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Abstract

Can you teach schoolchildren to be kinder? We conducted a randomized controlled
trial of Learn Kind—a kindness-based SEL curriculum for grades K-8, designed

by kindness.org. Teachers—randomly assigned to either a treatment group, or a
waitlist group—completed measures and questions (kindness grades, happiness,
the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire, math and reading grades) reporting

on approximately 1202 students at three time points (Time 1-Time 3). We found,
first: from Time 1-2, the treatment group significantly improved on all measures

(d=0.38); the waitlist group did not significantly improve on any measure (d=0.03);
and the treatment group improved on all measures significantly more than the
waitlist group (d=0.34). Second, the improvements in the treatment group on all
measures (except'attention') persisted from Time 2-3 (d=0.01); and on all measures
the treatment group had improved Time 1-3 (d=0.38). Third, from Time 2-3 the
waitlist group improved significantly on happiness, emotions, and reading (d=0.09),
but improved significantly more than the treatment group only on emotions and
attention (d=0.08). Taken together, the study found that Learn Kind had a small
positive effect on kindness, happiness, strengths and difficulties, and academic
performance. The implications, limitations, and future directions of this research are

discussed.

Keywords Social and emotional learning, Randomized control trial, Kindness,
Happiness

Kindness is typically understood as actions intended to benefit others, at some cost to the
actor—an ‘ABC’” model of kindness [1, 7, 19]. Whereas it was once a problem to explain
why individuals would ever be kind to one another, there now exist numerous theories of
human social, cooperative and altruistic behaviour. These theories—kin altruism, mutu-
alism, reciprocal altruism, and competitive altruism—make it possible to explain a variety
of different types of kindness (for example, love, sympathy, gratitude and heroism) [7].
And they predict that people will help family, friends, community members, spouses,
and even strangers under some conditions. Previous empirical work has documented
the degree to which individuals—including children—are willing to pay a cost to benefit
others [8, 9, 12]. Research in developmental psychology has found that kindness-related
traits emerge early in infancy [10], and grow gradually through childhood [2, 6, 17, 18].
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Research has also found that individual differences in kindness (and related traits like
altruism, benevolence and compassion) are partly due to differences in genes, but largely
due to differences in non-shared environmental experiences [22]. Schools are one pos-
sible source of these experiences.

Previous meta-analyses of social and emotional learning (SEL) programs in schools
have shown immediate effects on a variety of outcomes. For example: Durlak [11] found
positive effects of SEL on: positive social behaviour (g=0.23), SEL skills (g=0.57), emo-
tional distress (g=- 0.24), and academic performance (g=0.27); Sklad [21] found posi-
tive effects of SEL on prosocial behaviour (d =0.39), social skills (d =0.70), and academic
performance (d =0.46); Corcoran [5] found positive effects of SEL on reading (ES =0.25),
mathematics (ES =0.26), and science (ES=0.19); and Cipriano [4] found positive effects
of SEL on school climate/safety (g=0.293), civic attitudes/behaviours (g=0.255), SEL
skills (g=0.219), peer relationships (g=0.222), attitudes/beliefs (g=0.209), prosocial
behaviours (g =0.178), externalizing behaviours (g = 0.162), emotional distress (g =0.140),
school functioning (g=0.122), and academic achievement (g=0.112). These effects can
persist for months to years following the intervention [4, 21, 23].

Here we conduct a randomized controlled trial of a new SEL program, Learn Kind—a
fourteen-part kindness-based SEL curriculum for grades K-8, designed by kindness.org.!

1 The Learn Kind Curriculum
The development of Learn Kind began with an extensive review of available kindness
programs and interventions, and previous studies of their efficacy, and of prosocial
behaviour, child development, and kindness in classrooms more broadly (see SM section
“Learn Kind Curriculum Research & Bibliography” for an extended bibliography). We
also conducted a survey of K-8 U.S. educators to identify their unmet needs. Drawing
on this research, and using the Understanding by Design framework [25], we developed
Learn Kind—a modular curriculum that frames kindness within the context of scientific
inquiry. In particular, the curriculum included an experiential component, in which stu-
dents were invited to perform an act of kindness and to record its effects on their own
social and emotional well-being. Thus Learn Kind invites students to discover both the
skills needed to increase kindness, and the impact it can have when they do. The end
result was a Learn Kind curriculum consisting of eight teacher modules and six student
modules (14 in total), available in three versions for grades K-2, 3-5, and 6-8. Learn
Kind was delivered as a resource bundle including scaffolded lesson plans, strategies
for teacher support, social and emotional skill development, and classroom community
development. The curriculum included instructional support for in-person, online, and
hybrid learning environments.>

In summary, Learn Kind provides an English language, short duration (<one semes-
ter); standalone, self-contained resource (that does not require teacher training or
licensing), for K-8 students, and features an experiential component. A review of the
214 named SEL programs on which there have been published studies reveals that Learn
Kind is the only SEL program to meet these criteria [4].

!In the U.S., grades K-8 generally include children ages 5-6 in Kindergarten, 6-7 in 1st grade, 7-8 in 2nd grade, 8-9
in 3rd grade, 9-10 in 4th grade, 10-11 in 5th grade, 11-12 in 6th grade, 12-13 in 7th grade, and 13-14 in 8th grade.

2 An overview of the curriculum is available in the Supplementary Materials section “Overview of the Learn Kind
curriculum”; more information, and access to the materials, is available here: https://kindness.org/learnkind.
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Learn Kind was piloted in 2020-21 and 2021-22 school years. Pilot studies conducted
each year provide some evidence that Learn Kind is effective in increasing kindness.
Teachers (2020-21, n=58; 2021-22, n=30) completed pre- and post surveys in which
they awarded their students ‘kindness grades’ (A, B, C, D, F). Kindness grades were sig-
nificantly higher after teaching the course (d=0.79, p<0.001; d=0.47, p=0.016)—equiv-
alent to an increase in the median grade from ‘C’ to ‘B. However, the lack of a control
group in these pre-post observational studies means that it is not possible to draw any
definitive conclusions about the causal effects of Learn Kind on kindness.

To overcome this limitation, in the school year 2022-23, we conducted a cluster-
randomized waitlist-controlled trial of the Learn Kind program. Our general research
question was whether Learn Kind would perform as well as previous SEL programs (as
documented by previous meta-analyses). More specifically, our hypothesis was that stu-
dents in the Learn Kind treatment condition (Time 1-Time 2) would show a greater
improvement in the range of outcome variables typically used to assess SEL programs
(kindness, happiness, social and emotional problems, and academic performance) than
students in the control condition, and that these effects would persist for at least the
duration of the study (that is, for a further 3 months, from Time 2-Time 3).

2 Method

In the 2022-23 school year, teachers delivering the Learn Kind curriculum in the US
were invited by email to take part in the randomized control trial.> Out of the 1791
teachers contacted, 970 began the initial interest survey, with 676 completing it. From
there, 143 people started the registration process, and 95 completed their registration.
A total of 60 participants began the randomized controlled trial (RCT), with 49 success-
fully completing it.

Participating teachers were required to answer a series of questions about each of their
students at three time points: in September 2022 before the trial started (T1, baseline)
to establish pre-intervention measures; in December 2022 after the fall semester (T2) to
evaluate the initial impact of the program on the Learn Kind treatment group (compared
to the waitlist control group); and in April 2023 after the spring semester (T3) to assess
whether any changes in the Learn Kind treatment group had persisted, and to investi-
gate changes in the waitlist group.

In each survey, for each of their students, teachers were asked: "What overall'’kindness
grade' would you give to this student?" (A, B, C, D, F); and, "How happy is the stu-
dent?" (from 1-Extremely Unhappy to 5-Extremely Happy). Teachers completed a short
15-item version of the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire [13, 14], comprising the
following five subscales: emotions, attention, behaviour, peer relations, and prosociality.4
Teachers were also asked “What is the student's most recent report card grade in [math
and reading?]” (A, B, C, D, F). At T1, we also measured teaching experience (in years),
teacher level of education, teacher and student gender, classroom grade level, number

3We conducted a power analysis to determine the necessary sample size (for clusters/teachers and students) we
need to have in order to reach .80 power with our planned analysis. We expected up to 30% dropout rates in each
group. For a multilevel model with 3 time points and with pre-treatment subject icc=0.25, icc slope =0.05, variance
ratio =0.02, and cohen's d =-0.23, our power analysis indicated 29 teachers per experimental group (58 classrooms in
total) and 24 students per teacher as the required sample size.

“These scales have been coded such that higher scores indicate positive outcomes, that is, fewer problems. See SM
section “SDQ Items” for items.
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of students in the class, and name of the school. The surveys were hosted on Qualtrics.
Teachers were paid $500 for completing the surveys at T1 and T2, and were paid an
additional $250 for completing the survey at T3 (for a total of $750).

Before each survey, participating teachers provided informed consent. Note that the
data was not collected from students directly. Teachers reported on students using ano-
nymized IDs unavailable to the researchers. As the primary goal was evaluation of the
Learn Kind curriculum, Ethical and Independent Review Services (eandireview.com)
determined the project did not require IRB review using their Determination of Research
with Human Subjects assessment process. The consent form and ethics determination
are available on in the ‘Materials’ files on OSF: https://osf.io/e25p7/?view_only=c3b351f
5764b42a7a626a1077537be88. All methods were carried out in accordance with relevant
guidelines and regulations.

We also collected archival data for school SES (median income in the school district
according to the US census data [24], and school quality [15], and we recorded the Learn
Kind online platform user interaction data (download history).

After completing the T1 survey, teachers were randomly assigned to an experimental
condition: treatment, or waitlist (see Fig. 1).> The treatment group taught Learn Kind in
the fall of 2022; the waitlist group taught Learn Kind in the spring of 2023. This cross-
over design allows us to: (1) compare the results of the treatment and waitlist groups
T1-2; (2) investigate whether any changes in the treatment group persisted T2-3; and (3)
investigate the pre-post results of the waitlist group T2-3.°

3 Results
60 teachers, reporting on 1414 students (50% female), completed surveys at T1.” Further
demographic details of the sample are available in Table 1.8 Descriptives for the main
dependent variables, by time point and condition, are shown in Table 2, and Fig. 2.

We analyzed the data using multilevel models, with student data nested within teach-
ers. For each outcome, the models included Condition (treatment vs waitlist), Time (T1
vs T2 vs T3), and their interaction as fixed effects, and random intercepts for student

Time 1 Time 2 Time 3
( ) ( \ .. 4 N\
Learn Kind Waiting
Treatment Treatment |=m - -—— =»| Treatment
SEmm— — —
Waiting Learn Kind
Waitlist e —————— Waitlist > Waitlist

Fig. 1 Schematic of the cross-over design

®Participating teachers were randomly allocated to treatment and waitlist groups using the complete_ra function in
the R package randomizr.

©Materials, data, and pre-registered hypotheses and analysis are available on OSF: https://osf.io/e25p7/?view_only=c
3b351f5764b42a7a626a1077537be88.

7When creating row-level data that contained unique student-teacher combinations, we noticed a small number (66
of 1472) of duplicate rows that may have arisen due to teacher-related errors (for example, by entering the same stu-
dent ID twice). For more details, see the Supplementary Material section: “Resolving student-teacher discrepancies”.

8 A comparison between our sample’s demographics and national demographics is provided in Appendix D of the
Supplemental Materials.
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Table 1 Demographics

Category N % Mean SD
Gender (Student) Female 694 50%

Male 698 50%
Gender (Teacher) Female 53 88%

Male 7 12%
Grade (Student) K 45 3%

1 94 7%

2 151 1%

3 157 11%

4 206 15%

5 254 18%

6 171 12%

7 160 1%

8 176 12%
Class Size 60 28.02 23.72
Median Income (by school ZIP Code) 45 80,308.31 30,827.1
Quality of Education (by school) 42 571 1.73
Education (Teacher) Bachelors 22 37%

Masters 37 62%

Doctorate 1 2%
Years of Experience (Teacher) 60 12.52 8.07

and teacher. Because these models estimate and compare slopes—that is, the changes
between timepoints—they account for differences in baselines. Due to the large number
of comparisons, we set the alpha at p=0.005. A summary of the results is presented in
Table 3. (Full analysis and models are available in file ‘2-0_LK_data_long.omv’ on OSF: h
ttps://osf.io/e25p7/?view_only=c3b351f5764b42a7a626a1077537be88).

First, we investigated the results of the treatment and waitlist groups T1-2. Comparing
the pre-post results, we found that: the treatment group significantly improved on all
measures (Column 1a: d =0.38); whereas the waitlist group did not significantly improve
on any measure (Column 1b: d=0.03). We then investigated whether the treatment
group had improved more than the waitlist control group, by examining the interaction
between condition and time. We found that the treatment group improved on all mea-
sures significantly more than the waitlist group (Column 1c: kindness, d =0.49; happi-
ness, d=0.36; emotions, d=0.37; behaviour, d =0.36; attention, d =0.48; peers, d =0.34;
prosociality, d =0.37; maths, d =0.20; reading, d =0.13; d=0.34.)

Second, we investigated whether the improvements in the treatment group persisted
T2-3. Comparing the pre-post results, we found: that improvements in all measures
persisted, or improved further (except attention) T2-3 (Column 2a: d =0.01); and on all
measures the treatment group had improved from T1-3 (Column 2b: kindness, d =0.48;
happiness, d=0.45; emotions, d=0.33; behaviour, d=0.32; attention, d=0.30; peers,
d =0.48; prosociality, d =0.32; maths, d =0.36; reading, d =0.39; d=0.38).

Third, we investigated the results of the waitlist group T2-3. Comparing the pre-post
results, we found that the waitlist group improved significantly only on happiness, emo-
tions, and reading (d=0.09). Strictly speaking, these pre-post results are the only ones
we can report, because there is no genuine untreated control group in this part of the
study (T2-3). However, for the sake of completeness we also investigated whether the
waitlist group had improved more than the treatment group T2-3, by examining the
interaction between condition and time. We found that the waitlist group had improved
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Table 2 Descriptives

Time Condition TeacherN  StudentN  Student Stu-
Mean dent
sD

Kindness 1 Waitlist 31 665 4.07 0.89
Treatment 29 749 3.78 1.09

2 Waitlist 25 548 4.14 0.91

Treatment 24 624 4.29 0.87

3 Waitlist 24 509 4.18 0.81

Treatment 20 520 4.16 0.84

Happiness 1 Waitlist 31 665 3.92 1.03
Treatment 29 749 3.79 1.06

2 Waitlist 25 548 4.01 0.97

Treatment 24 624 4.21 0.92

3 Waitlist 24 509 4.20 0.82

Treatment 20 520 4.23 0.82

Emotions 1 Waitlist 31 665 2.56 0.55
Treatment 29 749 248 0.60

2 Waitlist 25 548 2.55 0.56

Treatment 24 623 2.65 0.50

3 Waitlist 24 509 2.68 045

Treatment 20 520 2.64 0.50

Behaviour 1 Waitlist 31 665 2.70 045
Treatment 29 749 2.56 0.55

2 Waitlist 25 548 2.68 045

Treatment 24 624 2.72 045

3 Waitlist 24 509 2.70 041

Treatment 20 520 2.70 044

Attention 1 Waitlist 31 665 2.50 061
Treatment 29 749 2.31 0.72

2 Waitlist 25 548 246 0.61

Treatment 24 623 2.60 0.58

3 Waitlist 24 509 2.50 0.57

Treatment 20 520 2.52 0.59

Peer relations 1 Waitlist 31 665 2.62 045
Treatment 29 748 249 0.52

2 Waitlist 25 548 2.65 042

Treatment 24 624 267 041

3 Waitlist 24 509 264 041

Treatment 20 520 2.70 0.40

Prosociality 1 Waitlist 31 665 246 0.58
Treatment 29 744 2.36 0.64

2 Waitlist 25 548 249 0.55

Treatment 24 624 2.60 0.53

3 Waitlist 24 509 254 0.51

Treatment 20 520 2.56 0.53

Math 1 Waitlist 30 634 3.90 0.98
Treatment 29 749 3.74 1.08

2 Waitlist 25 548 395 1.07

Treatment 24 624 3.97 1.02

3 Waitlist 22 492 4.03 0.96

Treatment 20 520 4.06 0.91

Reading 1 Waitlist 30 634 3.89 097
Treatment 29 748 3.75 1.06

2 Waitlist 25 548 3.98 1.05

Treatment 24 624 4.00 0.95
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Table 2 (continued)

Time Condition Teacher N StudentN  Student Stu-
Mean dent
SD
3 Waitlist 23 508 4.12 0.96
Treatment 20 520 4.13 0.88
Mean per condition 2541 600.85
Mean students/teacher per 23.65
condition
46 28
44 42 27
@ » Condition
g 42 2 5 (ss%llcn
2 - i é 8 waitlist
g 40 g ] treatment
25
38 36
36 24
1 2 3
28 Time
26
g 27
E E) 24 g 26
@ 26 2 3
@
Q 25
22
25 24
27
26 42 42
£ . 2
8 T 39 B 39
8 2 = &
o
23 36 36
22
1 2 3 1 2 3 1 2 3
Time Time e

Fig. 2 Visualisation of mixed model results, regressing outcomes onto groups and time

significantly more than the treatment group only on emotions and attention (Column
3b: kindness, d =0.14; happiness, d =0.16; emotions, d =0.24; behaviour, d =0.08; atten-
tion, d=0.18; peers, d = - 0.12; prosociality, d =0.13; maths, d = - 0.05; reading, d =0.00;
d=0.08).°

We also ran a series of models to control for the effects of, and test for moderation by,
teaching experience (in years), teacher level of education, teacher and student gender,
classroom grade level, number of students in the class, school SES (median income in
the school district according to the US census data), school educational quality (Great
Schools ratings), and the total amount of materials the teachers downloaded from the
Learn Kind website. These control and moderation models made no substantive differ-
ence to the results (see file 2-2_LK_control_intercepts.omv’ and ‘2-3_LK_control_inter-
actions.omv’ on OSF: https://osf.io/e25p7/?view_only=c3b351f5764b42a7a626a1077537
be88).

°In order to test whether the waitlist group improved more than the treatment group from T2-T3, the reference
categories for the Condition and Time variables were set to'treatment group' and'Time 2' (rather than'waitlist group'
and'Time 1'). A significant Condition*Time interaction with a positive slope value means that the waitlist group
improved significantly more than the treatment group from T2-T3 st. See file 2-1_LK_data_long_T2-T3d.omv’ on
OSE: https://osf.io/e25p7/?view_only=c3b351f5764b42a7a626a1077537be88.
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4 Discussion

The present study provides evidence for the positive effects of the Learn Kind cur-
riculum on student outcomes. Compared to the waitlist control group, teachers in the
treatment group reported that students were kinder—moving from an average kindness
grade of C to B—and happier, and experienced fewer emotional problems, were better
behaved, paid more attention in class, had better peer relations, showed more prosocial
behaviour, and had better math and reading grades (d = 0.34).

These findings are consistent with, and compare favourably to, the results of previous
meta-analyses of SEL programs. For example, in this study, the improvement in emo-
tions (d=0.37) was greater than that found in previous research (g=0.14, [4]; g=0.24,
[11]). The improvement in behaviour (d=0.36) was greater than in previous research
(g=0.16 [4]). The improvement in peer relations (d=0.34) was greater than in previ-
ous research (g=0.22 [4]). The improvement in prosocial behaviour (d=0.37) was at
the upper end of the range of previous research (g=0.18, [4]; g=0.23, [11]; d=0.39,
[21]). The improvement in maths (d=0.20) is lower than, but comparable to previous
research (ES=0.26, [5]). And the improvement in reading (d =0.13) is lower than previ-
ous research (ES=0.25, [5]). All told, despite its shorter duration, Learn Kind has effects
that approach and in some cases exceed the threshold for impactful learning programs
(d=0.40) suggested by Hattie [16], and as such represents a promising choice for boost-
ing SEL outcomes in schools.

We also found that these positive effects persisted for at least three months after the
intervention (d=0.38). These follow-up effects compare favourably with the results of
previous meta-analyses of SEL programs. For example, the improvement in emotions
(d=0.33) at 3+ months is comparable to the results of previous research on follow-up
effects at 6 + months (g=0.12, [4]) and 12 + months (ES=0.16, [23]). The improvement in
behaviour (d =0.32) after three months is comparable to the results of previous research
on follow-up effects at 6 + months (g=0.22, [4]) and 12+ months (ES=0.14, [23]). The
improvement in peer relations (d =0.48) after three months is comparable to the results
of previous research on follow-up effects at 6 + months (g=0.27, [4]). And the improve-
ment in prosociality (d =0.32) after three months is comparable to the results of previous
research on follow-up effects at 6 + months (g=0.14, [4], d=0.12, [21]) and 12 + months
(ES=0.13, [23]). However, since there is no untreated control group at T3, these findings
should be interpreted with care.

We also found that the results for the initial treatment group did not appear to be fully
replicated in the waitlist group, which showed improvements only in emotions and read-
ing. For the reasons stated above, in the absence of a genuine control group in the second
part of the study (T2-3), it is not clear how these findings should be interpreted.'” Nev-
ertheless, taking them at face value, we can still ask why there was this discrepancy. One
possibility is that the effects of Learn Kind were genuinely different at different times of
the school year. Perhaps teachers have to ‘catch students early’ and set the tone for the
rest of the year, whereas attempting to teach kindness later in the year, when students

Nor is it clear whether or how these results should be pooled with those of the initial treatment group. One pos-
sibility includes taking the average of the pre-post results (that is, averaging across the pre-post results for the treat-
ment group T1-2, and the waitlist group T2-3). This gives an average effect size of d=0.23. Another is to take the
average of the control and quasi-control results (that is, averaging across the difference between the treatment and
waitlist groups T1-2, and the difference between groups T2-3). This gives an average effect size of d=0.21. These
two ways of pooling the findings give similar results, that are still within the range of ‘small’ effects, and still compare
favourably with previous research in most cases.
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may be more fatigued, or when a pattern of relationships has already been established, is
less successful. Further research will be needed to test this possibility.

Of course, we should keep in mind the limitations of the present study. The study
was slightly underpowered; whereas we had aimed for 29 teachers per experimental
group per time point, we achieved an average of 25 (and some groups consisted of 20).
Although the teachers were randomly allocated to experimental conditions, they were
nevertheless a self-selecting sample who elected to teach the curriculum, and elected to
take part in the experiment. Although starting levels for most outcome variables are not
significantly different between groups, the starting levels for three of the nine variables
(kindness, behaviour, peer relations) were significantly different (at p <0.005, control-
ling for multiple comparisons). Although other-reported data (by teachers) may have the
advantage of being less subject to social desirability bias than self-reported data (by stu-
dents) [3], it may have the disadvantage of being less accurate. The study did not inves-
tigate whether effects on behaviour at school generalized to behaviour outside of school
(for example, in the home). The study did not investigate how the effects of Learn Kind
interacted with the values and personality of the students (or their parents). The study
did not investigate the specific effects of Learn Kind’s teacher modules. And the results
of the study pertain to one particular culture (the US), and so it is unclear whether the
effects might be different in another culture—although we note that a recent review of
SEL programs in 53 countries found no significant differences between “interventions
with programs developed and delivered in the same country...compared to interventions
implemented in a country different from where the program was developed” [4].

For these reasons, future research should also: use a larger sample; be conducted
‘school-wide;, with teachers randomly chosen to take part in the experiment; replicate
the study with more fully randomized starting levels [20], collect student self- and parent
other-reported data, of behaviour outside school; collect measures of student and parent
values and personality; replicate the study with and without teacher modules; and rep-
licate the study cross-culturally. It may also be informative to include a third ‘untreated’
control condition to provide a baseline set of measurements throughout.

Further research of this kind will enhance our understanding of kindness, and help to
make the classroom a kinder place.
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