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Abstract: A positive school climate can directly influence the relationships and social interactions
among students while also contributing to the development of socio-emotional skills. Simultaneously,
the school climate depends on these said skills. Despite this close relationship, emotional education
and school climate improvement programmes have traditionally been studied separately. This study
describes and evaluates the effectiveness of a new programme, OKAPI (Organisation, Cooperation,
Positive Environment, Participation and Emotional Intelligence), for the development of socio-
emotional skills and the improvement of classroom climate for primary school students using a
cooperative learning methodology. The total sample comprised 86 students aged 9–11 years. A
quasi-experimental design with pre-test and post-test measures with a control group was used.
The results show that the program’s implementation is effective both for the improvement of the
classroom climate and the acquisition of training in the field of emotional intelligence, as well as
for the development of cooperative competences. Among the fundamental pillars of the OKAPI
programme are its simplicity and transversality, so that teachers are responsible for its application
and monitoring; thus, the programme becomes an agent of change in their educational practice.

Keywords: emotional education; classroom climate; cooperative learning; intervention program;
quasi-experimental design; primary education

1. Introduction

In recent decades, the amount of research on programmes for the development of socio-
emotional skills in schools has increased considerably, showing a positive relationship with
various aspects such as academic performance [1–9], greater ability to perceive, understand,
and control one’s emotions [10,11], decreased disruptive behaviours [7,12], and greater
psychological well-being [13–15], among others. Unfortunately, the implementation of
these programmes has not always yielded the expected results as they have not been fully
integrated into school and classroom life as cross-curricular tools [16,17].

A positive school climate can directly influence the relationships and social inter-
actions among students while also contributing to the development of socioemotional
skills. Simultaneously, the school climate depends on these said skills [18,19]. Despite this
close relationship between school climate and socioemotional competencies, emotional
education and school climate improvement programmes have traditionally been studied
separately [20], creating different research bodies and hindering the opportunity to create
synergies. Fortunately, a change in this situation has begun, and studies are increasingly
being conducted in a coordinated manner.

This trend demonstrates the willingness to incorporate programmes that coordinate
efforts to improve the school climate and the development of socioemotional skills, and it
is in this line of work that this research is framed. Specifically, the OKAPI (Organisation,
Cooperation, Positive Environment, Participation and Emotional Intelligence) programme
for primary schools has been designed, created, and implemented for this research.
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OKAPI is based on the Bar-On model [21], in the field of EI, and on the curricular
contents of emotional education proposed by Bisquerra [22]. Moreover, regarding the
school and class climate, it is conceptualized as having a global character [23] of a multi-
dimensional nature, which includes social interactions, the methodology used in classes,
the culture and values of the school, and interactions with the learning space, among oth-
ers [24,25]. Of particular importance in the programme is a change in the methodological
paradigm oriented towards cooperative learning, based on the contributions of Kagan [26],
Pujolàs [27], and Pujolàs and Lago [28].

The fundamental objective of the current educational system is the integral education
of the students, which proposes, among other things, to pay special attention to social
interactions that originate in the classroom [29] in the context and with the effects of
these interactions [30,31]. Socioemotional education programmes are conducted in a
specific context, the centre, as well as the classroom. These environments determine the
relationships between community members, while the relationships themselves affect
the environment. These two aspects are closely related but have often been addressed
separately by both researchers and teachers.

Classroom climate and emotional education are elements that benefit each other. It
is necessary to create an inclusive, open, and flexible environment at school that helps
promote the development of all student dimensions. Therefore, it is necessary to join forces
and propose interventions that consider both aspects.

1.1. Cooperative Learning

We must look beyond traditional academic content and employ techniques that affect
psychosocial variables [32]. Cooperative learning (CL) is a methodology that allows
children and adolescents to internalise the skills, abilities, and values necessary to become
effective citizens in a democracy [33]. CL works directly on social skills and values, such as
solidarity, understanding and cooperation.

Cooperation is a characteristic of human beings. It is typical of people to think and
work cooperatively. As learning is a social activity, we should use a methodology based
on a cooperative learning structure in schools [34]. Furthermore, we must not forget the
fundamental role that interpersonal relationships play in determining the quantity and
quality of school learning.

Several authors have committed to using cooperative learning in the classroom as a
methodology and an organisational form capable of responding to the education system’s
current needs. CL is considered a potentially effective tool for combating poor results
at school, enhancing the academic performance and social and cognitive skills of all
students, and improving psychosocial factors such as motivation, self-esteem, and positive
attitude [32,35]

The school should be a facilitator for the development of social and prosocial skills in
students; therefore, establishing a positive classroom environment is fundamental. This can
be achieved by improving social cohesion, one of the key areas of cooperative learning. The
use of cooperative learning in the classroom improves its climate and atmosphere [36,37],
and therefore the coexistence of students. Moreover, it is well known that establishing a
good relational environment between students by creating an environment where students
can establish cordial relationships with their peers provides a context suitable for learning
cognitive and social skills [38].

1.2. What Is Meant by Classroom or School Climate?

The school or classroom climate is a complex concept that has evolved from the Moos
model [39,40] to the present day. Initially, it referred to more general positions, almost
always limited to how the classroom is organised by teachers. However, over time, an
increasing number of elements have been incorporated.

Bisquerra [41] indicates that the current approach to the construct is intended to
include such different perspectives as teaching skills [42], interpersonal relationships [43],
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social skills [44], teacher socioemotional competence [45], level of coexistence [46] and
overall satisfaction [47], among others.

Several studies recognise the existence of a positive school climate as a necessary
condition for achieving good academic results [19,48]. Certain other studies state that it is
directly related to high performance [49] or that it can affect learning improvement [50].

However, apart from academic performance, and continuing with the concept of
‘education’ raised by the Delors Report (1996) at UNESCO, a positive school climate
facilitates well-being and promotes both the personal and integral development of the
individual [19,51]. Further, it promotes positive relationships between group members [48],
fosters the creation of a spirit of belonging to the group [18], and becomes a protective
factor for students with certain disadvantages [52,53].

1.3. Emotional Education and Classroom Climate: The Current State of the Question

Research has corroborated the proposition that in a positive school climate, socioe-
motional and academic competencies have a major impact on peoples’ lives and even on
their health, especially mental health [16]. However, these have traditionally been studied
separately [20].

This disconnect between programmes aimed at improving classroom climate and
emotional education programmes may be due to several factors, including lack of financial
resources, lack of preparation by teachers, lack of infrastructure on the part of public
administration, etc. [54]. It may also be due to the fact that these programmes primarily
arise from external research conducted by universities or research centres, and thus the
faculty and the educational community do not participate in programme design.

This research aims to respond to this need. To this end, the OKAPI programme was
designed to include both approaches (emotional education and school climate) and to be
implemented by teachers. It is based on three main pillars: improvement of the classroom
climate, emotional education, and cooperative learning.

One of the main goals of the OKAPI programme is to create a positive environment in
order to allow the development of everyone’s socioemotional competencies in the school
environment. The programme encourages the creation of a space where students, through
interactions with the educational context, can practice the skills on which they are working.
It includes the direct teaching of socioemotional competence, and incorporates tools that
can be included in daily routines.

1.4. OKAPI-Specific Goals and Intervention Aspects

The key points of the programme, which make the union of the three pillars possible,
respond to the acronym of OKAPI in Catalan: O (classroom organisation), K (cooperative
learning), A (positive class environment), P (participation of all members of the educational
community), and I (emotional education as a key point of the curriculum).

The specific goals, organised as blocks intended to be achieved with the students, are
listed in Table 1.

Table 1. OKAPI-specific goals.

EMOTIONAL
AWARENESS

Be aware of and able to identify and name your own emotions

Be able to identify and name the emotions of the people around us

Arouse interest in distinguishing and interpreting our own emotions and
those of the people around us

Develop the ability to evaluate one’s emotions and discern between what is
experienced and what is true

Establish a relationship between emotions and the situations that generate
them
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Table 1. Cont.

EMOTIONAL
REGULATION

Be able to express one’s emotions appropriately in a given context

Develop strategies for dealing with unpleasant emotions

Develop the ability to self-generate positive emotions

Be able to regulate the intensity of one’s emotions and reduce impulsivity

Develop the ability to adjust emotions and behaviour when situations
change

PERSONAL
AUTONOMY

Recognise one’s own personal qualities

Identify those aspects, facts, and features that you like or dislike

Develop a positive attitude

Accept yourself and be happy with yourself

Recognise and take responsibility for one’s own actions

SOCIAL
COMPETENCE

Develop active listening

Master the basic rules of social skills: respect the turn of speech, rules of
courtesy, and look in the other person’s face

Respect the opinions and emotions of the people around us

Be able to describe the causes and consequences of conflicts in the
generated relationships

Apply positive and constructive strategies to resolve conflicts

COMPETENCES
FOR LIFE AND
WELL-BEING

Set affordable goals and plans to be able to achieve them

Be able to look for alternatives and help in situations that require it

Be able to make decisions

Develop assertiveness

Develop an attitude aimed at looking for activities and strategies that are a
source of calmness and energy

COOPERATIVE
COMPETENCES

Be able to work in groups, taking on individual responsibilities

Identify those aspects that improve communication and those that make it
difficult

Generate an active attitude to overcome communication difficulties

Make constructive criticism

Develop an active attitude towards contributing to the group and society

CLASS CLIMATE

Know and respect the rules of coexistence of the centre and the classroom

Generate awareness in relation to the effect of violent and disruptive
behaviours in school

Develop an active attitude towards improving the school climate

Develop strategies to generate spaces for coexistence and friendship with
colleagues

Recognise individual and group similarities and differences

To conduct the OKAPI programme, interventions are made in five aspects that corre-
spond to OKAPI’s acronym (Table 2).
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Table 2. Aspects of OKAPI’s intervention.

Organisation

− A specific way to organise the space in the classroom
− Use of strategies to ensure efficient use of time
− Incorporation of routines related to social skills in the classroom
− Incorporation of time dedicated to emotional education work and the

different strategies the programme incorporates into the class schedule

Cooperative
Learning

− Heterogeneous groups of students
− Monitoring and evaluation of groups
− Regular use of cooperative structures
− Incorporation of roles in the classroom
− Systematic work on social cohesion

Class Climate

− Incorporation of concrete strategies to work in coexistence: clear
expectations, class rules, use of positive points, etc.

− Empower students who work to improve coexistence
− Use of concrete strategies for conflict resolution: PiP (stop and think) and

VET (evaluate the situation, explore alternatives, use some time to think
carefully)

Participation

− Family involvement: monthly family–school activities, introduction of
volunteering in classrooms, training families in emotional management,
increasing communication with families

− Conducting solidarity projects related to the community
− Increasing student participation in the classroom

Emotional
Intelligence

− Holding assemblies in the classroom: starting circle, exit circle, and weekly
classroom meeting

− Daily incorporation of relaxation and meditation in the classroom
− Use of the mood metre
− Use of the MENU strategy (a list of different strategies organised by steps

using visual clues) as a guide for students to resolve conflicts
− Direct instruction of emotional education, 30 min per week.
− Use of the CiC (tell and change) strategy: readings related to emotional

education with a linguistic approach
− Work on the vocabulary of emotions once a week

1.5. Objectives and Hypotheses

This research aims to design, implement, and evaluate the effectiveness of a pro-
gramme for the development of socioemotional skills and improvement of the classroom
climate for primary school students by using a cooperative learning methodology.

The specific objectives of the study and the hypotheses derived from them are detailed
below:

− Specific objective 1: Analyse the changes produced in the participants, evaluated by
whether they are included in the experimental group or the control group, in terms of
socioemotional competences after application of the intervention programme.

Hypothesis 1: The experimental group significantly improves the development of
socio-emotional skills post-test; differences related to participation in the intervention
programme are identified.

− Specific objective 2: Analyse the changes produced in the participants, evaluated
according to whether they are included in the experimental group or the control
group, in terms of the effectiveness of the cooperative work after application of the
intervention programme.

Hypothesis 2: The experimental group achieves a significant improvement in the effec-
tiveness of cooperative work post-test; differences linked to participation in the intervention
programme are identified.
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− Specific objective 3: Analyse the changes produced in the study participants, evaluated
according to whether they are included in the experimental group or the control
group, in relation to the class climate perceived after application of the intervention
programme.

Hypothesis 3: The experimental group shows a significant improvement in perceived
class climate post-test; differences related to participation in the intervention programme
are identified.

In the following section, the study carried out is described indicating the participants,
measuring instruments, procedure and obtained results regarding the analysis of the
effectiveness of the OKAPI programme. The results are then discussed in order to extract
the main conclusions and practical applications of the study.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Participants

The intervention programme was aimed at students aged 9–11 years. Five schools
attended a meeting to present the program, and four of them volunteered to participate in
the research. Finally, two different schools from Alicante province, Spain, were selected to
participate in the program. Both schools share similar characteristics: they only have one
unit of each level, are both located in the same area, and have had an increase in discipline
problems in recent years. A total of 45 students from one school were in the intervention
group, and 41 students from the other school were in the control group. The total sample
comprised 86 students.

2.2. Measures

The instruments used for measurement were as follows:

− Emotional intelligence was measured by EQ: i: YV (S) [21]. This is a self-reported
measure that assesses students’ perceptions of their own socioemotional competence.
The instrument included 30 items with a 4-point Likert scale (1 = not true of me,
2 = a little true in my case, 3 = true in my case, 4 = very true). The scale is composed of
five-factors: intrapersonal (for example: some things make me very angry), interper-
sonal (I care what happens to other people), stress management (some things annoy
me a lot), adaptability (I like every person that I meet), and mood (Nothing bothers
me). A total scale score and a score for each dimension were given. The reliability
values using Cronbach’s alpha were as follows: interpersonal (α = 0.67); intrapersonal
(α = 0.84); stress management (α = 0.84); adaptability (α = 0.83); and the questionnaire
in general (α = 0.77) [55].

− Classroom climate was assessed using the Scale for the Assessment of the Social
Classroom Climate in primary school students [56]. This is self-reported measure that
assesses students’ perceptions of the social climate in the classroom. The instrument
included 12 items with a 4-point Likert scale (1 = never, 2 = sometimes, 3 = many times,
4 = always). The scale is composed of four dimensions: interest (for example: Teachers
take a personal interest in us), relationship (The relationship between teachers and students
is good), satisfaction (The students are happy with the group) and communication (In this
class there is very good communication between us). A total scale score and a score for
each dimension were given. Regarding the primary scale, the items corresponding to
factor 1, relationship, interest, and communication (α = 0.8149) and factor 2, cohesion
and satisfaction of the group (α = 0.82015) were used [56].

− Cooperative competencies were assessed using the Cooperative Learning Efficiency scale [57]
The scale has two dimensions or explanatory factors: interdependence/responsibility and
communication. The first factor refers to the perception that each team member has
of their colleagues in terms of responsibility and interdependence in cooperative
activities. An example of such an item is: Every student contributes to the team. The
second factor assesses the communication skills used by peers during cooperative
learning activities. An example of this item is: In the group, students listen to each other.
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A total scale score and a score for each dimension were given. The internal consistency
of the scale was highly acceptable, assuming a Cronbach’s alpha value of 900 [57].

− A programme evaluation questionnaire was developed specifically for this research.
A questionnaire was prepared in order to determine the degree to which the objectives
of the program were fulfilled. The questionnaire included seven items with a 5-point
Likert scale (1 = never, 2 = sometimes, 3 = many times, 4 = always). This questionnaire
was answered both before and after the implementation of the programme. In the
questionnaire, three items referred to aspects related to the organisation and man-
agement of the classroom, one item referred to cooperation, two items evaluated the
classroom climate and coexistence as an item of participation, and one item referred
to the work of emotional intelligence in class.

− A teacher satisfaction questionnaire was developed specifically for this research. The
questionnaire included 10 items with a 5-point Likert scale (1 = never, 2 = sometimes,
3 = many times, 4 = always). The questionnaire included items on the interest and
usefulness of the content worked on in the program, namely, class climate, cooperative
learning and emotional intelligence. It also included items referring to the program’s
structure, the training received, and the materials used. Open questions were also be
asked about different aspects of the OKAPI programme.

2.3. Procedure

The implementation of the programme took place in 2018. Prior to the implementation
of the study, all participants (principals, teachers, and parents) provided written informed
consent in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki and the recommendations and
approval of the University of Alicante Ethics Committee (UA-2015-07-06). The commitment
to confidentiality with respect to all data obtained from both teachers and students was
guaranteed.

OKAPI is a multi-year program; however, in this research we provide information
about only one year of application. While this was not a top-down initiative (that is, it
did not start from the educational authorities), we had the support of the teacher training
centre.

The principal of the centre and the teaching staff participating in the research both
engaged in a specific training programme the year before the implementation of the OKAPI
programme.

The training course was conducted in ten sessions (20 h in total) including the follow-
ing elements: cooperative learning, emotional education, classroom organisation, strategies
to improve the classroom climate, and the importance of the educational community’s
participation at the school.

The quasi-experimental study was conducted during the school year, from September
to June. In September and October, several meetings were held with the teachers of the
intervention group to organise all the strategies and activities required for programme
implementation. The pre-test was administrated to the experimental and control groups in
November, and the post-test was administrated in June. Thus, the implementation of the
OKAPI programme in the experimental group took place from December to June, while
the control group received normal teaching.

During programme implementation, the teachers of the intervention group received
monthly training to conduct the different strategies. Although the OKAPI programme
was applied by the teachers, the main researchers also attended a minimum of three
weekly sessions in order to support them and to help conduct emotional education direct
training. Simultaneously, a self-evaluation of the degree of programme implementation
was conducted monthly by the teaching staff.
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2.4. Design and Data Analysis

A quasi-experimental design with pre-test and post-test measures with a non-equivalent
control group was used [58] This is a quasi-experimental design, as the groups were formed
naturally and not randomly.

In order to determine programme effectiveness, the MLG (General Linear Model)
of repeated measures has been used, wherein groups of related dependent variables
representing different measures of the same attribute are analysed [59–62]. In this analysis,
at least one of the factors is based on independent observations, and at least one other
is based on correlated observations [63]. Graphs of the conducted interactions are also
provided in order to visually represent the differences obtained between the intervention
and control groups as well as in the pre-test and post-test situations, and to analyse the
meaning of any differences.

The descriptive statistics of the program evaluation questionnaire and the teacher sat-
isfaction questionnaire answered by the tutors of the classes that made up the intervention
group were also analysed.

3. Results

Box’s M test showed the homogeneity of the variance–covariance matrix for the
following: intrapersonal (EI) scale (F = 2.31; gl = 1,777,031.74; p = 0.07); interdependence-
responsibility dimension (CL) (F = 1.12; gl = 1,777,031.74; p = 0.34); communication di-
mension (CL) (F = 11.14; gl = 1,777,031.74; p = 0.34); class climate dimension (F = 2.43;
gl = 1,777,031.74; p = 0.06); and class climate communication dimension (F = 0.80; gl = 1,777,031.74;
p = 0.49). The assumed homogeneity of the variance–covariance matrices was rejected for
the following: adaptability (EI) (F = 5.22, gl = 1,777,031.74; p < 0.001); stress management
(EI) (F = 4.96; gl = 1,777,031.74; p < 0.001); mood (EI) (F = 7.68; gl = 1,777,031.74; p < 0.001);
cooperative learning total (F = 3.21; gl = 1,777,031.74; p = 0.02); total class climate (F = 3.10;
gl = 1,777,031.74; p = 0.02); class climate interest dimension (F = 16.77; gl = 1,777,031.74;
p < 0.001); and class climate satisfaction dimension (F = 7.58; gl = 1,777,031.74; p <0.001).
However, as it is a sample with two groups with a similar number of participants, the
violation of the assumption has minimal effect [64].

Univariate analysis revealed, as shown in Table 3, that the interaction between evalua-
tion time (pre-test and post-test) and training was significant for most of the variables.

Table 3. Summary of intra- and inter-subject univariate ANOVA.

Source Type III df F Sig. η2 Partial Observed
Power

Multiple Comparisons

Group Mean
Difference

(s.e.)

Factor 1 Mean
Difference

(s.e.)

Intrapersonal

Intra 155.91 1 17.36 <0.001 0.17 0.98 0.49 (0.56) −1.90 ** (0.45)
Intra * Inter 98.61 1 10.98 0.001 0.11 0.90
Error Intra 754.36 84

Inter 10.69 1 0.79 0.37 0.01 0.14
Error Inter 1140.42 84

Interpersonal

Intra 36.36 1 9.81 0.002 0.10 0.87 −2.10 ** (0.54) −0.92 * (0.29)
Intra * Inter 91.11 1 24.57 <0.001 0.22 0.99
Error Intra 311.38 84

Inter 189.61 1 14.75 <0.001 0.15 0.96
Error Inter 1079.90 84

Stress management

Intra 39.40 1 2.65 0.11 0.03 0.36 1.24 * (0.37) −0.95 (0.58)
Intra * Inter 83.77 1 5.63 0.02 0.06 0.65
Error Intra 1249.20 84

Inter 66.21 1 11.09 0.001 0.11 0.91
Error Inter 501.55 84

Adaptability

Intra 96.54 1 28.85 <0.001 0.25 1 −0.57 (0.63) −1.50 ** (0.27)
Intra * Inter 10.72 1 3.20 0.07 0.04 0.45
Error Intra 281.00 84

Inter 14.20 1 0.82 0.36 0.01 0.14
Error Inter 1448.17 84
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Table 3. Cont.

Source Type III df F Sig. η2 Partial Observed
Power

Multiple Comparisons

Group Mean
Difference

(s.e.)

Factor 1 Mean
Difference

(s.e.)

Mood

Intra 4.74 1 1.63 0.20 0.02 0.24 −0.64 (0.51) −0.33 (0.26)
Intra * Inter 15.49 1 5.34 0.02 0.06 0.63
Error Intra 243.42 84

Inter 17.77 1 1.58 0.21 0.06 0.63
Error Inter 243.42 84

Total CL Efficiency

Intra 494.97 1 129.05 <0.001 0.60 1 −4.75 ** (0.68) −3.39 ** (0.29)
Intra * Inter 766.18 1 199.75 <0.001 0.70 1
Error Intra 322.19 84

Inter 968.91 1 48.42 <0.001 0.36 1
Error Inter 1680.90 84

Interdependence–
responsibility

dimension (CL)

Intra 162.72 1 89.97 <0.001 0.51 1 −3.50 ** (0.44) −1.94 ** (0.20)
Intra * Inter 296.86 1 164.13 <0.001 0.66 1
Error Intra 151.93 84

Inter 527.64 1 61.98 <0.001 0.42 1
Error Inter 715.02 84

Communication
dimension (CL)

Intra 90.09 1 77.60 <0.001 0.48 1 −1.24 * (0.35) −1.44 ** (0.16)
Intra * Inter 109.21 1 94.07 <0.001 0.53 1
Error Intra 97.51 84

Inter 66.53 1 12.42 0.001 0.13 0.93
Error Inter 449.91 84

Total classroom
climate

Intra 990.03 1 85.31 <0.001 0.50 1 −7.45 ** (1.12) −4.80 ** (0.52)
Intra * Inter 2087.00 1 179.84 <0.001 0.68 1
Error Intra 974.79 84

Inter 2387.07 1 44.24 <0.001 0.68 1
Error Inter 974.79 84

Interest dimension
(classroom climate)

Intra 18.97 1 17.97 <0.001 0.17 0.98 −0.99 * (0.32) −0.66 ** (0.15)
Intra * Inter 61.95 1 58.67 <0.001 0.41 1
Error Intra 88.69 84

Inter 42.39 1 9.47 0.003 0.10 0.86
Error Inter 376.04 84

Satisfaction
dimension

(classroom climate)

Intra 86.46 1 34.67 <0.001 0.29 1 −1.62 ** (0.38) −1.42 ** (0.24)
Intra * Inter 168.29 1 67.49 <0.001 0.44 1
Error Intra 209.45 84

Inter 113.29 1 17.46 <0.001 0.17 0.98
Error Inter 544.87 84

Relationship
dimension

(classroom climate)

Intra 137.76 1 120.74 <0.001 0.59 1 −2.46 ** (0.36) −1.79 ** (0.16)
Intra * Inter 262.79 1 230.32 <0.001 0.73 1
Error Intra 95.84 84

Inter 261.18 1 46.42 <0.001 0.35 1
Error Inter 472.61 84

Communication
dimension

(classroom climate)

Intra 36.88 1 58.41 <0.001 0.41 1 −2.37 ** (0.28) −0.92 ** (0.12)
Intra * Inter 74.46 1 117.94 <0.001 0.58 1
Error Intra 53.03 84

Inter 241.54 1 69.25 <0.001 0.45 1
Error Inter 292.98 84

Note: df = degrees of freedom; s.e. = standard error; Sig. = significance; * = significance (Sidak correction for multiple comparisons) < 0.05;
** = significance (Sidak correction for multiple comparisons) < 0.001.

Figure 1 shows graphs of the interactions between the groups (experimental and
control) for the different variables.

In reference to the programme evaluation questionnaire, the mean scores of all items
increased in the post-test situation. The items that showed the greatest increase were those
referring to the ability to resolve conflicts that occur in classroom (pretest: mean = 2.67,
sd = 0.57; posttest: mean = 4.00, sd = 0.45), the ability to offer students options to work in
groups (pretest: mean = 2.00, sd = 1.00; posttest: mean = 4.33, sd = 0.57) and the relationship
and communication with families (pretest: mean = 2.67, sd = 1.53; posttest: mean = 4.00,
sd = 1.00).



Sustainability 2021, 13, 12559 10 of 17

In the satisfaction questionnaire, the highest scores are those referred to in the items
of cooperative learning (mean = 5.00, sd = 0.46), and the lowest scores are those referred to
in the usefulness of the contents of emotional intelligence (mean = 4.00, sd = 1.00).
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Figure 1. Estimated marginal means for (a.1) intrapersonal; (a.2) interpersonal; (a.3) stress manage-
ment; (a.4) adaptability; (a.5) mood; (b.1) total CL efficiency; (b.2) interdependence–responsibility
dimension (CL); (b.3) communication dimension (CL); (c.1) total classroom climate; (c.2) inter-
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tionship dimension (classroom climate); and (c.5) communication dimension (classroom climate).
Blue line = control group; Green line = experimental group; mean (standard deviation).

4. Discussion

This study describes and evaluates a programme developing socio-emotional skills
and the improvement of school climate. It is based on a cooperative methodology that has
been conducted by the teachers participating in the research. The study primarily aims
to explore the development of EI and how this development influences both cooperative
skills and the classroom climate.

The discussion is organised according to the objectives of the research. These refer
to the effectiveness of the designed intervention programme, OKAPI, on the different
variables raised in the study: improvement in socio-emotional skills (Hypothesis 1); im-
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provement in the effectiveness of cooperative work (Hypothesis 2); and improvement in
perceived class climate (Hypothesis 3).

Hypothesis 1 (H1). The intervention group significantly improves the development of socioemo-
tional skills in the post-test time; differences linked to participation in the intervention programme
are identified.

Notably, the hypothesis is accepted for the interpersonal, intrapersonal, mood and
stress management dimensions. However, no significant differences were observed in
the adaptability dimension. This is in line with previous research [65], in which results
showed that the adaptability dimension was the only one that did not improve in similar
programmes. The effect lasted no more than a year, possibly due to changes—both organi-
sational and methodological—that have been conducted, resulting in the requirement of
more adaptation time.

In general, it can be concluded that the OKAPI intervention programme improved the
students’ socioemotional skills, thus agreeing with the authors who state that emotions
can be worked on and developed through an emotional education programme [16,41,66].
This is in line with the conclusions of authors such as Greenberg et al. [54] After analysing
different programmes, these researchers stated that emotional skills improve when they are
taught gradually and systematically, and as long as the programmes can offer situations
that allow the exercise of emotional skills, which require practice in order to be achieved
by students.

Simultaneously, the programme is based on cooperative learning, which has been
linked to the improvement of emotional intelligence in previous research [67,68].

Hypothesis 2 (H2). The experimental group significantly improves the effectiveness of cooperative
work in the post-test time; differences linked to participation in the intervention programme are
identified.

Our analysis showed that the interaction between the time of the evaluation (pre-test
and post-test) and programme implementation was significant with respect to both the total
scale and its individual dimensions (communication, interdependence, and responsibility),
with adequate power and effect size. This allows for the acceptance of the hypothesis.

The use of cooperative learning as a basis for the implementation of the OKAPI pro-
gramme was based on several studies related to the use of this methodology in improving
numerous aspects that influence the teaching–learning process of students. Cooperative
learning represents a good opportunity to practice socioemotional skills [32,37,65,67], as it
encourage social interactions.

The results obtained after programme application are in line with other studies on
the effects of cooperative learning in the school environment. When students improve
their cooperative skills, they also learn how to establish healthier relationships with others.
Further, this results in a decrease in disruptive behaviours and improved coexistence in
the school [69].

Hypothesis 3 (H3). The intervention group shows a significant improvement in class climate as
perceived post-test; differences linked to participation in the intervention programme are identified.

This hypothesis is also accepted, as the values resulting from our analysis show how
the implementation of the interaction between the time of evaluation (pre-test and post-
test) and the implementation of the programme were significant with respect to both the
total scale and its dimensions (communication and interdependence–responsibility), with
adequate power and effect size.

The improvement of the classroom climate perceived through the OKAPI programme
is in line with several studies that link this improvement to organisational aspects [23] of co-
operative learning [37] or the incorporation of students’ socio-emotional competence [70,71].



Sustainability 2021, 13, 12559 13 of 17

The classroom climate and students’ socio-emotional skills are closely related fac-
tors, as there is a strong relationship between the development of understanding of the
consequences of one’s behaviour—an aspect addressed in part by organisation and coex-
istence in the OKAPI programme—and overall emotional regulation [57,72]. If students
can control their attention and inhibit impulsive responses, they will have fewer problems,
and disruptive behaviours will decrease [73], which will directly and positively affect the
perceived classroom climate.

5. Conclusions

This study aimed to observe the effectiveness of the OKAPI programme on the de-
velopment of students’ socioemotional skills, the improvement of the classroom climate,
and the development of cooperative competencies. The results allow us to state that the
improvements appreciated due to the conducted intervention. We therefore conclude
that the implementation of the programme was effective for both the improvement of the
classroom climate and the acquisition of training in the field of emotional intelligence, as
well as for the development of cooperative competence.

The programme combines interventions intended to improve the classroom climate
with socioemotional education. These aspects have traditionally been implemented and
studied from different perspectives, generating varied theoretical frameworks and limiting
the effects of programmes that have treated them separately [74].

A positive environment based on values such as solidarity, trust, and mutual support
simultaneously generates a positive classroom climate and opportunities to develop so-
cioemotional skills. Moreover, a positive school climate is favourable to the development
of these competencies [75]. Both theoretical bodies have been joined in developing this
programme design due to their close relationship. Based on the results of this study as ob-
served in the analysis of the correlations, EI maintained positive and significant connections
with the class climate.

Among the fundamental pillars of the OKAPI programme are its simplicity and
transversality, as teachers are responsible for its application and monitoring. Thus, the
programme becomes an agent of change in their own educational practice. Merrell [76], the
creator of the Strong Kids programme, points out that overly complex programmes with
complicated theoretical frameworks require extensive preparation and are associated with
high financial costs that schools often cannot cope with. In fact, after implementing certain
programmes schools sometimes observe that they do not receive the expected benefits [77],
likely due to programme complexity or incorrect implementation as a consequence.

It is essential that such programmes be conducted by teachers, specifically by tutors,
as research has shown that programmes taught and reinforced by tutors are more effec-
tive [16,54] than those conducted by experts outside the educational centre or classroom.
Moreover, having to resort to external staff may result in teachers seeing the programme as
an alien issue that does not adapt to their own context or needs [17].

Another principle followed by the programme has been transversality. Essentially
all of the designed activities comprise tools that can be used in all subjects, in all of the
school’s spaces, and by everyone in the educational community. Furthermore, we have
tried to include specific activities in classroom routines and schedules.

Following Berrocal and Rioz Aranda [78], the teaching of socioemotional skills de-
pends primarily on practice, training, and improvement, and not as much on verbal
instruction. In other words, what is important is to practice these skills in various contexts,
with the classroom providing situations for this to take place.

Children spend much of the day in school, which is why it must be ensured that the
environment is positive and promotes optimal development [71,75,79]. Achieving this
goal involves global changes capable of modifying practices and providing strategies that
can be integrated into the school. This aspect in particular frames this study, similarly
to existing research, as marking a key premise that programmes for emotional education
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must go hand in hand with programmes for the improvement of the classroom or school
climate [80].

In conclusion, this study provides a new programme to develop the socioemotional
skills of primary school students while also serving as a tool to improve the classroom
climate, promote a methodological change oriented towards cooperation, and encourage
the participation and involvement of the educational community. The common goal is to
achieve an open, inclusive, and flexible school capable of welcoming the whole community,
where each member can find a favourable environment to develop.

Limitations and Future Research

In the following section, some of the limitations of this study will be stated, which can
also serve as a guide for future research.

First, the transferability of the results due to the method of sample selection must be
highlighted. The sample was selected based on accessibility, and groups that were already
formed were considered without being able to make use of a random process; therefore,
the sample cannot be considered fully representative. Another limitation can be found in
the evaluation of the different variables. In fact, data were collected through self-reported
measures, which can produce subjective and biased information.

Based on the research results of the present study, areas of research that could be
further developed are identified. For example, to ensure the transferability of results
the OKAPI programme should be implemented in different schools using a much larger
sample of students. Another aspect to consider would be to check the sustainability of the
results, that is, to carry out a longitudinal study in an educational centre for at least six
years. This would allow for more time, and for the graduation of primary school children
who have participated in the programme throughout their school path. Moreover, linked
to this feature is the aspect of permanence. That is, to check whether the improvements
that the students have experienced last following the full realisation of the program. With
regard to the instruments used, it would be useful to incorporate measurement tools for
EI skills, as well as 360-degree observations involving families, classmates, teachers, and
students.
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