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Introduction

Adolescents have been experiencing increasing rates of anxiety and despair for several
decades.! Youth who are Black, immigrant, and people of color (BIPOC) have been especially
vulnerable, along with students with disabilities.? The U.S. Surgeon General offers a solution to
declining rates of adolescent mental health: social connection.? Social connectedness indeed
supports adolescent wellbeing,* and that is not the only effect it has. Social connection with
peers also promotes academic engagement® and attainment.®

Schools are already important places for youth to meet their need for connection, both among
peers and with adults. All schools seek to create a positive school culture, but this has been
challenging post-Covid, as youth nationwide struggle increasingly with self-regulation and
communication skills.”

VitalVoices offers a method for schools to foster and develop adolescent connections,
wellbeing, and academic engagement. Following a pilot of nine 15-minute modules with
two fifth-grade classrooms, students reported a statistically significant improvement in their
ability fo get along with one another, including those whom they perceive as different from
themselves. These early results, based on a fraction of the total curriculum, are promising.

VitalVoices Curriculum

VitalVoices promotes the wellbeing of middle-grade (4th to 8th) students by helping them
cultivate connection with one another and build self-awareness and communication skills.
The culturally responsive program has three components: Connection with Self, Connection
with Others, and Connection with Community. Connection with Self includes self-awareness
and self-regulation activities, as well as modules that help students reflect on and share
their values and strengths. Connection with Others supports student development of
relational assets like generosity and strengthens student communication and conflict
resolution skills. Connection with Community helps students explore and engage with their
larger community. Throughout, students learn and apply a Listening Toolkit, techniques for
listening and responding to their peers. As students become familiar with the curriculum,
they can gradually adopt leadership roles in its delivery. The adaptable curriculum is
designed to accommodate and promote understanding among students in classrooms,
including students with disabilities, multilingual learners, and those with otherwise diverse
skills and backgrounds.


www.figeducation.org/vitalvoices
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School and Program Context PILOT SCHOOL DETAIL

Two fifth-grade classrooms administered nine

VitalVoices modules from March 25 to May 22 of SCHUULTYPE ENSRT[:JL?_EVII\‘ETNT
2024. The school’s population is economically and Public
racially/ethnically diverse, and instructional practices K'8 485
are inclusive of students with disabilities in general

education classrooms. LOW-INCOME STUDENTS

730/0 WITH DISABILITIES
Modules included activities to build self-awareness, 160/0
social awareness, and communication skills. Students

learned active listening techniques that they then used
when responding to prompts with peers. DEMOGRAPHICS

ASIAN STUDENTS BLACK STUDENTS

Student Survey Findings 4% 8%

Before and after the pilot, students completed a survey

of validated items. After completing the program, more HISPANIC STUDENTS  WHITE STUDENTS
students agreed that school peers got along with

each other, that students complimented each other, 1 70/0 600/0
and that students were treated the same regardless

of income. And while the overall percentage remained STUDENTS OF TWO OR MORE RACES
low, student reports of a sense of social acceptance 11 0/0
increased by 47% following the pilot (figure 1).

SOURCE: Washington Office of Superintendent
of Public Instruction, 2023-24

FIGURE 1. Student perceptions that peers get along with each other improved following
nine modules of VitalVoices
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Survey is on a 5-point likert scale, N = 41
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Two survey items had statistically significant gains (p < .05). These items were: “| get along
well with students who are different from me” and “Students at this school get along with
each other.” (See the end of this report for more information about survey analysis.)

Student and Teacher Comments

In open response survey items, the majority of students said they liked that the program gave
them the opportunity fo connect with classmates. One student wrote, “[I liked] being able

to learn more about my friends,” and another said they liked, “learning to talk fo people and
understand the situation further to make a stronger bond.”

Teachers completed open-response surveys and participated in a focus group. All three
participating teachers were satisfied with the curriculum. Teachers said the curriculum

was easy to follow: “If felt like the lessons were easily digestible while still delivering really
important social-emotional skills for them.” Teachers also liked the experiential nature of the
curriculum because it gave students plenty of time to practice new skills. Teachers reported
that students started applying the communication skills they learned. One teacher said
she liked, “hearing them start to use some of those strategies just subconsciously because
it was something that they had practiced.”

Conclusion

With its emphasis on intfrospection and commmunication, VitalVoices significantly improved
student perception of peer relationships. These results suggest that VitalVoices can help
students cultivate a deeper appreciation of their peers and increase their perception that
school is a place where they can be accepted and get along with each other.

SURVEY ANALYSIS

All survey items were on a 5-point likert scale. In our analysis, we only included the 41
students who took both a pre- and post-survey. The full survey with sources is here.

Descriptively, we compared the percent of students who selected the top two
responses (e.g., agree and strongly agree) before and after the pilot. The four items with
the largest differences are presented in figure 1. The Shapiro-Wilk normality test found
that survey data were not normally distributed. Therefore, we used the Wilcoxon signed
rank test, a non-parametric alternative to the paired t-test. The p-value for “I get along
well with students who are different from me” was 0.03, and it was 0.02 for “students

at this school get along with each other.” No other survey results were statistically
significant at p <.05.


https://docs.google.com/document/d/1-dnKlBmZVRLAYwRwPOhs29FYSVK7yJkiN7jCvr1XbhU/edit?tab=t.0
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