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Research Article 
 

Enhancing Social and Emotional Competencies in Rural Middle School 
Students: A Cluster-Randomized Study on Character Playbook 

 
Gina Ricker 

Joanne Angosta 
 

This cluster-randomized pre-post study examined the effectiveness of Character Playbook, a digitally delivered, 
universal social-emotional learning (SEL) program, in enhancing social and emotional knowledge and confidence 
among rural middle school students. Pre- and post-assessments and surveys measured students’ knowledge and self-
reported confidence related to social and emotional skills. The sample consisted of 128 students from two rural 
middle schools. Analyses of covariance with multiple imputations to account for missing data revealed that students 
who participated in Character Playbook demonstrated significantly higher knowledge and more positive confidence 
toward their social and emotional learning competency than the control group. These findings, with acknowledged 
limitations, suggest that Character Playbook holds promise as an effective SEL program for rural middle school 
students, but further research is needed for confirmation. The study provides valuable preliminary insights into how 
a brief, digitally delivered, universal SEL program could benefit students in rural classrooms.

 
Adolescence is a critical developmental period 

characterized by various life changes, including 
relationship challenges, increased social comparison, 
and anxiety (Green et al., 2021), but research 
indicates that the social and emotional competencies 
essential for maintaining healthy relationships and 
making responsible decisions tend to decline during 
middle and high school (Duckworth et al., 2010; 
Eccles et al., 1991; West et al., 2020; Wigfield et al., 
2006). Compounding these changes, students in rural 
school settings experience adverse childhood events 
at a higher rate compared to their suburban or urban 
counterparts, such as poverty, neglect, and substance 
abuse within their families, which can have a lasting 
impact on their well-being (National Advisory 
Committee on Rural Health and Human Services, 
2018; Nichols et al., 2017; Schaefer et al., 2016). 
While social-emotional learning (SEL) programs 
have been shown to positively benefit student 
success, mental health, prosocial behaviors, and 
academic outcomes (Durlak et al., 2011, 2022; 
Taylor et al., 2017), research specifically regarding 
how digitally delivered programs address the needs 
of students in rural schools has been limited (Durlak 
et al., 2011; Lavalley, 2018; Reynolds, 2017). Given 
that SEL research conducted in non-rural school 
settings shows consistently promising results 
(Zolkoski et al., 2021), the lack of attention to rural 
settings is unfortunate. Additionally, digitally 
delivered programs are widely underresearched, 
despite the ubiquity of technology in classrooms 

(Oades-Sese et al., 2021; Saleme et al., 2020). 
Considering the significance of this stage in child 
development and the unique challenges facing youth 
in rural settings, it is imperative to address this gap in 
research by evaluating the effectiveness of adolescent 
SEL programs and how such programs can be 
leveraged by educators to support students’ needs in 
rural classrooms. 

Social-Emotional Learning 

SEL and Rural Students 

Social-emotional competencies have long been 
linked to a variety of positive student outcomes, such 
as improved classroom behavior; an increased ability 
to manage stress and depression; and better attitudes 
about themselves, others, and school (Jones & Kahn, 
2017; Katzman & Stanton, 2020; Mahoney et al., 
2018; Zins et al., 2007). More specifically, students 
with higher SEL competency are more likely to 
adjust successfully to middle school surroundings, 
making it a good time to target such skills (Hall & 
DiPerna, 2017; January et al., 2011). However, 
students in rural settings face distinct challenges due 
to geographic isolation, limited mental health 
resources and associated stigma, lower school 
funding, and higher poverty rates (Mitchell, 2020; 
Nichols et al., 2017; Zolkoski et al., 2021) and have 
been shown to enter school with lower social and 
emotional skill proficiency (Meyers et al., 2015). 
Research indicates that students from economically 
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disadvantaged areas report lower social-emotional 
competency than their higher socioeconomic status 
peers (West et al., 2020). These challenges can lead 
to increased social and emotional concerns (Mitchell, 
2020) and academic struggles for rural students when 
compared to their suburban and urban counterparts 
(S. E. Graham & Provost, 2012). With 19% of 
students in the US attending a rural elementary, 
middle, or high school (National Center for 
Education Statistics [NCES], 2023), the school 
environment can play a critical role in supporting 
student social-emotional needs. While SEL has 
demonstrated effectiveness in addressing these 
challenges and could be especially beneficial for rural 
students, research on its effectiveness for this not-
insignificant portion of students is lacking. 

SEL and Rural Implementation 

Support is growing for SEL and academic 
curriculum to be held in equal importance to student 
education and success (Carroll et al., 2020; Taylor et 
al., 2017). Research has recommended that schools 
adopt evidence-based universal SEL programs with 
explicit instruction to support student skill 
development (Mitchell, 2020; Thierry et al., 2022). 
While a variety of school personnel has been known 
to support the delivery of SEL programs, classroom 
educators are the most vital, as they spend the most 
direct time with students (Thierry et al., 2022). 
Despite their proximity to students, educators who 
implement SEL programs (or character education 
programs, as they are sometimes called) face a 
variety of complex challenges. To start, an increasing 
number of states and districts recognize the 
importance of SEL and are incorporating K–12 
standards for SEL, and the related area of mental 
health and wellness (Dusenbury et al., 2019; Eklund 
et al., 2018), for educators to meet. Many SEL 
programs and solutions have been created to address 
the rising need to meet these new standards, resulting 
in a variety of programs that differ widely in content, 
their target population, program administrators, and 
delivery format. Additionally, the adoption and 
implementation of these SEL programs, often 
dictated by administrators, are not consistent 
(Zolkoski et al., 2021). School-based SEL programs 
also can vary depending on state or district funding, 
state initiatives, or administrator or parental buy-in. 
All these factors can leave educators conflicted or 
confused about how to best proceed in using SEL 
programs to support students. 

Rural teachers may encounter additional 
obstacles when implementing SEL programs. School-
based universal SEL programs typically are 
administered in classrooms, most commonly by 
teachers, but also by non-classroom personnel like 
consultants, school support staff, or academic 
researchers (Durlak et al., 2011; Thierry et al., 2022). 
These programs present limitations in terms of time 
requirements and specialized training, which can be 
particularly challenging for rural schools with fewer 
resources (Zolkoski et al., 2021). Teacher preparation 
programs often fail to provide adequate training in 
SEL, leaving teachers to learn on the job (Schonert-
Reichl, 2017), which is especially challenging for 
rural teachers, who earn lower salaries and have 
limited access to professional development (Johnson 
& Howley, 2015; Player, 2015). Compounding these 
issues, Zolkoski et al. (2021) found that rural 
educators are less likely to adopt and implement SEL 
programs with their students if they have low self-
efficacy on SEL concepts themselves, are not 
confident teaching diverse groups of students, or 
have negative perceptions of their school climate. 
Educators are essential to ensure that students are 
getting the SEL needed to support their learning 
(Nichols et al., 2017). Therefore, it is critical that 
research continue to evaluate program effectiveness 
in rural settings to identify evidence-based resources 
that best support educators navigating the myriad of 
options at their disposal.  

Digital SEL Programs 

To try to overcome some of the challenges 
surrounding implementation, digital SEL programs 
have emerged as a potentially promising solution. 
Digital programs offer greater reach, flexible 
formatting, and personalized learning experiences 
(Burbules et al., 2020). They also can help address 
the needs of rural schools by complementing other 
classroom instruction and supporting the delivery of 
SEL instruction when educators may not already be 
specially trained to do so or do not have access to 
professional development resources. Even in the most 
rural classrooms, technology is a part of learning 
(Wargo et al., 2021), but the effectiveness of digitally 
delivered universal SEL programs, especially in rural 
classrooms with limited support and resources, 
remains underexplored. Previous research has 
supported the efficacy of digital programs on other 
student outcomes, such as health behaviors 
(Champion et al., 2019) and mental health (Garrido et 
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al., 2019; Kuosmanen et al., 2019), yet the use of 
digital SEL programs has not been studied as widely 
(Oades-Sese et al., 2021; Saleme et al., 2020).  

Digital SEL programs are uniquely positioned to 
reach the most students and are developed to promote 
the skills necessary for student psychosocial 
functioning and well-being while reducing the 
barriers to adoption that teachers, specifically those 
in rural settings, face. While digital delivery can 
address some adoption challenges, the rationale for 
SEL programming in schools is still largely driven by 
the efficacy evidence of how these programs support 
the development of SEL skills as well as the overall 
well-being of students (Carroll et al., 2020; Dowling 
et al., 2019; Jones et al., 2017). Despite the overall 
evidence promoting SEL program implementation in 
schools, and recent reviews suggesting that digital 
programming is an effective delivery method for 
other subject areas, research is lacking specifically on 
the effectiveness of digitally delivered universal SEL 
programs. Consequently, the goal of the current study 
was to expand understanding of the effectiveness of 
digital SEL programs, particularly in rural 
classrooms.  

The Current Study 

This study aimed to evaluate the effectiveness of 
a digitally delivered, universal SEL program 
implemented in rural classrooms that often face 
limited support and resources. The current study 
focused on the Character Playbook program and its 
impact on students’ knowledge of SEL concepts and 
their confidence in their own SEL competency. The 
two research questions of importance were: 

1. After controlling for possible additional 
influences, did students who completed 
Character Playbook, compared to those in 
the control condition, have more knowledge 
of social and emotional concepts?  

2. After controlling for possible additional 
influences, did students who participated in 
Character Playbook, compared to those in 
the control condition, have more positive 
self-reported confidence in their SEL 
competency?  

The possible additional influences were student 
pre-scores on the assessment of knowledge and 
survey of confidence, grade level, school location, 
and student self-reported race and gender identity. 
Because random assignment at the classroom level 
may not have achieved baseline equivalence for both 

the test and control conditions, any differences in 
prior levels of SEL knowledge or confidence among 
the groups were controlled for. Furthermore, there is 
reason to believe that knowledge and confidence 
related to SEL skills differ according to students’ 
gender, especially during adolescence, when females 
tend to demonstrate higher self-management and 
social awareness than their male peers (West et al., 
2020). Additionally, given the universal nature of the 
program being researched, student race was 
controlled for because there is a lack of consensus on 
how SEL levels differ among varying student groups 
(West et al., 2020), and such differences were not the 
focus of the current study. Lastly, given the effects 
that varying SEL exposure and proficiency across 
grade levels and school locations could have on the 
outcomes of interest, grade level and school location 
were included as controls.  

Character Playbook 

The Collaborative for Academic, Social, and 
Emotional Learning (CASEL, 2020) established a 
theoretical framework with a five-factor model for 
SEL: self-management (regulating one’s emotions, 
thoughts, and actions), responsible decision making 
(making caring and constructive choices), 
relationship skills, social awareness, and self-
awareness. Most SEL programs or interventions use 
this framework of competencies as the foundation for 
their content and curriculum; this framework is 
considered the standard of SEL-related competencies 
(Lawson et al., 2019). SEL competencies have been 
shown to predict overall well-being and academic 
success (Green et al., 2021; Khazanchi et al., 2021), 
as well as health, work, and life success (Soto et al., 
2022; Taylor et al., 2017; West et al., 2018; Yoder et 
al., 2020). SEL programs can also be designed to 
target select subgroups of students, like those who 
show signs of needing more intensive behavioral or 
emotional support (indicated programs). However, 
many programs target all students (universal 
programs; Carroll et al., 2020; Payton et al., 2008). 
One such program, Character Playbook, was 
developed by EVERFI as a universal program for 
middle school students and is composed of five 
lessons that are aligned to the CASEL five-factor 
framework of SEL competencies (see Table 1 
outlining Character Playbook’s lesson objectives, 
online only https://scholarsjunction.msstate.edu/rural 
educator/vol45/iss3/). It was first released in 2017 
and was revamped and released again in 2021. 

https://everfi.com/courses/k-12/character-playbook-healthy-relationships/
https://scholarsjunction.msstate.edu/ruraleducator/vol45/iss3/
https://scholarsjunction.msstate.edu/ruraleducator/vol45/iss3/
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The lessons in Character Playbook take around 
15–20 minutes each and cover key concepts around 
positive character development, SEL, and building 
healthy relationships, providing students with true-to-
life situations and scenarios in which students interact 
with characters who need help navigating challenging 
social and emotional situations. Students complete 
various digital activities, including simulated texting 
conversations between the characters and self-
reflection opportunities. The self-paced student 
program is intended to be used during classroom time 
on a desktop, laptop, or tablet device. Through these 
lessons and activities, students can acquire a better 
understanding of thought recognition and self‐
esteem, the dynamics of emotions, and the process of 
responsible decision making that may result in 
improved resiliency to challenges, emotion 
regulation, and problem-solving skills critical to this 
period in development (Green et al., 2020). The 
program also provides educators with resources 
(discussion guides, worksheets, and role-playing 
activities) that complement the digital curriculum that 
they can use alongside the digital lessons to reinforce 
the SEL concepts in the classroom. Character 
Playbook, albeit brief, represents the wide variety of 
SEL tools, programs, and resources educators have at 
their disposal to supplement or complement their 
overall SEL instruction. The current study is the first 
to research the effectiveness of this program. 

Method 

Participants 

Recruitment took place over the course of five 
months by digital outreach and school district 
applications to 42 schools serving sixth through 
eighth grades across rural and remote areas of the 
US. Schools were invited via email to participate and 
if they wanted to use Character Playbook in a 
complementary way to their current SEL 
programming or as a sole solution. Schools 
previously could have used Character Playbook or 
have never used it at all. Educator incentives were 
offered in the form of $100 classroom donations and 
free professional development to learn about the 
platform and creating student logins. School 
administrators were offered incentives of $150 
donations for school supplies. Recruitment efforts 
largely suffered due to the social and political climate 
surrounding SEL/character education; educator 
burnout; and/or that schools already were 

participating in research, with which the current 
study would interfere. Therefore, after four schools 
responded to the call for participants, ultimately only 
two schools were successfully recruited.  

Setting  

This study occurred in two Title I schools in a 
rural eastern U.S. school district that served 
kindergarten through eighth grade. School A served 
approximately 220 students, with 72% of the student 
population classified as economically disadvantaged 
by the state. The demographic composition of School 
A was 69% White and 31% Hispanic. School B 
served approximately 180 students, with 52% of the 
student population classified as economically 
disadvantaged. The demographic composition of 
School B was 85% White, 9% Hispanic, and 5% 
multiracial. Students had access to desktop computers 
or Chromebooks and smartboards, but they had 
inconsistent access to headphones to listen to 
Character Playbook audio (reflecting the level of 
resources in these rural classrooms). Classrooms had 
both individual seating and group table seating for 
students to work independently or collectively. The 
two schools were not using any other SEL program 
with their students during this school year, but they 
had tried elementary and middle school programs in 
the past and were looking for a new program.  

Informed consent for opting out of participation 
was provided to the guardians of 128 students in the 
nine classes (six classes from School A and three 
classes from School B) in both English and Spanish. 
Students were told about the research study’s goals 
and were given an opportunity to opt out by their 
educator. While only one guardian opted their student 
out of participation, a nontrivial number of students 
chose not to participate or only partially participated, 
resulting in missing data (see Figure 1, online only 
https://scholarsjunction.msstate.edu/ruraleducator/vol
45/iss3/), which will be discussed later. 

Procedure 

An experimental cluster‐randomized, pretest‐
posttest design was used to identify the unique effects 
of Character Playbook on rural middle school 
students’ knowledge of SEL concepts and confidence 
toward their SEL competency through digital student 
assessments of knowledge and surveys, respectively. 
Implementation and data collection occurred digitally 
during Career and Technology Education (CTE) class 
time at both schools in the fall of 2022. The schools 

https://scholarsjunction.msstate.edu/ruraleducator/vol45/iss3/
https://scholarsjunction.msstate.edu/ruraleducator/vol45/iss3/
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sectioned students into CTE classrooms by grade 
level. Given that students were already sectioned into 
classrooms, individual randomization was not 
reasonable or feasible, as is common in research 
conducted in educational settings (Dreyhaupt et al., 
2017). Depending on the school’s scheduling system, 
whole classrooms were randomly assigned to deliver 
(test group) or delay delivering (control group) 
Character Playbook to students via a random number 
generator or A/B week randomizer. Randomization 
procedures resulted in five classes (three from School 
A and two from School B) assigned to the test 
condition and four classes (three from School A and 
one from School B) assigned to the control condition.  

Students assigned to the control condition 
completed a pre-survey of their self-reported 
confidence and a pre-assessment of their knowledge 
at the beginning of a school week. At the end of the 
school week, students in the control condition then 
completed the same post-survey and post-assessment. 
Before beginning their first lesson, students assigned 
to take Character Playbook (the test group) 
completed a pre-survey of their confidence towards 
their SEL skills and a pre-assessment of their 
knowledge of social and emotional concepts. 
Students in the Character Playbook condition took 
the five lessons in a single week, taking one lesson 
per day during CTE class-time. During the study 
window, Character Playbook was the primary SEL 
program administered to the students. After their 
final lesson one week later, students in the Character 
Playbook condition completed the same post-survey 
and post-assessment.  

Measures 

Knowledge 

A custom assessment was developed by EVERFI 
to be used in a pre-post manner to measure student 
knowledge and competence on SEL concepts based 
on the lesson objectives in Table 1 (online only 
https://scholarsjunction.msstate.edu/ 
ruraleducator/vol45/iss3/). Students were asked to 
complete a 25-item assessment on topics related to 
the five CASEL core competencies. Questions had 
four response choices with one correct answer. An 
example question was, “Social identity groups can 
give you a sense of...,” with answer choices being 
“distance,” “rejection,” “belonging,” and 
“comparison.” The correctly answered items from 
students’ first attempt on the assessments were 

summed to create a pre- and post-assessment score 
representing knowledge. The assessment items had a 
high level of internal consistency, as determined by a 
reliability analysis of the post-assessment 
(Cronbach’s a = 0.90). 

Confidence 

Surveys were used to assess students’ self-
reported confidence in their competence in social and 
emotional skills in a pre-post fashion. The validated 
short-form Washoe County School District Social-
Emotional Competencies Assessment (WCSD-
SECA; Crowder et al., 2019; Davidson et al., 2018) 
was used because of its alignment to Character 
Playbook’s underlying theoretical social and 
emotional learning CASEL framework. The 17-item 
survey was amended and reduced to 14 items via 
item bank replacement to align more closely with the 
Character Playbook program’s learning objectives. 
Students were asked to rate their confidence on three 
items each for self-awareness, self-management, 
relationship skills, and responsible decision making, 
and two items for social awareness. The items were 
also formulated as questions (“How easy is it…”) 
rather than statements to reflect research-based 
survey best practices (Gehlbach & Artino, 2018). 
Each item had a five-point Likert scale ranging from 
“not easy at all” to “extremely easy.” Overall 
confidence was calculated using the average student 
Likert response, with higher scores indicating more 
confidence related to their SEL skill competency. 
The survey items had a high level of internal 
consistency, as determined by a reliability analysis of 
the post-survey (Cronbach’s a = 0.85). In addition, 
the pre-survey also collected self-reported 
demographics to assess sample representativeness 
and, in the final analyses, to account for any variance 
among different student groups. 

Data Analysis 

Each outcome (knowledge and confidence) was 
analyzed separately to determine the effect of 
Character Playbook on students who took the 
program compared to those who did not. The nested 
nature of the data is acknowledged, but given the 
very small number of clusters present in the sample, 
traditional analyses of covariance (ANCOVA) were 
performed to examine differences in knowledge and, 
separately, confidence following the study window as 
a function of study condition, controlling for baseline 
scores, school location, grade level (classroom 

https://scholarsjunction.msstate.edu/ruraleducator/vol45/iss3/
https://scholarsjunction.msstate.edu/ruraleducator/vol45/iss3/
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assignment), and demographic variables (gender and 
race/ethnicity). An ANCOVA provides a 
straightforward evaluation of whether the outcome 
(knowledge or confidence) is different for the control 
and test classrooms while removing the effect other 
factors, such as gender, may have on the outcome.  

To ensure the test group for the knowledge 
analyses reflected students were fully exposed to all 
concepts tested in the Character Playbook program 
assessments, only students who completed all the 
lessons were retained. Additionally, students did not 
need to be exposed to all the lessons to experience a 
shift in confidence related to their SEL competency. 
Therefore, the test group students for the survey 
analyses who completed at least four Character 
Playbook lessons were retained in the sample to 
reflect students who had sufficient exposure to 
content to experience confidence shifts.  

Using SPSS Statistics 28.0, two ANCOVA 
models with group (test or control) specified as a 
factor and average pre-survey rating or total pre-
assessment score, gender, race, grade level, and 
school location as covariates were executed. Two 
additional ANCOVA models on the complete data 
for each outcome were also interpreted for 
comparison and transparency. However, the 
interpretation of imputed data is prioritized in the 
findings as it reflects the all students who participated 
in this study. Partial eta squared (η2

p) is provided as a 
measure of effect size, with .14 indicating a large 
effect, .06 indicating a medium effect, and .01 
indicating a small effect (Cohen, 1988). 

Missing Data 

The percentage of missing values across the 
seven variables of interest to the current study varied. 
Data were missing at random and were largely 
related to covariates or post-surveys due to these self-
report items, along with demographic questions, 
being completely optional to answer. It is possible 
that missing data is related to the two schools 
historically not having a consistent SEL program— 
they were not familiar with implementing or 
conducting data collection for this type of program. 

Instead of trimming the data and introducing bias 
to the analyses, multiple imputation was conducted to 
create and pool five imputed datasets for each 
analysis and to predict the values of missing data 
from the values of present or complete data (J. W. 
Graham, 2009). Multiple imputation is regarded as a 
reputable technique because it improves accuracy and 

statistical power relative to other missing data 
techniques, even when sample sizes are small and/or 
the level of missing data is high (Kang, 2013; 
Madley-Dowd et al., 2019). SPSS 28.0 automatically 
selected linear regression as the best imputation 
method given the nature of the data. Variables with 
missing data (see Tables 2 and 3, online only 
https://scholarsjunction.msstate.edu/ruraleducator/vol
45/iss3/) were imputed five times with 10 iterations 
each using impute and predictor specifications in 
SPSS. Because they had complete data, group (test or 
control), school (A or B), and pre-assessment scores 
were used as predictors only in the imputation 
process. Post-assessment scores, post-survey average, 
pre-survey average, race, grade level, and gender 
were set to impute and as predictors.  

Imputations were conducted at the composite 
level for assessments and, separately, surveys (rather 
than the construct or individual item level) due to the 
small sample size and level of missing information 
(Rombach et al., 2018). Variable values had 
minimum and maximum possible values set to what 
was possible or observed in the data. The variables 
with partial data were estimated via linear regression 
in each imputed dataset separately and then pooled 
for analysis. The demographic summary for both 
complete and pooled data for each outcome analysis 
is summarized in Tables 4 and 5 (online only 
https://scholarsjunction.msstate.edu/ruraleducator/vol
45/iss3/). 

Findings 

Knowledge 

Before the analysis of pooled data to answer the 
first research question, assumptions were tested. 
There was a linear relationship between pre- and 
post-assessment averages for each group, as assessed 
by visual inspection of a scatter plot. There was 
homogeneity of regression slopes as the interaction 
term was not statistically significant, Fpooled(1, 81) = 
2.89, p = .09. Standardized residuals for the groups 
were normally distributed, as assessed by Shapiro-
Wilk’s test (p > .05). There was homoscedasticity, as 
assessed by visual inspection of the standardized 
residuals plotted against the predicted values. 
Variances were homogeneous, as assessed by 
Levene’s test of homogeneity of variance (p = .90). 

Average knowledge at pre-assessment was 
higher for the test classrooms (M = 13.65) compared 
to the control classrooms (M = 11.54), resulting in 

https://scholarsjunction.msstate.edu/ruraleducator/vol45/iss3/
https://scholarsjunction.msstate.edu/ruraleducator/vol45/iss3/
https://scholarsjunction.msstate.edu/ruraleducator/vol45/iss3/
https://scholarsjunction.msstate.edu/ruraleducator/vol45/iss3/


Vol. 45, No. 3 The Rural Educator, journal of the National Rural Education Association 40 

moderate baseline differences (Hedges’ g = .47). 
After adjusting for pre-assessment scores, grade 
level, gender, school, and race, there was a 
statistically significant difference in post-survey 
averages for the students who participated in 
Character Playbook, Fpooled(1, 78) = 246.69, p < .001, 
partial η2 = .76 (see Table 6, online only 
https://scholarsjunction.msstate.edu/ruraleducator/vol
45/iss3/). Student knowledge of SEL concepts and 
skills was statistically significantly greater in the test 
group (M = 17.64) compared to the control group 
who did not participate in Character Playbook (M = 
8.57), with a mean difference of 9.07, 95% CI [7.91, 
10.22], p < .001.  

The ANCOVA results for the subset of complete 
cases met statistical significance with a large effect 
favoring the students who finished the Character 
Playbook program, Fcomplete(1, 34) = 37.82, p < .001, 
partial η2 = .53. Student knowledge was greater in the 
test group (n = 13, 17.60) compared to the control 
group who did not participate in Character Playbook 
(n = 28, 9.11); the difference of 8.49, 95% CI [5.68, 
11.29] was significant p < .001. 

Confidence 

Before the analysis of pooled data to answer the 
second research question, assumptions were tested. 
There was a linear relationship between pre- and 
post-survey averages for each group, as assessed by 
visual inspection of a scatter plot. There was 
homogeneity of regression slopes as the interaction 
term was not statistically significant, Fpooled (1, 88) = 
3.68, p = .06. Standardized residuals for the groups 
were normally distributed, as assessed by Shapiro-
Wilk’s test (p > .05). There was homoscedasticity, as 
assessed by visual inspection of the standardized 
residuals plotted against the predicted values. 
Variances were homogeneous, as assessed by 
Levene’s test of homogeneity of variance (p = .65).  

Average confidence at pre-survey was slightly 
higher for the test classrooms (3.00) compared to the 
control classrooms (2.88), resulting in small baseline 
differences (Hedges’ g = .19). After adjusting for pre-
survey average, grade level, gender, school, and race, 
there was a moderate statistically significant 
difference in post-survey averages for students who 
participated in Character Playbook, Fpooled(1, 85) = 
10.66, p < .01, partial η2 = .11. After the program, 
student confidence toward their SEL competence was 
statistically significantly greater in the test group 
(3.18) compared to the control group who did not 

participate in Character Playbook (2.88), with a mean 
difference of .30, 95% CI [.12, 0.48], p < .01.  

The results of the analysis of only complete 
cases showed a moderate, but insignificant difference 
in post-survey averages for Character Playbook 
students, Fcomplete(1, 38) = 3.85, p = .06, partial η2 = 
.09. Student confidence was directionally more 
positive in the test group (n = 16, M = 3.08) 
compared to the control group who did not 
participate in Character Playbook (n = 29, M = 2.74). 
Still, the difference of .32, 95% CI [-0.02, 0.66] was 
not significant at traditional levels (a < .05), p = .06 
(see Table 7, online only https://scholarsjunction. 
msstate.edu/ruraleducator/vol45/iss3/). 

Discussion 

Nearly one in five students attend a rural school 
in the US (NCES, 2023), yet rural contexts are often 
overlooked in research. Despite evidence that 
universal SEL or character education programs are an 
essential part of supporting students (Corcoran et al., 
2018; Durlak et al., 2011; Mahoney et al., 2018), 
research is lacking on how effective SEL programs, 
specifically digitally delivered programs, are when 
implemented in rural classrooms. The findings from 
this study provide preliminary evidence for 
implementing a brief digital SEL program to support 
rural students’ knowledge of SEL concepts and their 
confidence in their SEL skills. 

During middle school especially, students 
encounter new relationship challenges, social 
comparison, and increased anxiety (Duchesne et al., 
2012; Green et al., 2021). These challenges are often 
deepened for rural students, who are more likely to 
experience poverty and other circumstances that 
impact their wellness. Brief digital SEL programs 
like Character Playbook can provide consistent and 
flexible support to underprepared educators teaching 
SEL in classrooms during this formative time 
(Caukin et al., 2020). The findings from the current 
study, albeit with limitations, show promising 
evidence that students who took Character Playbook 
gained key knowledge in areas of emotional 
awareness, self-management, social awareness, 
relationship skills, and responsible decision making 
they did not already know. This knowledge is crucial 
to navigating some of the challenges they may 
encounter in middle school and later in life. 
Additionally, student survey results indicated those 
who participated in Character Playbook reported 
more confidence in their SEL competency. Having 

https://scholarsjunction.msstate.edu/ruraleducator/vol45/iss3/
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more confidence in their ability to leverage SEL 
skills can help students foster healthy relationships 
with themselves, and others, as well as help them 
cope with difficulties they may encounter in life 
(Green et al., 2021).  

These findings do not assert that the brief digital 
program transformed student behaviors, or that this 
program alone can have lasting impact. Rather, 
Character Playbook can be an effective tool for rural 
educators to teach students critical social-emotional 
concepts and boost student confidence in their SEL 
skill competency when the educators may not be 
specifically trained to do so. Future research would 
benefit from focusing on implementation, how SEL 
is integrated throughout the student’s learning day, 
and feasibility of digital tools for rural educators to 
better understand the factors that can impact the 
effectiveness of digital SEL programs.  

Although the Character Playbook program is 
brief, and the study suffered from limitations that 
prohibit causal inference, the directionally and 
statistically positive nature of the findings were still 
meaningful. Analyses were limited by sample size 
and missing data, but multiple imputations proved to 
be a reliable and efficient statistical approach to 
retain as much information about the full study 
sample as possible. Ultimately, the results 
highlighted that the program likely had a positive 
impact on student SEL knowledge and skill 
confidence, suggesting that universal digital SEL 
programs, even short ones, can be an efficient way 
for rural educators to integrate and promote the SEL 
knowledge students need to navigate and adapt 
successfully to the middle school environment. While 
further research with a larger sample is needed to 
confirm these initial findings, the positive results 
from this evaluation support, at the very least, the 
continued implementation of Character Playbook 
with rural middle school students. The findings 
especially add to the broader body of research 
affirming the positive impact of SEL (or character 
education programs) on students. During a time when 
classrooms are digitally laden, it is critical to 
transparently evaluate program effectiveness so that 
educators, especially those in rural contexts who may 
or may not have their pick of resources, can feel more 
supported in which programs they could be using to 
best support students. 

Limitations 

The current study has several limitations worth 
noting. While students were sampled from two 
diverse schools, both were small and located in the 
same rural district the same state. Additionally, the 
current study experienced varying levels of missing 
data. While most missing data were related to 
covariates and not the outcome variables of main 
interest, it is important to note the impact on the 
analyses; the effectiveness of Character Playbook 
cannot be definitively determined by the current 
findings. Multiple imputation was a successful 
method as demonstrated by shorter confidence 
intervals and lower p-values in the pooled analyses 
than those of the limited sample of complete data. 
However, a wider sampling of rural students using 
Character Playbook is strongly recommended to 
determine if the program’s effects hold outside 
imputation methods employed in the current study 
and generalize to the wider population.  

It is important also to acknowledge limitations in 
measurement. Student confidence was evaluated 
using a self-reported instrument, which while 
validated is still subject to threats to the internal 
validity (specifically, social desirability bias). 
Additionally, the assessment of student knowledge 
was developed by the same organization that 
developed the Character Playbook program. Even 
though reliability metrics were satisfactory, the lack 
of an externally developed and validated measure of 
student knowledge is a potential source of bias. 

Depending on the ANCOVA being interpreted, 
the effect of Character Playbook on students’ 
confidence in their SEL competency may or may not 
be statistically significant. Given the large amount of 
missing data for student post-surveys, the analysis of 
complete data should be relied on more. It could be 
argued that given the small sample size and medium 
effect size observed, the findings as a starting point 
are still contextually meaningful and significant. 

Lastly, the study window between pre- and post-
measurements was brief (one school week), albeit 
aligned with the nature of supplemental digital SEL 
programs. To fully explore the impact of Character 
Playbook implementation on the knowledge and skill 
confidence of rural middle school students, additional 
future research that examines sustained effects of the 
knowledge and confidence changes could be 
explored over a longer period. 
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