feelings of satisfaction with life and fulfilment which results in positive 
functioning of an individual ([13], [14], [15]). Individuals feeling personal well-being estimate that they are 
more productive at their working places ([16]). Therefore, it is very likely that they contribute more to their 
communities. Also, they are to thought to be extroverts, optimistic and have self-esteem ([17]) as well as 
being satisfied, resilient and motivated ([18]). Simultaneously, a low level of well-being is connected with 
neuroticism (Diener, Lucas, 2003), burnout and stress ([19], [20], [21]), and teacher absenteeism ([22]). 

Following the above, school professionals' well-being and their socio-emotional competences at all levels of 
education should have an important place in the strategic goals and educational policies precisely due to the 
broad and immense impact that the teachers have on students ([23], [4], [24]), their families ([25], [26]), and 
consequently, on all community (higher productivity, fewer expenses).  The results of numerous studies prove 
that teachers' well-being influences teaching quality so, it is the crucial issue for schools and society ([18]). It 
correlates with teaching effectiveness, student outcomes and educational governance ([27], [4]). The 
advantages of SEL, intending to acquire SEC (in both students and teachers) and to realize personal and 
collective well-being, are beyond doubt. Therefore, if we wish to support teacher's well-being, three key 
approaches need to be pursued: 1) Supporting teachers' social and emotional development on the job; 2) 
Reforming teacher training to prepare teachers for the job they face better and 3) Making systemic reforms 
at the district and school levels to support teachers' well-being ([6]). These guidelines are relevant on a global 
and local level. Therefore, the researchers are trying to collect as much scientific evidence as possible to 
present the importance of training future and current teachers to the educational policy creators in their states.  

This research was implemented for the above purpose, and it was preceded by a theoretical SEL analysis 
in education and care policy in Croatia ([28]), SEL research in kindergarten ([29]) and elementary school 
([30]), and SEL – following the new curriculum for teacher's education ([31]). The results of the research 
implemented at the Croatian sample showed that the implementation of the socio-emotional learning 
programmes remains poor, occasional and spontaneous, rather than organized and comprehensive.  

2 METHODOLOGY 

2.1 Research aim and hypothesis 
To maintain the conditions enabling the development of socioemotional competences in students, the 
socioemotional competences of educators, teachers, professors, professional associates and directors 
are considered crucial. So, the aim of this study is to investigate how do they self-assessed themselves 
in this field, with the following hypothesis:  

• H1: Educators, teachers, professors, professional associates and directors in kindergartens, 
elementary and secondary schools estimate their SEC, whose constructs mutually significantly 
correlate, as very high.   

• H2: There is a correlation between the age of the educators, teachers, professors, professional 
associates and directors in kindergartens, elementary and secondary schools, and self-
assessment of their SEC.  

• H3: There is a correlation between the working experience of educators, teachers, professors, 
professional associates and directors in kindergarten, elementary and secondary schools, and 
self-assessment of their SEC.  

• H4: There is a correlation between the level of education of educators, teachers, professors, 
professional associates and directors in kindergartens, elementary and secondary schools, and 
self-assessment of their SEC.  
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• H5: Educators, teachers, professors, professional associates and directors in kindergartens, 
elementary and secondary schools differ from one another concerning the self-assessment of 
their SEC considering the type of their occupation.  

• H6: Five-factor SEC model ([2], [32]) fits very well with the data collected from the sample of 
educators, teachers, professors, professional associates and directors in kindergartens, 
elementary and secondary schools.  

2.2 Sample 
This research included a sample of 744 educators, teachers, professors, professional associates and 
directors in kindergartens, elementary and secondary schools in 21 counties in the Republic of Croatia: 
232 educators in kindergartens, 43 primary school teachers, 42 subject teachers, 76 secondary school 
teachers, 323 professional associates (pedagogues, psychologists, speech pathologists), and 28 
directors of kindergarten, elementary and secondary schools.  

The average respondent's age is 41.58 (SD.10.5), and the average working experience is 15.95 (10.71). 
As expected, because women usually engage in education-related occupations in the Republic of 
Croatia, the research included 687 women and 55 men. Concerning education, most respondents (74 
%) have a university education.  

2.3 Instrument, Procedure, and Data Analysis  
The scale entitled Personal Assessment and Reflection Scale - SEL Competencies for School Leaders, 
Staff and Adults ([32]) was used in this research. It was translated into the Croatian language for the 
needs of this research, and then back to English to inspect the translation accuracy, unambiguity and 
clarity of certain statements in the context of the Croatian language. As in the original version, the scale 
contained 45 statements. The respondents expressed their agreement with them by using: "rarely" (1), 
"sometimes" (2) and "often" (3). The research was implemented online (at the time of pandemics) in the 
academic year 2020/21. The data was processed in AMOS 28 program.  

3 RESULTS 
The scale Personal Assessment and Reflection- SEL Competencies for School Leaders, Staff and 
Adults ([32]) contains 45 units measuring 5 main constructs. Each of the stated constructs contains 
several sub-constructs by the following schedule (Table 1):  

Table 1. Socio-emotional constructs and subconstructs 

Constructs Subconstructs 

Self-awareness Emotional self-awareness, accurate self-
perception, self-confidence, optimism 

Self-management Self-control, 
Setting and achieving goals, 
Adaptability, 
Organizational skills 

Social awareness Empathy, 
Respect for others, 
Appreciation of diversity, 
Organizational awareness 

Relationship skills Communication, 
Building relationships, 
Conflict management, 
Teamwork and collaboration 

Responsible 
decision making 

Problem identification and situation analysis, 
Problem-solving, 
Evaluation & reflection 
Personal, moral & ethical responsibility 
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Considering the above stated (Table 1), second order CFA was implemented to test whether the 
correlations between the first order factors contribute to the second order factors ([33]). The procedure 
was implemented by the one recommended by Brown ([33]). According to his procedure, the first-order 
model that makes sense conceptually is implemented first. After that, correlations between first-order 
factors are evaluated to see whether it is logical to assume that the second-order factors correlate. 
Finally, the second-order factor model is tested for its suitability, and conceptual model validity is 
evaluated. CFA is implemented using AMOS 28 software. Considering the above, it was necessary to 
meet several preconditions required by AMOS. First of all, we inspected whether there are any missing 
data in the data set. After that, we modified the model in the Self-awareness construct the part. This 
construct consists of 4 sub-constructs and they were measured with 5 units. For the model to be under-
identified, a composite variable including 3 units measuring three sub-constructs was made. Now, they 
measured the above sub-constructs in one composite variable.  

The implemented analysis indicated factor saturations for certain units. By the above mentioned, one 
unit with a saturation lower than 0.4, which belonged to the sub-construct personal, ethical & moral 
responsibility, was removed. 

 
Figure 1. First Order Model 

Taking into consideration the modification indices, some measurement errors for the same construct 
units were correlated. The indexes of fit of the above stated model are as follows: CMIN/DF =3.75 (that 
is a reasonable fit [34]); RMR= 0.042; GFI= 0.810; AGFI= 0.785; CFI= 0.654; RMSEA=0.061. 
Considering the above, it is obvious that some of the indexes of fit indicate poor, and some are well fit 
with regards to the cut-off value of the index of fit (MacCallum et al, 1996). After this, second-order 
factors are included and confirmatory second-order factor analysis is implemented (Figure 2). 
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Figure 2. Second Order CFA Diagram 

Indexes of fit for the above stated model are as follows: CMIN/DF= 2.331 (this is acceptable fit [35]), 
RMR= 0.014 (this is excellent fit [35]), GFI= 0.885; AGFI= 0.869; CFI= 0.836; RMSEA= 0.042. 
Considering the above-mentioned, it is obvious that the indexes of fit are much closer to a perfect fit at 
this stage. The above indexes of fit suggest that five-factor model suites very well to the data, and this 
follows the original scale results ([32]). 

Table 2. Correlations between extracted factors and demographic data (age, working experience) 

 1 2 3  4 5 6 7 
1. Age  1       
2. Work experience (in years)  -,107** 1      
3. Self-awareness  ,062 -,017 1     
4. Self-management  ,042 ,000 ,596** 1    
5. Social awareness  ,045 -,030 ,463** ,471** 1   
 6. Relationship skills  ,068 -,027 ,487** ,485** ,578** 1  
 7. Responsible decision making  ,140** -,057 ,429** ,480** ,486** ,615** 1 

After inspecting Table 2, it becomes clear that there is a high correlation among factors. AMOS showed 
that the correlation coefficients are even higher once the measurement errors are removed. Linear 
regression analysis (Table 3 and Table 4) is implemented to establish whether the respondents' age 
contributes to responsible decision-making. A weak but statistically significant correlation between age 
and responsible decision-making (.140) can be noticed. Simultaneously, Spearman's rho showed that 
there is no correlation between the level of education and other factors (Table 2). Considering the fact 
that the occupation type is at the nominal scale, Spearman's rho and Pearson's correlation were not 
calculated.  
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Table 3. Linear regression analysis of age and responsible decision making 

Model R R Square Adjusted R 
Square 

Std. Error of 
the Estimate 

1 ,446a ,199 ,195 2,77997 

Table 4. Regression coefficients 

 Unstandardized  
Coefficients 

Standardized  
Coefficients   

Model B St. Error Beta t Sig. 
Constant 7,613 1,129  6,741 ,000 
Age (in years) ,032 ,010 ,110 3,311 ,001 
Work Experience (in years) -1,257E-10 ,000 -,039 -1,167 ,244 
Responsible decision making ,576 ,045 ,422 12,790 ,000 
aDependent Variable: Responsible decision making 

3.1 Discussion 
Factor analysis implementation enabled us to highlight and understand SEC in pedagogic employees 
in kindergartens, elementary and secondary schools better. As in the original study ([32]), this research 
confirms five-factor model consisting of 5 main constructs (Self-awareness, Self-management, Social 
awareness, Relationship skills and Responsible decision making), each including 4 sub-constructs. Pilot 
research implemented at the sample of 234 educators of children of early and preschool age by applying 
the same instrument (Ljubetić, Maglica, Vukadin, in review), confirmed the same factor structure. As a 
high correlation among factors and high units' saturation was established, and as indexes of fit ranged 
from 'acceptable' to 'excellent', the application of this instrument is justified to study SEC of educators 
at all educational levels. It is evident that the initial hypothesis (H6) stating: "Five-factor SEC model ([32]) 
fits very well with the data collected at the sample of educators, teachers, professors, professional 
associates and directors in kindergartens, elementary and secondary schools" is acceptable.  

In both, this and pilot research (Ljubetić, Maglica, Vukadin, in review), obtained results indicate a high level 
of the respondents' self-assessed SEC. High SEC assessment results among educators in kindergartens 
were confirmed by the research ([36]). The importance of developing SEC in children of early and 
preschool age is recognized by the educational policy. It is explicitly stated as an extremely important area 
for children's development in The National Curriculum for Early and Preschool Education in Croatia ([37]) 
as personal, emotional, physical and social well-being. Even more so, the fact that the field (SEL), as in 
an individual subject, is not included in the formal education of educators, teachers and professional 
associates at the faculties training them for pedagogical practice is surprising ([28]). However, the 
educators likely understood the importance of SEC for the life of children of early and preschool age in 
their current and future life. Therefore, greater attention is paid to their development. Nevertheless, the 
educators assess their own SEC as high, and their SEC are a base for the development of children's SEC 
([38]). High SEC assessments for educators can be partly explained by the education-related occupation, 
most often selected by women (as confirmed by our research). Adaptability, communication skills, 
cooperation, focus on relationships (SEC construct factors) are some of the basic characteristics of 
educators, and especially the female population. The research implemented by Romero-García, Buzón-
García, Marcano [39], indicated that higher levels of socioemotional competence were found in women 
and teachers aged 40 to 50 with more teaching experience. The positive effect of experience in relation to 
self-efficacy being higher in women than in men was corroborated. The research by Aloka, Bojuwoye 
([40]), indicated that male teachers were found to tend towards risky decision-making behaviours while 
female teachers tended toward cautious decision-making behaviours. The importance of teachers' SEC is 
one of the key topics for many researchers who, for example, bring teachers' SEC in connection with 
personal well-being, teaching quality, emotional capability, self-efficiency and empathy ([18]), or in 
connection with SEL programs focused on teacher's SEC outcomes and strengthening ([41]). Following 
the above mentioned, H1 stating "Educators, teachers, professors, professional associates and directors 
in kindergartens, elementary and secondary schools estimate their SEC, whose constructs mutually 
significantly correlate, as very high" is accepted.  
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This research showed a poor, but statistically significant correlation between the respondents' age and 
responsible decision-making. The obtained results are not surprising as it can be expected that the greater 
the age, the greater the personal and professional experience is. Consequently, the individual's sense of 
responsibility towards oneself and others strengthens. Therefore, as the age of the respondents increases, 
the decisions that are made are more thoroughly though and more responsible. The research by Aloka 
and Bojuwoye ([40]) indicated that the younger and less experienced teachers were found to be risky in 
their decision-making behaviours also, tended panel members made risky pre-disciplinary hearing 
decision-making behaviours, while their older and more experienced counterparts were more cautious.  

In accordance with the previously mentioned, H2 stating "There is a correlation between the age of the 
educators, teachers, professors, professional associates and directors in kindergartens, elementary and 
secondary schools, and self-assessment of their SEC" is accepted. Although it was assumed otherwise, 
the correlation between the educators' working experience and their SEC was not established. 
Therefore, H3 stating "There is a correlation between the working experience of educators, teachers, 
professors, professional associates and directors in kindergarten, elementary and secondary schools, 
and self-assessment of their SEC" is not accepted. It is evident from this sample that the fact of shorter 
or longer working experience in pedagogy does not impact the strength of the respondents' SEC.  

Furthermore, this research showed that there is no statistically relevant correlation between the level of 
education, profession and respondents' SEC. These results might be explained by the fact that most 
pedagogic employees working in institutions have a university degree (in our sample there were 74% of 
such respondents). They have compatible formal education programs during the study, and these 
programs include general pedagogic competences in their curriculum, including SEC acquisition. 
However, one-way ANOVA showed that the directors had significantly higher scores on the Responsible 
decision-making subscale, which is not surprising considering their responsibilities (institution 
management, pedagogical process organization, financing and human resources policy and similar). 
Mahfouz, Greenberg, Rodriguez ([42]) emphasize that the social and emotional development and well-
being of directors have received little attention, and they provide a conceptual model of the Prosocial 
School Leader, which has two components. The first is the director's own social and emotional 
competence (SEC), the ability to handle stress, and model caring and culturally competent behaviours 
with staff and students. The second component is an enhanced model of leadership in which directors 
are the prosocial leaders whose responsibility is to ensure that all staff, students, parents, and 
community members feel safe, cared for, respected, and valued. Directors' SECs, well-being, and 
leadership form the foundation that influences the effective implementation of social and emotional 
learning (SEL), school climate, teacher functioning and well-being, family and community partnerships, 
and downstream student outcomes ([42]). In accordance with the above mentioned, the hypothesis H4 
stating "There is a correlation between the level of education of educators, teachers, professors, 
professional associates and directors in kindergartens, elementary and secondary schools, and self-
assessment of their SEC" and H5 stating "Educators, teachers, professors, professional associates and 
directors in kindergartens, elementary and secondary schools differ from one another in relation to the 
self-assessment of their SEC considering the type of their occupation" cannot be accepted. 

3.2 Research limitations and recommendations for future research 
Assessment scales range from 1 to 3, so fine differences among respondents cannot be identified as 
they would be in the case of a scale ranging from 1 to 5. This especially refers to the issue of different 
professions. 

The sample was not equally distributed among the respondents as professional associates (43%) 
dominate, and they are rarer in the direct contact with children/students, unlike educators and teachers. 
However, their SEC is extremely important for creating an overall educational context or institutional 
culture and for creating and implementing SEL programs for pedagogic workers.  

The research was implemented online during the pandemic when the complete pedagogic process was 
online. Therefore, the older population of educational workers was not represented sufficiently. This is proved 
by the fact that there were only 11.5 % of respondents with a working experience of 30 years and more.  

Apart from the mentioned, there is a large disproportion of female respondents (N=687) to male 
respondents (N=55). 

Apart from removing obvious limitations in this research (increasing the scale range, equalising the sample 
according to profession and age, and application of different data collection methods, for example in the 
"paper-pen" format), future research should be focused on SEC self-assessment in pupils at all levels and 
students, especially those trained to work in the pedagogic field. Furthermore, self-awareness construct 
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consists of 4 sub-constructs which are measured with only 5 unites, and that is not sufficient for a statistical 
program and processing considering this is under the identified model. Therefore, we recommend creating 
new (additional) units which would enable safer and more valid data processing. 

4 CONCLUSIONS 
The importance of owning and developing SEC in children, pupils, students and pedagogic workers at all 
levels of the educational system cannot be questioned. Therefore, their assessment seems important as 
many studies prove. In this sense, the positive effects of SEL programming on students of diverse 
backgrounds, from preschool through high school, in urban, suburban, and rural settings are emphasized. 
Also, well-planned and well-implemented SEL programming can positively affect a broad range of 
student's social, health, behavioural and academic outcomes ([24], [43]). Successful SEL program 
implementation means developed SEC in teachers as this presents the base at all educational levels.  

The conducted research confirmed that the instrument used for SEC self-assessment in pedagogic 
workers is suitable and reliable. If we start from the assumption that SEC presents a continuum from SE 
incompetence to SE competence, it is evident that it is necessary to understand this field in order to 
detect potential key points and in order to change targeted programs intended to strengthen individual 
and overall SEC construct in educational workers, but also in children, pupils and students, especially 
those being trained to work in educational institutions. 
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