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Objective: In recent years, social-emotional learning has been recognized as an effective
approach for enhancing learners' cognitive and self-regulatory skills. By emphasizing
emotional growth, social interaction, and responsible decision-making, these programs
can improve deep learning and self-directed learning processes. Therefore, the aim of the
present study was to investigate the effectiveness of a social-emotional learning program
on the self-directed learning and cognitive processing depth of high school students in
the city of Khoy.

Method: This research was a quasi-experimental study with a pre-test-post-test design
and a control group. The statistical population included all high school students in Khoy
during the 2024-2025 academic year. In the first stage, to identify eligible individuals, all
students were initially screened using Fisher et al.'s (2013) Self-Directed Learning
Questionnaire and Marton and Séljé's (1964) Deep Cognitive Processing Information
Questionnaire. After analyzing the results, students who scored below the designated cut-
off point on both scales were identified as the group in need of training. In the next stage,
32 individuals (considering the standard norm of the training package) were selected via
accessible and voluntary sampling and then randomly assigned to two groups:
experimental (16 participants) and control (16 participants). The experimental group
participated in a social-emotional learning program based on the National Social-
Emotional Learning Federation model. This program was conducted over eight one-hour
sessions during three months, emphasizing the development of self-awareness, self-
regulation, responsible decision-making, empathy, and social skills. Data were collected
and analyzed in two stages: pre-test and post-test.

Findings: The findings indicated that the results of the univariate analysis of covariance
(ANCOVA), controlling for the pre-test effect, demonstrated a significant effect of the
social-emotional learning program on students' self-directed learning and cognitive
processing depth (P < 0.05). The effect sizes indicated that this program had a moderate
to strong impact on the sub-components of self-directed learning (1> = 0.36 to 0.55) and
cognitive processing depth (> = 0.39 to 0.84).

Conclusion: Social-emotional learning fosters a more realistic attitude towards learning
in students by strengthening effective strategies and techniques. Therefore, the
implementation of this program is recommended to enhance self-directed learning and
cognitive processing depth among high school students.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In the contemporary era, students are the architects of the future and the primary source of innovation, playing a
strategic role in sustainable development. Investing in their education catalyzes economic growth, social
solidarity, health culture, and addresses global challenges. Students with self-awareness, emotional regulation,
and critical thinking act as responsible citizens contributing to societal progress (Haddad, 2025). This underscores
the need for curricula based on social-emotional development. Such students become future professionals with
both technical knowledge and emotional intelligence (Bring & Daniel, 2025).

Self-directed learning—the ability to plan, monitor, and evaluate one’s learning (Khu et al., 2025)—is a
cornerstone of academic success. Students with these skills perform better, analyze information rather than
memorize it, and apply knowledge to new situations (Zhang, 2025). Research also shows self-directed learning
helps optimize resources and use feedback (Khalil et al., 2025). Concurrently, depth of cognitive processing—
deep, critical understanding involving analysis, connecting concepts, and applying knowledge—is key to
meaningful learning. Students with this processing achieve better grades and motivation (Palla et al., 2025).
However, the effectiveness of social-emotional learning (SEL) programs on these cognitive skills remains
underexplored. In deprived regions, culturally adapted SEL programs may address local challenges (Nikola et al.,
2024). School-family-community interaction helps students manage learning strategies (Lee et al., 2024). Despite
emphasis on cognitive skills, evidence on SEL’s impact on self-directed learning and cognitive processing is
scattered. Most domestic studies focus on behavioral outcomes, not cognitive ones. Preliminary findings from
Khoy high school students show weaknesses in learning planning, self-regulation, and deep processing. Therefore,
this study assesses an SEL program based on the CASEL model on these variables among Khoy high school
students.

Methods

This quasi-experimental study used a pre-test-post-test design with a control group. The population included all
second-grade high school students in Khoy (2024-2025). Several schools were randomly selected. Using the Self-
Directed Learning Questionnaire (Fisher et al., 2013) and Cognitive Processing Depth Questionnaire (Marton &
Saljo, 1964), students scoring below the cut-off were identified. From these, 32 willing students were selected via
accessible and voluntary sampling and randomly assigned to experimental (n=16) and control (n=16) groups. The
experimental group received an SEL program based on the CASEL model (eight 1-hour sessions over three
months focusing on self-awareness, emotional regulation, empathy, responsible decision-making, and social
skills); the control group received no intervention.

Inclusion criteria: informed consent, no prior similar program participation, low scores in dependent variables.
Exclusion criteria: physical/sensory impairments, absence from >2 sessions. Pre-test was administered to both
groups, then the intervention, and a post-test two weeks after sessions ended. Data were analyzed using ANCOVA
with SPSS 27, controlling for pre-test scores. Reliability (Cronbach’s alpha) was 0.82 for self-directed learning
and 0.75 for cognitive processing depth.

Results

Descriptive statistics showed means and standard deviations for both groups. ANCOVA revealed that the SEL
program significantly affected all dimensions of self-directed learning: self-management (F=35.26, p<0.05, 55%
effectiveness), self-control (F=12.76, p<0.05, 44% effectiveness), and learning motivation (F=14.16, p<0.05, 36%
effectiveness). The program also significantly impacted all dimensions of cognitive processing depth: deep
processing (F=4.60, p<0.05, 55%), information organization (F=14.44, p<0.05, 39%), expansion (F=16.26,
p<0.05, 55%), and cognitive monitoring (F=120.50, p<0.05, 84%). The intervention enhanced self-regulatory
behaviors and cognitive engagement strategies in the experimental group compared to the control group.
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Conclusions

The results demonstrated that the SEL program based on the CASEL model significantly improved self-
management, self-control, learning motivation, deep processing, information organization, expansion, and
cognitive monitoring. These findings align with studies by Haddad (2025), Bring and Daniel (2025), Lee et al.
(2024), and others confirming SEL’s efficacy. Interpretation suggests that SEL, by emphasizing intra- and
interpersonal skills, fosters self-awareness, self-management, and personal responsibility. The program enabled
more effective learning behaviors through conscious emotional practice and responsible decision-making. The
impact on self-management is attributed to planning, goal-setting, and monitoring skills. For self-control, the
focus on behavioral inhibition and regulating negative emotions helped students manage distractions. Learning
motivation was enhanced through increased competence, social belonging, and meaning attribution. Cognitively,
the program created a safe, supportive environment. Reducing learning anxiety through emotional regulation
prepared the mind for analysis and reflection. Participants used planning and cognitive discipline to organize
information into meaningful mental frameworks. Social awareness and cognitive flexibility encouraged
generalization to new situations, fostering creativity and critical reasoning. The intervention activated executive
cognitive systems and enhanced reflective thinking. Limitations include the short intervention duration and the
specific demographic of Khoy. Combining SEL with cognitive-behavioral approaches and extending future
interventions could yield more profound and sustainable results.
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