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Abstract:



This paper investigates the behavior of children from low socioeconomic status families and examines the effects of a socioemotional education program on aggression in children. The results of the program are compared according to the children’s gender and age, the family structure, the parents’ educational attainment, and social status. The results show that applying socioemotional education programs reduces children’s aggression and encourages positive development during adolescence. This positive development fosters open, expressive behavior.
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1. Introduction


School curricula cover numerous subjects with the aim of educating people in all areas of their lives. School curricula also provide students with a comprehensive education to enable their integration within an inclusive, democratic society.



Yet, most curricula are based on traditional subjects such as calculus, geometry, languages, and geography, as well as applied subjects such as physical education, music, and citizenship education. Judging by the rates of school failure in Spain, however, these subjects and the curricula that cover them require thorough inspection and revision.



For example, the Spanish Ministry of Education, Culture, and Sport [1] has reported that, in Spain, school failure is approximately 20%. School failure among boys (24%) was higher than among girls (12.4%) in 2016. These figures imply that only 76% of boys and 87.6% of girls successfully finish compulsory education. These failure rates are troubling because educational attainment is related to poor access to the labor market and a high unemployment rate (17.22% in 2017) [2]. School failure is associated with a poorly qualified labor force and low wages, both of which increase the risk of social exclusion and criminality [3]. Hence, modern socioemotional approaches combine formal subjects with socioemotional learning [4]. This study shows how including an emotional education program in the school curriculum can affect long-term educational sustainability for children from families with a low socioeconomic status.



The article has the following structure. The next section reviews the literature covering three elements: the socioeconomic status of the family, parents’ educational level, and the primary education curriculum in Spain. The third section describes the experimental procedure and presents the results. Finally, the implications and conclusions of the study are discussed.




2. Literature Review


This section examines the socioeconomic status of the family, parents’ educational level, and the curricular structure of primary education in Spain. The socioeconomic status (SES) of the family and parents’ educational attainment are two variables that define the social and economic factors of young students’ development.



2.1. Families’ Socioeconomic Status


SES describes a person or a family according to the parents’ education, wealth, and occupation [5]. SES determines the family’s socioeconomic status [6]. SES is a multidimensional concept based on three assumptions. First, families have different and unequal positions within the social structure. Second, the main indicators of social status are an individual’s formal education, occupation, gender, and marital status. Third, the combination of these indicators determines the social status of people and families [7].



Authors have focused on education, occupation, income, and resources within the family unit [6]. Parents’ education is one of the most stable factors of SES because it is acquired early and remains stable throughout adult life. Education and occupation are linked to wages and home resources. These resources include possessions (e.g., houses and books) and access to services, particularly education services for children [5,8].



Family status also determines other factors that affect children’s development. Such factors include neighborhood, neighbors, lifestyle, and access to complementary education services (e.g., gym, libraries, and green areas), which indirectly provide supportive relationships that foster social norms and shared values [9]. Thus, while a person’s development is influenced by family, it is also influenced by family relationships and family members’ relationships with other environments (work, friends, and neighbors) within a society and culture [10,11].



Studies have shown a correlation between low social status and unhealthy lifestyles such as poor diet, limited sporting activity, high rates of chronic diseases, and sight or hearing problems [12]. Low social status is also related to a tendency to engage in risky behaviors [13], difficulties in accessing health services, and scarce knowledge about the consequences of unhealthy behavior. In conclusion, low social status is broadly associated with poor living standards and high psychological stress [14]. Similarly, low SES has been linked to negative attitudes toward school, high school absenteeism, low educational attainment, and low access to specialized higher education [15,16].




2.2. Parents’ Educational Attainment


In today’s globalized world, where a technological revolution is underway, educating individuals is essential. Through the acquisition of knowledge and skills, an academic education provides opportunities for people to lead a better life and develop human capital. Hence, education can help fight poverty [17,18].



Parents’ educational attainment is also related to social status and children’s education. Studies have shown that parents’ educational attainment is closely related to children’s academic success and educational level [19,20]. Parents with higher educational attainment feel more capable of helping their children, are more aware of academic performance, and are more prone to monitoring their children’s academic progress [21]. In contrast, the parents’ occupation is not significantly related to children's academic performance [19].




2.3. Effects on Preadolescents and Adolescents


A low SES is positively related to externalized and internalized behavioral problems [22]. This link may be relevant during preadolescence, which is the target age group covered by this study. During preadolescence and adolescence, boys and girls demand higher autonomy [23]. Parents with low-skilled occupations tend to have longer working hours. Accordingly, their children spend more time without direct parental control, and thus have more freedom and autonomy than is expected for children of their age. Studies have shown that children belonging to low social strata are more prone to having deviant behaviors and associating with other children of similar age and behavior [24]. These factors increase rejection by less conflictive peers [25,26,27].



Teenagers are also immersed in their academic studies, which require long-term effort and exert pressure to achieve good results. There is also greater estrangement between teenagers and parents because of long working hours, which increase the time teenagers spend alone at home [28]. Less monitoring of children encourages children to develop low-effort, satisfying behaviors such as surfing the Internet, spending long hours on the computer, and entering and leaving the home uncontrolled, which is an inherently high-risk behavior.



Breakup or divorce may also imply longer working hours, thereby affecting parents’ monitoring of children. Divorce is associated with a decrease in wealth (and with poverty), changes at home and school, and alterations in social support systems [29]; all of which increase the risks facing family members, especially children.



In sum, adolescents belonging to low SES have a higher risk of associating with rebellious children [22] and experimenting with alcohol and marijuana at an earlier age than children of higher social status [30]. These children also have a greater tendency to develop challenging behaviors [31,32].




2.4. Curricular Structure of Primary Education in Spain


In Spain, Law 8/2013 of 9 December on improving education quality, and Law 2/2006 of 3 May on education, [33,34] govern primary education over six school years (children aged 6 to 12 years, not including grade repetitions). The academic goals aim at building know-how, which enables the application of educational contents. Achieving these objectives is expected to help children obtain the knowledge, skills, abilities, and attitudes required to successfully continue into secondary education.



The education legislation itself defines competencies as the skills needed to apply and understand academic contents and address complex problems. Accordingly, the education legislation covers the following competencies: linguistic communication, mathematics, basic science and technology skills, digital competencies, learning to learn, social and civic competencies, initiative and entrepreneurial spirit, and cultural conscience and expression.



Primary education in Spain has main modules, specific modules, and regional modules. These regional modules vary across autonomous regions. The main modules are Natural Sciences, Social Sciences, Language and Literature, Mathematics, and First Foreign Language. The specific modules are Arts, Physical Education, Co-official Language of the Autonomous Region (in this case, Valencian), and the family or legal tutors’ choice of Religion, or Social and Civic Values [35]. One or two additional modules are chosen according to the needs of the school [36]. The Spanish school curriculum is not written in gender-neutral language. Furthermore, programs for the education of emotions are not included alongside other programs that relate to mixed education and gender equality.



We designed an emotional education program as one of these additional modules. This program consisted of 16 lessons, each of which lasted approximately two hours. The content of the program was as follows:

	(1)

	
Emotion knowledge and management: training positive and negative emotions towards oneself and others, self-control.




	(2)

	
Self-regulation of emotions and personal autonomy: positive/negative attitudes; self-esteem; responsibility, self-regulation, and self-motivation, training emotional awareness. Awareness of one’s own emotions can help reveal the emotions of others [37].




	(3)

	
Communication skills: emotional and contextual abilities, assertiveness, communication, expression of ideas. Thanking and asking for favors, expressing complaints, active listening, and empathy and prosocial behavior, listening to other people’s feelings.




	(4)

	
Effective confrontation and social settlement skills: identifying cohabitation problems, problem-solving, and negotiation techniques for solving conflicts.










2.5. Objectives and Hypotheses


We analyzed the extent of students’ disruptive behaviors (aggression), and the effect of emotional education programs during childhood. Accordingly, the goals of this study were as follows: (1) to analyze the degree of childhood aggression in children from low social strata and the effects of socioemotional programs on children’s aggression; (2) to compare the results of the program by children’s gender, age, family structure, parents’ educational attainment, and social status.



The following hypotheses were tested:

	(1)

	
The socioemotional education program reduces aggression in children.




	(2)

	
This reduction in aggression holds for all sociological variables under analysis: gender, age, family structure, maternal and paternal educational attainment, and social status.











3. Method


3.1. Participants


Participants were 413 children (55.2% boys and 44.8% girls), aged 7 to 12 years (M = 9.12; SD = 1.52). Children attended public schools in the metropolitan area of Valencia. They were enrolled in grades 2 through 6 (primary education). Most families were of Spanish origin (81.8%), while 18.2% were originally from Western Europe, Eastern Europe, Arab countries, Sub-Saharan Africa, and South-East Asia. In terms of family structure, 83.8% belonged to two-parent families, 11.1% belonged to stepfamilies, and 5.1% belonged to single-parent families due to either divorce or death. The distribution for paternal educational attainment was as follows: no primary education (19.8%), primary education (59.6%), and Baccalaureate or higher vocational training (20.6%). The distribution for maternal educational level was as follows: no primary education (15.5%), primary education (63.0%), Baccalaureate or higher vocational training (19.1%), and university education (2.4%). All parents belonged to low social strata (IV and V): 72.2% belonged to social class IV, and 27.8% belonged to social class V.




3.2. Instruments


Children’s Sociodemographic Profile. Sociodemographic variables were gender, age, family structure, parents’ educational attainment (mother and father separately), and social class. Family structure categories were (1) two-parent families; (2) stepfamilies: one parent had a stable relationship with another adult who may or may not have children from previous relationships; and (3) single-parent families: families with one parent. Educational attainment of the parents had four categories: (1) attended school but did not graduate; (2) graduated from school; (3) completed non-compulsory secondary education (Baccalaureate or vocational training); and (4) obtained a university degree. Social status was classified according to Hollingshead’s four factor index of social status [7]. This index reflects parents’ educational level and occupation. The combined score for both parents (two-parent families) or for one parent (single-parent families) determined the social status of the family. Hollingshead’s index yields five levels of social status: I High, II Upper-middle, III Middle, IV Lower-middle, and V Low.



Physical and Verbal Aggression Scale (AFV) [38,39]. The scale has 15 items that assess physical and verbal aggression toward others. Each item has three possible responses (3 = usually, 2 = sometimes, 1 = never) to indicate the frequency with which a specific behavior occurs. Accordingly, higher scores indicate greater aggression. Example items are, “I kick and punch” and “I speak badly about my classmates”. Cronbach’s alpha was 0.85.




3.3. Procedure


The project was presented in public schools in the metropolitan area of Valencia, Spain. Schools were located in areas where students were at social risk. The program required teachers’ commitment to work with students. Teachers therefore attended a training seminar, which took place at the school. The four public schools that participated in the study were located in peripheral, problematic areas of the city, where 20% of students were immigrants or ethnic or cultural minorities (e.g., of African or gypsy origin). Participation was voluntary. Permission from families and the Valencian government were obtained. Student assessment was rigorous, and respected students’ right to anonymity and confidentiality. The ethical principles set forth in the Helsinki Act (1975) and later adaptations were observed.



The project had four stages. (1) Teacher training consisted of 10 h of training before the program and one hour per fortnight after the program had started (24 h in total). (2) Pre-test assessment was conducted to measure students’ physical and verbal aggression using the standardized psychometric test ([38], Spanish version 39). (3) Teachers implemented the program in class (content reflected in Table 1). (4) Post-test assessment was conducted using the same aggression questionnaire as for the pre-test assessment. SPSS version 21.0 was used for the statistical analyses.



Table 1. Summary of research phases in the control and experiment groups.







	
Group

	
Pre-Test (T1)

	
Intervention—Program Content

	
Post-Test (T2)






	
Training group

	

	-

	
Physical and Verbal Aggression Scale




	-

	
Emotional Instability Scale




	-

	
Prosocial Behavior Scale







	

	●

	
Subjects on the curriculum




	●

	
Emotional education intervention program



	-

	
Knowledge and management of emotions




	-

	
Self-regulation of emotions and personal autonomy




	-

	
Communication skills




	-

	
Effective coping skills and daily problem solving











	

	-

	
Physical and Verbal Aggression Scale




	-

	
Emotional Instability Scale




	-

	
Prosocial Behavior Scale










	
Control group

	
Same instruments as for experimental group

	

	●

	
Subjects on the curriculum







	
Same instruments as for experimental group











3.4. Data Analysis


The Kolmogorov–Smirnov test [40] was used to determine the goodness of fit between two probability distributions. The results supported the use of non-parametric tests for the analyses (the significance of the Kolmogorov–Smirnov test was less than 0.05).



Analyses were performed to determine the effects of the socioemotional education program. First, the Mann–Whitney U test [41] was used to check the equivalence of the population of boys and girls. The U test was complemented by the Rosenthal r analysis of effect size. The Rosenthal r, known as the counternull value, is calculated by dividing the Z-score by the square root of N. It is suitable for non-parametric testing [42]. Second, we performed the Wilcoxon sign test, which we applied to related samples assessed at two different times (pre-test vs. post-test) [43]. We combined this test with the corresponding effect size analysis. The sign test was applied to the population, which was distributed according to sociodemographic variables: gender, age, family structure, social status, and educational attainment of both parents.





4. Results


We first conducted descriptive analysis of students’ physical and verbal aggression in the pre-test and post-test stages. Table 2 shows higher aggression values in the pre-test phase. The results were slightly skewed to the right, and were more pronounced than those in the post-test phase. The minimum aggression values were the same in both stages, but the top values were higher in the pre-test stage (3.00 pre-test vs. 2.20 post-test). These results indicate that aggression was reduced following the program. They also indicate that fewer children had high rates of aggression.



Table 2. Descriptive analysis of physical and verbal aggression before and after the emotional education program.







	
Test

	
Mean

	
Standard Deviation

	
Asymmetry

	
Kurtosis

	
Min.

	
Max.






	
Pre-test physical and verbal aggression

	
1.43

	
0.38

	
1.24

	
1.54

	
1.00

	
3.00




	
Post-test physical and verbal aggression

	
1.31

	
0.26

	
0.70

	
−0.35

	
1.00

	
2.20










The Mann–Whitney U test [41] was used to test for equivalence of the population of boys and girls. The results reveal no significant differences between boys’ and girls’ aggression pre-test, although boys tended to have higher scores. Significant differences were observed in the post-test results, where boys were found to be more aggressive than girls. Effect size was low (Rosenthal r = 0.262) (Table 3) [42].



Table 3. Pre-test and post-test comparative analysis of verbal and physical aggression by gender.







	
Test

	
N

	
Boys

	
Girls

	
Z

	
Asymptotic Significance (Bilateral)

	
Rosenthal r = abs (Z/Root [N])




	
M

	
SD

	
M

	
SD






	
Pre-test

	
413

	
1.47

	
0.42

	
1.38

	
0.32

	
−0.152

	
0.124

	
0.007




	
Post-test

	
413

	
1.35

	
0.28

	
1.25

	
0.22

	
−3.30

	
0.001

	
0.262










Table 4 shows the results of the analysis comparing pre-test and post-test scores using the Wilcoxon test for related samples. Children’s aggression was significantly lower following the program. This significant reduction occurred in boys and girls. The effect size was medium to medium-high (Rosenthal r = 0.305 and 0.443 for boys and girls, respectively).



Table 4. Comparative analysis of verbal and physical aggression in the pre-test and post-test stages by sociodemographic variables (entire population).







	
Verbal and Physical Aggression

	
N

	
Pre-Test

	
Post-Test

	
Z

	
Asymptotic Significance (Bilateral)

	
Rosenthal r = abs (Z/Root [N])




	
M

	
SD

	
M

	
SD






	
Physical and verbal aggression

	
413

	
1.43

	
0.38

	
1.31

	
0.26

	
−7.43

	
0.000

	
0.366




	
Gender




	
Boys

	
228

	
1.47

	
0.42

	
1.35

	
0.28

	
−4.60

	
0.000

	
0.305




	
Girls

	
185

	
1.38

	
0.32

	
1.25

	
0.22

	
−6.03

	
0.000

	
0.443




	
Age




	
7

	
79

	
1.29

	
0.40

	
1.23

	
0.25

	
−1.35

	
0.177

	
0.152




	
8

	
85

	
1.44

	
0.38

	
1.33

	
0.26

	
−3.41

	
0.001

	
0.370




	
9

	
67

	
1.46

	
0.41

	
1.33

	
0.28

	
−3.53

	
0.000

	
0.431




	
10

	
91

	
1.49

	
0.34

	
1.35

	
0.25

	
−3.65

	
0.000

	
0.383




	
11

	
70

	
1.41

	
0.33

	
1.29

	
0.23

	
−3.50

	
0.000

	
0.418




	
12

	
21

	
1.58

	
0.40

	
1.33

	
0.25

	
−2.80

	
0.005

	
0.611




	
Family structure




	
Two-parent families

	
346

	
1.41

	
0.36

	
1.30

	
0.26

	
−7.09

	
0.000

	
0.381




	
Stepfamilies

	
46

	
1.43

	
.34

	
1.32

	
0.23

	
−2.24

	
0.005

	
0.330




	
Single-parent families

	
21

	
1.50

	
0.45

	
1.35

	
0.25

	
−2.62

	
0.009

	
0.572




	
Social status




	
Social status IV

	
298

	
1.43

	
0.37

	
1.31

	
0.25

	
−6.57

	
0.000

	
0.381




	
Social status V

	
115

	
1.42

	
0.40

	
1.31

	
0.27

	
−3.52

	
0.000

	
0.328




	
Mother’s educational attainment




	
No primary education

	
64

	
1.40

	
0.30

	
1.36

	
0.27

	
−1.33

	
0.184

	
0.166




	
School graduate

	
260

	
1.45

	
0.41

	
1.30

	
0.24

	
−7.17

	
0.000

	
0.445




	
Baccalaureate or equivalent 1

	
79

	
1.36

	
0.30

	
1.27

	
0.27

	
−2.74

	
0.006

	
0.308




	
Higher education (University)

	
10

	
1.40

	
0.37

	
1.31

	
0.30

	
−0.56

	
0.574

	
0.177




	
Father’s educational attainment




	
No primary education

	
82

	
1.38

	
0.31

	
1.37

	
0.27

	
−0.40

	
0.689

	
0.044




	
School graduate

	
246

	
1.45

	
0.41

	
1.30

	
0.26

	
−6.70

	
0.000

	
0.427




	
Baccalaureate or equivalent 1

	
85

	
1.41

	
0.34

	
1.27

	
0.24

	
−4.36

	
0.000

	
0.473




	
Higher education (University)

	
0

	
--

	
--

	
--

	
--

	
--

	
--

	
--








1 Baccalaureate or formal vocational training.








We observed significant differences between the pre-test and post-test stages in all ages, except for the youngest children (aged 7 years). At this age, the results reveal a negative trend, but differences were non-significant (asymptotic significance = 0.177). For the remaining ages (8–12 years), differences between pre-test and post-test stages were significant, with a clear reduction in aggression at all ages. The effect size was medium-high to high (Rosenthal r between 0.370 and 0.611 for all ages).



For the family variables (i.e., family structure, parents’ educational attainment, and social status), Table 4 shows a reduction in aggression among children belonging to two-parent families, stepfamilies, and single-parent families, with significant differences in all cases. The effect size was medium to high (Rosenthal r = 0.381, 0.330, and 0.572 for two-parent families, stepfamilies, and single-parent families, respectively). The situation was the same for children belonging to social classes IV and V. Aggression was significantly lower following the emotional education program. The effect size was medium (Rosenthal r = 0.381 and 0.328 for social classes IV and V, respectively). The effect size was medium to medium-high, with a Rosenthal r of 0.308 for mothers with Baccalaureate or formal vocational training and 0.473 for fathers with Baccalaureate or formal vocational training. The effect size values confirm the strength of the results, thereby offering hope for reducing aggressive behaviors among at-risk children.



The results by paternal educational level were less conclusive, although boys’ aggression scores decreased between the pre-test and post-test phases. For children whose mothers did not finish school and children whose mothers had a university education, differences between the pre-test and post-test phases were non-significant, although aggression tended to decrease in both cases. This absence of a significant difference may be because the two groups were small (64 mothers who did not finish school and 10 mothers who had a university education). In contrast, there were significant differences in the aggression of children whose mothers were school graduates, and children whose mothers had completed the Baccalaureate or similar.



A similar finding was observed when comparing pre-test and post-test scores for aggression among children whose fathers graduated from school or completed the Baccalaureate or similar. For children whose fathers completed the Baccalaureate, the difference between pre-test and post-test scores was significant. Children had lower scores for aggression after taking the emotional education program. Seemingly, the educational level of both parents can enhance the effects of the emotional education program, and reduce aggression among children. Nevertheless, it would be useful to analyze this situation for a larger population with parents who completed a university education.




5. Discussion and Conclusions


The analysis indicates that aggression among children belonging to low socioeconomic status families is moderate. Boys were observed to be slightly more aggressive than girls, mainly at the post-test stage. The program seems to have positively affected both groups. The average aggression scores were lower in the post-test stage than in the pre-test stage. The effects were greater for girls than boys. The results are consistent with previous studies showing that men have higher aggression scores than women do in childhood and adolescence [44,45].



The results show that the program had positive effects on boys and girls. Physical and verbal aggression was reduced in boys and girls (Hypothesis 1). Note that emotional learning is related to a lower level of aggressive and maladaptive behaviors [46].



The results are also highly positive in terms of sociodemographic variables and the effects of the program. The program had positive effects on children belonging to most of the variable groups under study: different types of families (two-parent families, stepfamilies, and single-parent families), and social strata IV and V. The program also had a positive effect across most age groups and parental educational attainment groups. However, the program was not as successful among the youngest children (aged 7 years), nor among children whose mothers had no studies or university studies or whose fathers had no studies. The results for the remaining groups were highly positive. Children’s aggression rates were significantly reduced following the program (Hypothesis 2).



Aggressive people usually have tense, awkward relationships with others. They tend to relate to peers who have similar behaviors, and they tend to be rejected by less conflictive peers [25]. These tendencies may increase their vulnerability. The effects of belonging to low socioeconomic strata (in terms of neighborhood, restricted access to services, long working hours of parents, low adult monitoring, excessive autonomy, and a tendency toward low-effort activities, and therefore higher dropout risk) indicate that efforts in improving children’s development through socioemotional education programs from an early age are worthwhile. This study yields promising results. The findings stress how developing socioemotional skills can affect interpersonal relationships, which can in turn reduce aggression in the long term. Aggressive children have low self-control [44,47], a high tendency to behave impulsively [45,48], and difficulties in developing resilience [49]. These traits contribute to problems with the environment and ineffective behaviors. Conversely, learning emotional skills encourages positive development and personal strengthening strategies [50], which lead to more open and expressive behavior [51].



In summary, creating emotional education programs that are imparted by teachers as part of the curriculum is a valuable initiative. The goal of primary school is to provide a well-rounded education and foster healthy relations among children. During childhood, reducing aggression lays the foundations for harmonious relations at school.



These encouraging results are not without limitations. The first limitation refers to the cross-sectional nature of the study. Validation through a longitudinal study would strengthen the results, enabling analysis at different times and over longer periods. Secondly, the study is based on children’s self-reported data. Despite this limitation, studies have confirmed the reliability of results based on children’s self-reported data. These data are sometimes more suitable than data provided by adults because children are less conditioned by social desirability [50,52].
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