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Abstract: Whole-child development focuses on supporting not only academic but also social emo-
tional skills. This cross-sectional study’s aim was to examine the associations between the child-rated
self-concept and well-being, teacher-rated prosocial school behaviors, and academic skills (as mea-
sured by child performance tasks) and to examine if there were group differences by gender for
these constructs. The sample was 143 s grade students (M age = 8 years old). The results indicate
that self-concept correlated highly with well-being and moderately with prosocial behaviors, while
academic skills correlated moderately with prosocial behaviors. The results also show that the boys
had lower average prosocial behavior (teacher-rated) and self-concept (child-rated) ratings relative
to the girls. The findings indicate that prosocial behavior, well-being, and self-concept can be mea-
sured in psychometrically sound and practically meaningful ways in Swedish elementary schools.
Because many of the socioemotional and behavioral constructs were correlated with academic skills,
these constructs could be important targets for early academic support interventions inspired by a
whole-child approach.
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1. Introduction

Attention to whole-child development leads to improvements in a diversity of out-
comes [1]. A whole-child development approach focuses on supporting not only academic
skills but personal, social, and emotional skills in children. Thus, academic learning in
school is inherently tied to social emotional learning (SEL), and children can thrive when
they have support across these areas [2].

Meta-analyses [2,3] have shown that there are moderate, positive associations among
various facets of social emotional competence and between these competencies and indi-
cators of well-being and academic skills and outcomes. Meta-analyses have also found
beneficial effects from children’s participation in SEL programs in the short and long term
for substantial numbers of K–12 children living in several countries [2,3]. The meta-analysis
authors’ conclusions were that well-implemented and supported school-based SEL pro-
grams are beneficial for the development of the whole child in terms of boosting social
emotional competencies, and these interventions are also linked to gains in academic
achievement, well-being, and mental health [2,3].

The Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning [4] is a U.S.-based
organization that disseminates research and best practices concerning SEL. CASEL has
supported the use of SEL programs, which has made SEL increasingly commonplace in
U.S. schools [4]. In Sweden, social emotional development is included in early childhood
education guidelines but not emphasized. However, systematic measurement of social
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emotional development in young children is not commonplace in the Swedish education
context. Despite this, there is interest in the promotion of children’s social emotional
competence, as evidenced by recent intervention trials of SEL programs like Promoting
Alternative Thinking Strategies (PATHS) in Swedish preschool contexts [5]. Although
the promotion of children’s social emotional development is an uncontroversial goal of
Swedish educational practice and policy, there remains much empirical work to be done to
understand social emotional competence in a Swedish preschool and elementary school
context, and gender may be an important consideration in this work, as evidenced in the
aforementioned PATHS trial [5]. For example, in the PATHS trial, moderation analyses
indicated unique intervention-related benefits for girls who took part in PATHS relative to
girls in a control condition [5]. As in many other countries, as Swedish children transition
from preschool into elementary and later grades, the impetus to attend to the education
of the whole child often may become overshadowed by a focus on children’s academic
performance [6,7].

In terms of theory, Weissberg et al. (2015) put forward the CASEL Competency
Framework, which consists of five social and emotional key competencies: self-awareness,
self-management, social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision making [8].
Growth in these competencies not only promotes children’s academic skills and is associ-
ated with positive social behaviors and social relationships during the school years, but it
is also connected with improved well-being and less emotional distress [2].

Particularly important for this study were the CASEL framework’s competencies of
self-awareness, social awareness, and relationship skills. Children’s self-concept is one
key index within the domain of self-awareness [8]. It consists of children’s awareness
of themselves psychologically in relation to who they are from their own viewpoint and
is rooted in the perspective of others [9]. As noted by Brummelman and Thomaes [9].
(p. 1769) “ . . . children construct their self-concept based on the social relationships they
have, the feedback they receive, the social comparisons they make, and the cultural values
they endorse”. In this study, the children’s generalized view of themselves was examined,
and the operationalization of self-concept was consistent with the CASEL framework (in
the CASEL domain of self-awareness) as well as being in line with the social-developmental
approach to self-concept [9]. While this study focused on a generalized view of self-
concept, it is recognized that domain-specific facets of self-concept are also important to
understanding how children develop and adapt in key proximal contexts, such as school.

The domains of social awareness and relationship skills within the CASEL frame-
work [8] are also represented in this study. These domains are indexed by a wide-ranging
rating of children’s behaviors called prosocial school behaviors. Specifically, these are child
behaviors that teachers have reported to be important for academic and social adjustment
and thriving in school [10,11]. In this study, we examined the associations between indica-
tors of social emotional competence that included children’s self-concept (an indicator of
self-awareness) and teacher-rated prosocial school behaviors (an indicator of social aware-
ness and relationship skills) in relation to other important indicators of the whole child:
the child’s self-rated well-being at school and academic skills through child performance
measures for reading and math.

In this study, well-being was conceived of as the child’s life satisfaction, namely the
predominance of positive over negative emotional states within the everyday life of the
child at school [12]. Hascher [13] noted that children’s well-being has an educational
value in its own right. Well-being is not only an indicator of learning but also an indicator
of wellness [14]. It is warranted to examine the well-being or mental health indicators
in young children, as empirical evidence in this area is lacking. Indeed, understanding
well-being and other indicators of mental health in young children was identified as a
knowledge gap in a systematic review [15].
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1.1. Prior Research in This Area

Quílez-Robres et al. [16] conducted a meta-analysis on the relations between academic
achievement and several factors reflective of or connected to the present study constructs
(i.e., self-concept, prosocial behaviors, and well-being). The constructs in this meta-analysis
included self-concept, motivation and self-esteem, social competence, social skills, social
intelligence and emotional well-being, emotional competence, and emotional intelligence in
children 6–12 years old (37 samples, N = 15,777). The included studies had been conducted
in various parts of the world. The results demonstrated that academic achievement was
related to self-concept, social skills, and well-being. Walgermo et al. [17] examined the
associations between motivational factors (as indexed by self-concept) and early reading
skills in first grade students (N = 1141) in Norway. Their findings showed a significant
bidirectional association between reading skills and self-concept. Children’s self-concept
regarding their reading ability was connected with increased reading interest and more
practice in reading. Cooper et al. [18] analyzed the patterns of early reading skills and
social skills predicting academic success in a large longitudinal sample (21,260). The results
of this study indicated that the subgroup of children with low or average reading skills
performed better later in the study relative to the children with similar reading skills but
low social skills [18]. Gustavsen [19] investigated how social skills predicted achievement
in multiple grades, ranging from 1st to 10th grade (153 samples, N = 2266) across 2 years
in Norway. The results showed that social skills were prospectively and significantly
predictive of academic achievement 2 years later, and there was no moderation of this
association by gender. In summary, in diverse samples, several studies indicated that chil-
dren’s self-concept, prosocial behaviors, and well-being are key elements in understanding
academic achievement. Yet, little is known about these associations in Swedish elementary
school children.

Previous research concerning the experiences and perceptions of children related to
their performance in primary school is lacking in the Swedish context, as the majority
of data collected refer to Swedish students from middle school and later school years.
The present study offers new evidence on whether significant relations between the early
indicators of academic performance (reading and math ability), social skills, self-concept,
and well-being are already observable at early school ages (at approximately 8 years old).
If this was the case, then the aim was also to explore if there were meaningful group level
differences in these constructs by gender.

1.2. Gender, Social Emotional Competence, Well-Being, and Academic Achievement

The possible role of gender in regard to the constructs of interest in this study have
been examined in several studies with children and youths living in several countries,
including Sweden. On the whole, the studies showed a pattern of gender differences
and similarities depending on the construct considered. For instance, a Bosnian study
(N = 14,732) found that the girls were rated higher than the boys in social skills, and yet no
significant gender differences were found for achievement [20]. Furthermore, longitudinal
studies in early childhood have shown that boys were overrepresented among children
with low social skills [18,21]. Nordlander and Olofsdotter Stensöta [22] examined the
associations between well-being and achievement in children 12–16 years of age in Swedish
secondary schools (N = 2154). The results showed that there was a positive significant
correlation between the children’s grades and well-being, and this association applied to
both girls and boys. Thus, there is mixed evidence in regard to the importance of gender
when considering social emotional competence, well-being, and the indicators of academic
achievement. Because gender issues are important within a Swedish school context, and
teachers work toward equality among students in several different regards, the possibility
of documenting gender differences or similarities in the examined study constructs could
be important information that teachers could reflect on and use to inform the pedagogical
and social aspects of their classrooms.
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Beyond an empirical and practical standpoint, there are also other wider imperatives
that motivate the exploration of the importance of gender in this study. The World Health
Organization [23] noted that exploring the importance of gender in school life, including
academic achievement, is a priority due to concerns about possible inequity in children’s life
conditions and life chances. Equal opportunities and conditions for all students, regardless
of gender, are important for an equitable school [23]. Furthermore, important conceptions
of mental health [24], have put well-being and adaptive internal and external functioning
at the forefront of what mental health actually entails. This conceptualization of mental
health [24] includes several dimensions, namely the emotional (well-being), motivational
(self-concept), and social (social skills) dimensions. Mental health problems in children
have increased in Sweden, especially for girls in early adolescence (11–15 years old) [7].
Gender differences in mental health are important for understanding how to improve
education so that it is better adjusted to both boys’ and girls’ needs. Due to the current
trends with decreasing well-being in adolescents and girls in particular, there is a need
to further examine the indicators of well-being at younger ages, as is undertaken in the
present study.

The present study is also important from a Swedish perspective, given that there is a
need to build up empirical examples in our national context for why a whole-child approach
to education has value and should be retained and emphasized throughout an individual’s
education. If there are also the expected associations between the indicators of social
emotional competencies, well-being, and academic skills, this would provide additional
empirical support for a whole-child educational approach and would contribute to efforts
to promote greater systematic synergy between steps to support academic achievement
and SEL, which are infused throughout the school experience (e.g., in classrooms and in
school policy and ethos) [4].

1.3. Study Aim, Hypotheses, and Research Questions

This cross-sectional study aimed to examine the associations between children’s self-
concept, prosocial behaviors, well-being, and academic skills and examine if there were
group differences by gender for these constructs.

Hypothesis 1 (H1). Based on prior empirical research and theories, we expected positive and
significant associations between self-concept, prosocial behaviors, well-being, and academic skills (as
indexed by reading and math ability).

Hypothesis 2 (H2). Based on prior empirical research, we expected there to be significant average
(mean level) gender-related differences in prosocial behaviors. As an exploratory extension of
Hypothesis 2, we also examined if there were gender-related differences in the other study constructs
(i.e., children’s self-concept, well-being, and academic skills).

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Participants

The participants were 143 children (74 girls (M age = 8.33 years, SD = 0.34 years) and
69 boys (M age = 8.31 years, SD = 0.35 years)). The children were in the second grade in
four municipal primary schools. The teachers all had teaching certificates. The schools
were located in two commuting (suburban) municipalities and one large city in Sweden.

2.2. Procedure

This study used a cross-sectional research design. The study measures included
child-rated self-concept and well-being, teacher-rated prosocial school behaviors, and
academic skills (i.e., child performance tasks). The procedure consisted of teachers being
invited to a presentation of the study and its aims. The students’ parents and the students
(consent form adjusted to their age) were required in order to take part in the study
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(study response rate = 73%). The analyses for this study were based on pre-tests of a
wider program of research that tested the effects of an intervention focusing on the social
climate in the learning environment. The data for this study were collected prior to any
intervention activities.

The assessments of self-concept, well-being at school, and a math test and literacy
test took place during regular school hours in the children’s classrooms. The questions
were read aloud within the classroom to the participating students (as a group), and they
completed the questionnaires and tests individually, with guided support as needed by
a researcher. In total, eight elementary school teachers provided ratings of the prosocial
school behaviors for the participating children.

2.3. Measures

Self-concept (child report): The index of a child’s self-concept in this study was
UMESOL’s self-concept questionnaire [25]. UMESOL is a 20-item, child-rated instrument
of confidence in one’s ability to cope with schoolwork and peer relations. UMESOL is
rated on a 2-point Likert scale: 1 for positive self-concept and 0 for negative self-concept. A
sample item would be “remembers easily/does not remember easily”. This measure was
developed at Umeå University [25]. UMESOL has been used in Swedish primary classroom
settings. In past research with UMESOL, the mean sum score was 16.34 (SD = 2.54), and
the reported split-half reliability was 0.49 [25], 1984). In the present study, the mean sum
score was 12.13 (SD = 2.79), and the split-half reliability was 0.72. To test UMESOL’s factor
structure, structural equation modeling (SEM) was used. UMESOL’s factor structure was
tested with self-concept as a latent variable with confirmatory factor analysis (CFA). The
final model with satisfactory fit had three indicators consisting of item parcels (see descrip-
tive statistics at Appendix A, Table A1) following the parceling technique outlined by Little
et al. [26]. The 11 items with the highest factor loadings were randomly divided into parcels
named a_selfp1, a_selfp2, and a_selfp3 (see Appendix B, Table A2). The internal reliability
of the 11 items calculated with Cronbach’s alpha was 0.74. The items are often parceled
when the conditions are not ideal [26]. Because the sample size was 143, there could be
benefits from parceling due to a lower number of parameters being tested [26]. The three
self-concept parcels (i.e., a_selfp1, a_selfp2, and a_selfp3) were positively and moderately
correlated with each other (r > 0.33). See Figure 1 for all factor loadings for all measures
used in this study.

Prosocial school behaviors (teacher-rated): The Elementary Social Behavior Assessment
(ESBA) [11] is a 12-item, teacher-rated index of prosocial behaviors at school. The ESBA is
rated on a 3-point Likert scale, with high scores indicating more prosocial behaviors and
low scores indicative of less-than-typical behavior. A sample item would be “Works with
effort”. The instrument was developed in the U.S., and two studies have investigated the
psychometric properties of the ESBA scale. These studies reported high internal reliabilities
(Cronbach’s α = 0.94) and high test-retest correlation (r = 0.77, p < 0.001) [11]. In the U.S.
study, the ESBA fit a single factor, implying that the items described one prevalent skill. The
ESBA has also been tested in Norwegian elementary schools. The SEM results supported a
one- or two-factor structure, though a three-factor model was also tested. Cronbach’s alpha
ranged from 0.90 to 0.93. The 8-week test-retest reliability was r = 0.78 [27]. The instrument
has also been tested in Swedish elementary schools with the same data as the present study.
The total average score’s Cronbach’s alpha was 0.92, and the mean score of the items ranged
from 2.2 to 2.9. In the Swedish study, the SEM results (using CFA) indicated support for
three- and two-factor models [28]. However, the CFA results indicated that the one-factor
model also showed a good fit, except for the CFI index (CFI = 0.94). Because prior studies
in the U.S. and Norway indicated support for a single-factor model, a one-factor model
was used in the present study to simplify the structure of the hypotheses focused on SEM
analysis. A latent variable for prosocial behavior was created by parceling. The 12 items
of the test were built with the means and randomly divided into parcels named a_socp1,
a_socp2, and a_socp3 (see Appendix B). The total average score showed excellent internal



Educ. Sci. 2022, 12, 298 6 of 15

reliability (Cronbach’s α = 0.94). The latent factor (prosocial behavior) demonstrated that
items a_socp1–a_socp3 were positively and highly correlated (r > 0.83).

Figure 1. Structural and measurement SEM model tested with standardized estimate coefficients
between observed variables (parcels) and latent variables (a_read, a_math, a_soc, a_well, and a_self),
correlations between latent variables, and significant standardized estimates of math skills, prosocial
school behaviors (soc), and self-concept (self) by gender (gender-coded: female = 1 and male = 2).

Well-being (child report): “How I Feel about My School” (HIFAMS) [29,30] is a 7-item
questionnaire and a child-rated instrument of subjective well-being at school rated on
a 3-point Likert scale employing emoticons. The students responded by choosing an
emoticon with the appropriate emotions: sad (0), OK (1), and happy (2). An example
item is “On my way to school I feel”. The total score is the sum of the items on this scale
(score ranging from 0 to 14), with higher scores reflecting greater well-being. The scale has
been validated in England, where Cronbach’s alpha ranged from 0.62 to 0.67. The mean
of the sum score ranged between 10.7 (SD = 2.6) and 11.1 (SD = 2.4) [29]. The HIFAMS
has also been tested in Sweden [31] with a sample of preschool children (n = 85) and
primary school children (n = 143). In this study, Riad et al. [31] analyzed the same data
collected in the present study and additional data from preschool children. Cronbach’s
alpha was 0.63 for the total scale. The total average sum score was 10.82 (SD = 2.6). The
CFA indicated a one-factor model of well-being with an overall good fit to the data. In the
present study, based only on the data from the primary school children, the total average
score demonstrated moderate internal reliability (Cronbach’s α = 0.76). The average sum
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score was 11.4 (SD = 2.0). A latent variable for well-being was created by parceling. The
seven items of the test were built with the means and randomly assigned into parcels named
a_wellp1, a_wellp2, and a_wellp3 (Appendix B). Moreover, the latent factor (well-being)
showed that items a_wellp1—a_wellp3 were positively and moderately correlated (r > 0.57)
with each other.

Reading skills (child performance task): The DLS-based standardized diagnostic test [32]
measures students’ reading comprehension and reading fluency. The reading comprehen-
sion and fluency part of the task includes 20 sentences interwoven into a small story. There
are five pictures for each sentence. The students mark the picture that can be best linked
to the events in the story. An example sentence is “Elin sits behind tiger on a bike”. The
reading time was 5 min for children in second grade. The total possible score was 20.
The internal reliability of the reading skills construct (parcels) calculated with Guttman’s
split-half coefficient was 0.71. A latent variable for reading skills was created by parceling.
Four parcels, Lt1-Lt4, were composed of the means of five items for every parcel (see
Appendix B). The latent variable reading indicated that items a_lt1–a_lt4 were positively
and moderately correlated (r > 0.24) with each other.

Math skills (child performance task): In the LUKIMAT test [33] (Koponen et al., 2011),
students’ skills in mathematics are assessed. The Swedish test version was used. The test
is tailored to students of this age. The highest total score on the test is 52 points. The test
is divided into six items: assessment of which number is the largest or smallest, under-
standing number sequences, mastering number symbols, counting addition, subtraction,
and money [33]. The researcher gave the students instructions before every sub-task. In
total, the test was completed in 40 min. A latent variable for math skills was created by
parceling. The six items of the test were divided into parcels and built with means named
a_ord, a_seq, a_num, a_ari, and a_mon. The fourth and fifth items conveyed one parcel,
a_ari, because of their similarity (counting addition and subtraction) (Appendix B). The
total average score demonstrated good internal reliability (Cronbach’s α = 0.83). The latent
factor (math) showed that items a_ord, a_seq, a_num, a_ari, and a_mon were positively
and moderately correlated (r > 0.52).

2.4. Data Analysis
Statistical Models

The analyses were conducted with SPSS and Mplus version 8.4 [34]. SPSS was used to
examine the univariate normality (item and scale level), item total correlations, and scale
reliability (Cronbach’s alpha and Guttman’s split-half). A measurement and structural SEM
model was examined in Mplus to test Hypotheses 1 and 2 (Figure 1). For the tested model,
an ML estimator was used. The missing data were estimated with FIMIL. Any changes to
the tested models were guided by theory, prior research, and modification indices [35]. The
determination of model fit was based on the cut-offs for several fit indices: the Comparative
Fit Index (CFI, value at or greater than 0.95), Root Mean Square Error of Approximation
(RMSEA, value at or below 0.08), and Standardized Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR,
value at or below 0.08) [36].

3. Results

The descriptive statistics of the instruments with the sum scores, standard deviations,
and variances are reported in Table 1. In Appendix A, the descriptive statistics (i.e., mean,
standard deviation, variance, skewness, and kurtosis) are reported. The item total corre-
lations and internal reliability were examined for all items at the parcel level (reliabilities
reported in the Measures section). The parcels and items are in Appendix B. In Appendix C,
the standardized estimates of the structural model with the correlation between the latent
variables are reported.
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics: N (number of participants), sum score, standard deviation (SD), and
variance for the instruments DLS, LUKIMAT ESBA, HIFAMS, and UMESOL.

Instrument N Sum Score SD Variance

DLS 139 14.91 5.28 7.39
LUKIMAT 142 38.01 7.81 61.01

ESBA 143 32.33 6.18 3.50
HIFAMS 123 11.40 2.00 4.01
UMESOL 141 12.13 2.79 7.80

Note. DLS (reading skills), LUKIMAT (math skills), ESBA (prosocial school behaviors), HIFAMS (well-being), and
UMESOL (self-concept).

To test Hypotheses 1 and 2, an SEM model with five latent variables was examined: self-
concept, prosocial behaviors, well-being, reading, and math (see Figure 1). It was posited
that there would be a positive moderate association between these five latent constructs
(Hypothesis 1). Gender was also entered into this model to examine the possibility of
gender differences in the study constructs, particularly for prosocial skills (Hypothesis 2).
This model also provided measurement information CFAs for all latent constructs in the
model (i.e., a test of the construct validity of the measures used with respective factor
loadings and error variances).

The overall model fit was acceptable for the tested SEM model. The SEM model fit
indices for the measurement and structural model tested in Figure 1 were the following:
X2 = 242 and df = 138, p < 0.00. The Comparative Fit Index (CFI) was 0.90, Root Mean
Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) was 0.07, and Standardized Root Mean Square
Residual (SRMR) was 0.07. Due to the present study’s sample size, the chi-squared value
could be overestimated [37], and the RMSEA and SRMR fit measures met the cut-off
values [36]. Thus, we considered the overall model to show an acceptable fit.

In terms of the measurement aspects of the model, all the factor loadings for the
respective parcels of the five latent constructs were significant (Figure 1).

In regard to examining Hypothesis 1, the correlations between the latent variables
ranged from low to high (ranging between 0.01 and 0.69; Appendix C, Table A3). A
moderately high significant correlation was found between reading and math (0.59), which
together constitute academic achievement. The indicators of social emotional competence
that included children’s self-concept (an indicator of self-awareness) and teacher-rated
prosocial behaviors (an indicator of social awareness and relationship skills) were moderate
and significantly (0.48) related to one another, which was consistent with the CASEL model.

In relation to the other important indicator of the whole child in the present study,
the children’s self-rated well-being at school indicated a moderately high and significant
correlation with self-concept (0.69) and a moderate and significant correlation with prosocial
behavior (0.43). Furthermore, there were moderate and significant correlations between
academic achievement and prosocial behavior, namely reading—prosocial behavior (0.20)
and math—prosocial behavior (0.32). The correlation between math and well-being (0.23)
was moderate and significant.

To investigate Hypothesis 2, gender was included in the SEM. The focus was on
gender-related differences in prosocial skills; however, this analysis also explored the
possibility of other gender-related differences in all the main study constructs. The results
indicated significant standardized path coefficients concerning gender and math (0.19),
gender and prosocial behavior (−0.32), and gender and self-concept (−0.28). Thus, the
boys had higher math scores relative to the girls in this sample, and the girls were higher
than the boys in prosocial behavior and self-concept. The standardized estimates and Effect
Sizes (ES) are reported in Table 2.
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Table 2. Standardized estimates of the latent variables (reading, math, prosocial behavior, well-being,
and self-concept) for gender, with Standard Errors (SE), t-value, p-value, and Effect Sizes (gender was
coded: female = 1; male = 2).

Variables for Gender Estimate SE Est/S.E. p-Value ES

a_read −0.12 0.10 −1.23 0.22 -
a_math 0.19 0.09 2.09 0.04 0.35

a_prosoc −0.32 0.08 −4.11 0.00 −0.69
a_well −0.15 0.09 −1.62 0.10 -
a_self −0.28 0.09 −2.95 0.00 −0.49

4. Discussion

The purpose of this study was to examine the associations between the indicators of
children’s social emotional competence (i.e., self-concept and prosocial behaviors) and their
well-being and academic skills (as indexed by reading and math ability). The possibility
of gender differences in these constructs was also examined. The findings indicated
that moderately high and significant correlations were found between reading and math,
respectively. This finding is consistent with previous research e.g., [38]. Learning to read
and count demands many of the same abilities, such as concentration, attention, and
resilience [38].

The indicators of social emotional competence—self-concept and prosocial behaviors—
correlated significantly with each other. These findings are theoretically consistent with
the CASEL model of social emotional competence [8]. In reference to other prior related
studies [1], the associations between key indicators of social emotional competence, as
found in this study, would be consistent with several meta-analyses that have shown that
there are moderate positive associations among the indicators of social emotional compe-
tence [2,3]. These indicators also correlate with well-being, which is another important
indicator of the whole-child approach. Furthermore, prosocial behaviors correlated with
academic achievement, showing that children are more successful in school when they have
relationship skills and understand the social norms for behavior [8]. Existing research indi-
cates that a general self-concept cannot sufficiently reflect the diversity of specific academic
subjects [39]. However, in the present study, self-concept did contribute to the present
model in an overall sense due to the association between this indicator and well-being
as well as prosocial behaviors. Self-concept was highly correlated with well-being and
moderately associated with prosocial behaviors, as posited in Hypothesis 1. To the best
of our knowledge, the items of the UMESOL self-concept questionnaire have not been
modeled with CFA using SEM previously. The present study’s results regarding UMESOL
show that this instrument may be suitable for use as an indicator of self-concept in young,
elementary school-aged students, which could be useful not only in educational practice
but also in research. Instruments such as UMESOL which are suitable to use with young
children are needed in future research, as they can contribute to the increasing knowledge
on the experiences of young children in the early school years in regard to self-concept,
which is still better understood in older children and adolescents. For the further develop-
ment of UMESOL, it would be important to better understand the concurrent validity of
the instrument in a Swedish context in relation to other instruments that measure young
children’s self-concept, have sound psychometric properties, and have the variations in
facets of self-concept examined, as well as the variation in item content and response format
e.g., [40,41].

Furthermore, in the present study, well-being correlated moderately with math skills.
Nordlander and Olofsdotter Stensöta [22] found that there was a positive association
between children’s grades and their self-rated well-being among secondary school children.
In the present study, the children were 8 years old. However, children’s daily life satisfaction
is something that children are familiar with and know the most about [42]. At this young
age, children’s self-rating of their well-being might be more difficult to assess than at
older ages.
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The results concerning Hypothesis 2 showed some gender differences in a subset of
the study constructs. The results indicated that the boys performed better than the girls
in math. Garon-Carrier et al. [43] found that boys at this age were more motivated than
girls in mathematics, which could be one explanation for the gender difference regarding
math in this study. The present study results also indicated that the girls had better
prosocial skills and self-concept in comparison with the boys. In childhood, biological and
cognitive development are substantial, with considerable individual variation also found
in development, and early maturation in girls may in part explain the girls’ better scores in
prosocial behavior and self-concept relative to the boys in the present study [16]. In the
present study, there were no significant gender differences in reading ability and well-being.
Thus, we were conservative in our expectation regarding gender-related differences in
Hypothesis 2, and indeed, there was support for Hypothesis 2, but other areas in which
gender was important to child development in this sample were split in the academic realm,
with gender similarities in reading ability. However, the boys on average performed better
in terms of math ability than the girls in this sample. For the social emotional constructs,
prosocial skills and self-concept were elevated among the girls in this sample relative to the
boys (as partially predicted in Hypothesis 2). Gender was related to group differences in
well-being, which was an interesting finding given the interest in adolescent girls’ recent
increase in mental health problems in comparison with adolescent boys in Sweden e.g., [7].
Thus, at this young age of approximately 8 years old, some aspects of mental health which
could be indexed by well-being were showing gender similarities rather than differences.

4.1. Implications

From the perspective of practice, it is evident from the overall study results that a
whole-child approach to educational practice has empirical value and should be retained
and emphasized throughout a child’s education. In other words, social emotional devel-
opment and academic competencies are interrelated. Efforts to promote synergy between
academic achievement and SEL efforts, which are infused throughout the school experi-
ence (e.g., in classrooms and in school policy and ethos), are warranted and vital. The
whole-child approach could be especially beneficial for children with special education
needs, due to the dual emphasis on SEL competencies and learning. Furthermore, the
possible importance of gender is important to examine and consider so that efforts to
promote gender equality can be rooted in an understanding of where differences may
exist in a particular setting. Based on the present study’s results, it seems that girls might
benefit from support in math, while boys showing low social skills would benefit from
additional support targeting social skills. In fact, their present low skills in the classroom
may have a negative impact on their future academic success [18,21]. The gender-related
study implications discussed here in this article are highly tentative due to the lack of
similar research like that in the present study in Swedish elementary schools. However,
these findings are noted to provide the impetus to further research in the area.

4.2. Limitations and Contributions

The schools participating in this study were recruited based on convenience sampling,
and the generalizability of these study findings may be limited in terms of not being nation-
ally representative. Furthermore, the age of the participating children was approximately
8 years old, and children of younger and older ages may have varying results. Thus, these
findings are also limited in terms of the stage of childhood examined. This study also ex-
amined the cross-sectional associations between the constructs and could not demonstrate
causal relationships. Despite these shortcomings, the participating schools were located
in areas with different socioeconomic characteristics. The sample size was appropriate as
a first exploratory study on this topic, but future research would benefit from larger and
more diverse samples in terms of geography and age.

This study’s strengths include data from multiple reporters, variations in the methods
(teacher and child reporting, as well as child performance measures), a good study response
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rate at the individual child level, and confirmation in a Swedish context of the associations
between the SEL indicators within themselves (of theoretical importance, supporting the
CASEL model) [8]. Furthermore, the findings also support associations between SEL
and early academic achievement indicators, which is consistent with the relevant meta-
analyses [2]. The other main study contributions include illustrating the value of a whole-
child approach specifically in a Swedish elementary school context and that working to
improve socioemotional development maybe a useful way to support children’s academic
skills. In practice, teachers may prioritize SEL over academics or vice versa. However, this
study illustrates that these issues go hand in hand and have important interrelations with
one another.

The results of this study add value in that the constructs important to the daily life
of elementary school classrooms, like children’s prosocial behavior, well-being, and self-
concept, can be measured in psychometrically sound and practically meaningful ways. The
results of this study thereby provide more tools for Swedish schools to systematically work
with these constructs and work to improve them. This study also contributes empirically
as it adds new evidence regarding children in primary schools, which is under-studied
relative to the majority of the extant research evidence in Sweden, which is from middle
and high school students. For example, this study adds value, considering that there is less
information about self-concept and well-being in children of this age (8 years old) within
the Swedish research literature.

Finally, in regard to gender, some expected differences were found, yet a key finding
was the gender similarities in well-being. At the age of the children in this sample (approxi-
mately 8 years old), some aspects of mental health which could be indexed by well-being
were showing gender similarities rather than differences. In summary, the results of this
study are critical to new advancements in a field in which knowledge gaps have been
previously described [15].

4.3. Conclusions

This study adds to a growing body of research on the whole-child approach. This
study supports the notion that children’s self-concept, prosocial behaviors, and well-being
are key elements to understanding academic achievement and more distally could be
important to efforts that work to prevent school failure and disengagement from school.

In this study, prosocial behaviors were significantly correlated with the indicators of
early academic achievement, showing that children who are academically well prepared to
be successful in school also benefit from relationship skills and understand social norms
for behavior. The findings also emphasize the importance of taking gender into account
and working toward achieving greater equity in educational settings.

These findings echo other research that advocates taking children’s social emotional
development into account as part of their academic education and that by promoting SEL,
children can also gain academic benefits [2]. Accordingly, teachers can include evidence-
based SEL activities and other practices and take advantage of assessment instruments to
understand children’s level of social emotional development, as well as their academic
achievement, as a basis for giving appropriate support to students. Furthermore, these SEL-
related constructs could be important targets for academic support interventions, inspired
by the whole-child approach. In this way, researchers and practitioners can attain a wider
and more precise understanding of the associations between academic skills and social
emotional factors in different samples and populations in various nations and educational
school systems.
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Appendix A

Table A1. Descriptive statistics: mean, standard deviation, variance, skewness, and kurtosis of the
measures in the SEM model.

Parcel M SD Variance Skewness Kurtosis

A_Lt1 4.48 0.93 0.87 −2.64 8.32
A_Lt2 4.01 1.12 1.23 −1.35 2.05
A_Lt3 3.88 1.43 2.03 −1.39 1.17
A_Lt4 2.53 1.79 3.20 −0.15 −1.37
A_ord 7.43 1.39 1.92 −3.21 10.53
A_seq 6.65 2.21 4.87 −1.75 1.96

A_num 7.43 1.23 1.67 −2.49 5.27
A_ari 9.67 4.22 15.25 0.43 −0.08

A_mon 6.67 1.58 2.48 −1.38 1.63
A_Socp1 2.59 0.38 0.14 −1.21 1.26
A_Socp2 2.73 0.39 0.15 −1.45 1.77
A_Socp3 2.73 0.42 0.17 −1.76 2.71
A_Wellp1 1.60 0.41 0.17 −1.30 2.07
A_Wellp2 1.55 0.46 0.21 −0.59 −0.47
A_Wellp3 1.64 0.44 0.19 −1.24 1.22
A_Selfp1 0.90 0.19 0.04 −2.11 4.64
A_Selfp2 0.85 0.22 0.05 −1.73 3.06
A_Selfp3 0.84 0.26 0.07 −1.44 1.04

Appendix B

Table A2. Parcels in the SEM model and corresponding items from the literacy test (Lt 1–20 items),
Math test (1–52 items), ESBA questionnaire (Soc 1–12), HIFAMS (Well 1–7), and self-concept index
(11 items). The parcels’ measures consist of the means of the corresponding items.

Parcels Items

A_Lt1 1–5
A_Lt2 6–10
A_Lt3 11–15
A_Lt4 16–20
A_ord 1–8
A_seq 9–16
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Table A2. Cont.

Parcels Items

A_num 17–24
A_ari 25–44
A_mon 45–52
A_Socp1 A_Soc1, A_Soc4, A_Soc7, A_Soc10
A_Socp2 A_Soc2, A_Soc5, A_Soc8, A_Soc11
A_Socp3 A_Soc3, A_Soc6, A_Soc9, A_Soc12
A_Wellp1 A_Well1, A_Well4, A_Well7
A_Wellp2 A_Well2, A_Well5
A_Wellp3 A_Well3, A_Well6
A_Selfp1 A_Self1, A_Self4, A_Self9, A_Self15
A_Selfp2 A_Self2, A_Self6, A_Self10, A_Self16
A_Selfp3 A_Self3, A_Self8, A_Self14

Appendix C

Table A3. Standardized estimates of the structural model with the correlation between the latent
variables: read, math, prosocial behavior, well-being, and self-concept with standard errors, t-values,
and p-values. Correlations range in magnitude from −1.00 to 1.00.

Latent Variables Estimate S.E EST./S.E. p-Value

Read—Math 0.59 0.08 7.00 0.00
Read—Prosocial behavior 0.20 0.10 2.13 0.03

Read—Well-being 0.21 0.11 1.87 0.06
Read—Self-concept 0.01 0.12 0.11 0.91

Math—Prosocial behavior 0.32 0.09 3.65 0.00
Math—Well-being 0.23 0.10 2.25 0.02

Math—Self-Concept 0.04 0.11 0.41 0.68
Prosocial behavior—Well-being 0.43 0.08 5.01 0.00

Prosocial behavior—Self-concept 0.48 0.09 5.46 0.00
Well-being—Self-concept 0.69 0.08 8.59 0.00
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20. Selimović, Z.; Selimović, H.; Opić, S. Development of social skills among elementary school children. Int. J. Cogn. Res. Sci. Eng.
Educ. 2018, 6, 17–30. [CrossRef]

21. Frogner, L.; Hellfeldt, K.; Ångström, A.-K.; Andershed, A.-K.; Källström, Å.; Fanti, K.A.; Andershed, H. Stability and Change in
Early Social Skills Development in Relation to Early School Performance: A Longitudinal Study of A Swedish Cohort. Early Educ.
Dev. 2022, 33, 17–37. [CrossRef]

22. Nordlander, E.; Olofsdotter Stensöta, H.O. Grades—For Better or Worse? The Interplay of School Performance and Subjective
Well-Being among Boys and Girls. Child Indic. Res. 2014, 7, 861–879. [CrossRef]

23. WHO. Inequalities in Young People’s Health. Health-Behavior in School-Aged Children. International Report from the
2005/2006 Survey. 2008. Available online: www.euro.whi.int/_data/assets/pdf_file/0005/53852/E91416.pdf (accessed on
1 December 2021).

24. WHO. Mental Health: Strengthening Our Response. 2018. Available online: https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/
detail/mental-health-strengthening-our-response (accessed on 1 December 2021).

25. Taube, K.; Tornéus, M.; Lundberg, I. UMESOL Självbild. [UMESOL Self-Concept]; Psykologiförlaget: Stockholm, Sweden, 1984.
26. Little, T.D.; Rhemtulla, M.; Gibson, K.; Schoemann, A.M. Why the items versus parcels controversy needn’t be one. Psychol.

Methods 2013, 18, 285–300. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
27. Arnesen, A.; Smolkowski, K.; Ogden, T.; Melby-Lervåg, M. Validation of the Elementary Social Behaviour Assessment: Teacher

Ratings of Students’ Social Skills Adapted to Norwegian, Grades 1–6. Emot. Behav. Difficulties 2018, 23, 39–54. [CrossRef]
28. Wikman, C.; Allodi, M.; Ferrer-Wreder, L. Psychometric Properties of the Elementary Social Behavior Assessment in Swedish

Primary School: A Teacher Rated Index of Students’ Prosocial School Behaviors. Front. Educ. 2021, 6, 681873. [CrossRef]
29. Allen, K.; Marlow, R.; Edwards, V.; Parker, C.; Rodgers, L.; Ukoumunne, O.C.; Seem, E.C.; Hayes, R.; Price, A.; Ford, T. ‘How I

Feel About My School’: The construction and validation of a measure of wellbeing at school for primary school children. Clin.
Child Psychol. Psychiatry 2018, 23, 25–41. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

30. Ford, T. How I Feel About My School; University of Exeter: Exeter, UK, 2013.
31. Riad, R.; Allodi, M.; Siljehag, E.; Wikman, C.; Ford, T.; Bölte, S. How I Feel About My School- Adaptation and Validation of an

Educational Well-Being Measure Among Young Children in Sweden”. Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 2021, 18, 5075. [CrossRef]
[PubMed]

32. Järpsten, B.; Taube, K. DLS: För Skolår 2 Och 3. Handledning; [DLS: School Year 2 and 3. Tutorial]; Hogrefe: Stockholm,
Sweden, 2013.

33. Koponen, T.; Salminen, J.; Aunio, P.; Polet, J.; Hellstrand, H. LukiMat—Bedömning av lärandet: Identifiering av Stödbehov i
Matematik i Årskurs 2. [LukiMat-Assessment of Learning: Identification of Support Needs in Mathematics in Year 2]. Handbok.
2011. Available online: http://www.lukimat.fi/lukimat-bedomning-av-larandet/material/identifiering-av-stodbehov/ak-2/
2-mat-handbok (accessed on 15 May 2019).

34. Muthén, L.K.; Muthén, B.O. Mplus User’s Guide, 8th ed.; Muthén & Muthén: Los Angeles, CA, USA, 2017.
35. Brown, T.A. Confirmatory Factor Analysis for Applied Research; The Guilford Press: New York, NY, USA, 2015.
36. Kline, R.B. Principles and Practice of Structural Equation Modeling, 4th ed.; The Guilford Press: New York, NY, USA, 2016.
37. Kenny, D.A.; McCoach, D.B. Effect of the Number of Variables on Measures of Fit in Structural Equation Modeling. Struct. Equ.

Modeling 2003, 10, 333–351. [CrossRef]
38. Lundberg, I.; Sterner, G. Läsning, Räkning och Uppgiftsorientering—hur Hänger de Ihop? [Reading, Mathematics and Task Orientation—How

Are They Related?]; Svenska Dyslexiföreningen och Svenska Dyslexistiftelsens Tidskrift: Stockholm, Sweden, 2006; p. 3.

http://doi.org/10.1080/02796015.2002.12086156
http://doi.org/10.1177/1534508414557562
http://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.95.3.542
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijer.2007.11.016
http://doi.org/10.1080/02796015.2008.12087908
http://doi.org/10.3390/educsci11090513
http://doi.org/10.1007/s11145-018-9843-8
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/29875547
http://doi.org/10.1080/10409289.2014.932236
http://doi.org/10.1080/2331186X.2017.1411035
http://doi.org/10.5937/ijcrsee1801017S
http://doi.org/10.1080/10409289.2020.1857989
http://doi.org/10.1007/s12187-014-9233-y
www.euro.whi.int/_data/assets/pdf_file/0005/53852/E91416.pdf
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/mental-health-strengthening-our-response
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/mental-health-strengthening-our-response
http://doi.org/10.1037/a0033266
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23834418
http://doi.org/10.1080/13632752.2017.1316473
http://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2021.681873
http://doi.org/10.1177/1359104516687612
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28135832
http://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph18105075
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/34064855
http://www.lukimat.fi/lukimat-bedomning-av-larandet/material/identifiering-av-stodbehov/ak-2/2-mat-handbok
http://www.lukimat.fi/lukimat-bedomning-av-larandet/material/identifiering-av-stodbehov/ak-2/2-mat-handbok
http://doi.org/10.1207/S15328007SEM1003_1


Educ. Sci. 2022, 12, 298 15 of 15

39. Marsh, H.W.; Byrne, B.M.; Shavelson, J. A multifaceted academic self-concept: Its hierarchical structure and its relation to
academic achievement. J. Educ. Psychol. 1988, 80, 366–380. [CrossRef]

40. Cohrssen, C.; Niklas, F.; Logan, D.; Tayler, C. The self-reported academic self-concept of four-year-old children: Global and fixed,
or nuanced and changing in the year before school? Australas. J. Early Child. 2016, 41, 4–10. [CrossRef]

41. Lindberg, S.; Linkersdörfer, J.; Ehm, J.-H.; Hasselhorn, M.; Lonnemann, J. Gender Differences in Children’s Math Self-Concept in
the First Years of Elementary School. J. Educ. Learn. 2013, 2, 1–8. [CrossRef]

42. Ben-Arieh, A. Where are the children? Children’s role in measuring and monitoring their well-being. Soc. Indic. Res. 2005, 74,
573–596. [CrossRef]

43. Garon-Carrier, G.; Boivin, M.; Guay, F.; Kovas, Y.; Dionne, G.; Lemelin, J.-P.; Seguin, J.R.; Vitaro, F.; Tremblay, R.E. Intrinsic
Motivation and Achievement in Mathematics in Elementary School: A Longitudinal Investigation of Their Association. Child Dev.
2015, 87, 165–175. [CrossRef]

http://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.80.3.366
http://doi.org/10.1177/183693911604100302
http://doi.org/10.5539/jel.v2n3p1
http://doi.org/10.1007/s11205-004-4645-6
http://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.12458

	Introduction 
	Prior Research in This Area 
	Gender, Social Emotional Competence, Well-Being, and Academic Achievement 
	Study Aim, Hypotheses, and Research Questions 

	Materials and Methods 
	Participants 
	Procedure 
	Measures 
	Data Analysis 

	Results 
	Discussion 
	Implications 
	Limitations and Contributions 
	Conclusions 

	Appendix A
	Appendix B
	Appendix C
	References

