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Background. There is a plethora of reviews that summarize much of the evidence base

in Social and Emotional Learning (SEL). However, there are criticisms around variability of

quality and focus of those reviews, meaning there is little strategic overview of the current

state of the field. Further, there are rising concerns as to systemic gaps in the evidence

base itself. An overview of reviews provides an opportunity for a comprehensive

classification and corresponding critique of evidence.

Aims. The study sought to examine a-priori concerns regarding (1) variation in the

rigour and quality of the meta-analytic and systematic evidence base, (2) comparatively

less conclusive evidence for whole school approaches when compared to class-based

curricula, and (3) an assumed universality of effect (i.e., lack of examination of any

differential gains for sub-groups).

Methodand results. Asystematic search of the systematic andmeta-analytic literature

identified a total of 33 reviews examining SEL interventions. Papers were subject to a

quality assessment in order to examine methodological rigour and were collated in line

with the study’s objectives.

Conclusions. We maintain the prevailing consensus that SEL programmes have an

important role in education. However, variation in evidence quality remains high and

there appear ambiguities regarding what constitutes whole school approaches. The

review also highlights a novel and concerning lack of data for differentiating any subgroup

effects. The review concludes with recommended novel directions for future research,

including adoption of more complex trial architecture in evaluation alongside a move

towards a wider plurality in methodological approach.

Social and Emotional Learning (SEL) is the process by which children and young people

develop and learn a broad range of social, emotional, and behavioural skills (Durlak,

Domitrovich, Weissberg, & Gullotti, 2015), typically through the promotion of strength-

based skills such as developing emotional self-awareness or learning social problem-

solving strategies. Early social and emotional competency is seen as a foundation for

healthy development as it is associatedwith later life outcomes extending into adulthood,
such as success in the labour market (Heckman & Kautz, 2012), decreased criminal
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violence and drug use (Durlak, Weissberg, & Pachan, 2010), and protection against the

potential emergence of later mental health difficulties (Greenberg, Domitrovich, &

Bumbarger, 2001). Schools are seen as a central nexus through which promotion of

strength-based skills formaintaining ‘goodhealth’ under adverse circumstances are taught
and learnt (Catalano, Berglund, Ryan, Lonczak, & Hawkins, 2004).1

There is now a wealth of meta-analytic (e.g., Corcoran, Cheung, Kim, & Xie, 2018;

Durlak, Weissberg, Dymicki, Taylor, & Schellinger, 2011; Sklad, Diekstra, Ritter, & Ben,

2012; Taylor, Oberle, Durlak, & Weissberg, 2017; Wigelsworth et al., 2016) and other

aggregative-type reviews (e.g., Barry, Clarke, & Dowling, 2017; Cefai, Bartolo, Cavioni, &

Downes, 2018; Clarke, Morreale, Field, Hussein, & Barry, 2015; Weare & Nind, 2011)

suggesting that well-designed and well-implemented programmes are able to positively

impact a range of personal, social, and health-related outcomes both in the short- (e.g.,
reductions in emotional distress and conduct problems) and long- (e.g., reductions in

adult antisocial and criminal behaviour) term (see Clarke et al., 2015; Gutman & Schoon,

2013). However, the current review landscape suffers from significant issues: (1)

variations in scope and quality of examined studies (partly a result of an ambiguous

nebula of terminology), (2) concerns that there is an over-generalization of the perceived

effectiveness of SEL, both in respect of different approaches to provision (namely whole

school vs. programme-focused approaches), and (3) the universality of gains in respect

to differential responses to intervention. Such foci led to a systemic gap in the
knowledge base. Further, when selecting evidence to inform decision-making, non-

specialists may lack the resources to critically appraise all available syntheses and may,

instead, treat all evidence equally. Given that evidence used in SEL reviews varies

considerably in reliability and scope, there are major challenges to those wishing to

undertake evidence-based decision-making. This review will, thus, highlight knowledge

gaps in the field of SEL, but also provide non-specialists with an informed expert

overview of those previous reviews. This paper now examines these issues in respect to

the study objectives.

Conceptual coherence

The term ‘SEL’ has often been used as umbrella term to represent a diverse collection of

approaches concerned with developing a wide range of inter and intra cognitive, social,

and emotional skills. Given this breadth, aspects of SEL are present within many

educational subfields, each of which use their own lexicon, including (for instance),

bullying prevention, civic and character education, conflict resolution, social skills
training, life skills, ‘soft’ or ‘non-cognitive’ skills (Jones, Bailey, Brush, Nelson, & Barnes,

2016). Most recently, SEL has also been associated with mental health and well-being

(see, for instance; Clarke, 2020). Further complexity comes from many different terms

used within and across these fields are actually inter-related or even synonymous with

one another (known as the ‘jingle fallacy’) or conversely, some terms bear the same

name, but describe different constructs (known as the ‘jangle fallacy’; Marsh, 1994). For

instance, SEL has been co-opted and described within a ‘well-being’ frame, despite the

skills and definition being the same (Clarke, 2020). Conversely, the term ‘emotional
intelligence’ is used by different authors to describe different, often divergent,

1 Although universal promotion programmes are available across all school years, the focus of this research is in the primary years
of education (Years 1–6) only. Primary school represents earliest time at which all school children receive mandatory education in
a systematic and universal manner (i.e., within schools and classrooms; McClelland et al., 2017).
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theoretical constructs, several of which overlap with SEL (e.g., the ability to perceive and

express emotion; Basu &Mermillod, 2011). Arguably the most ubiquitous model of SEL is

that of CASEL’s five core competencies and related specific skills, as shown in Table 1. It

is important to note that the CASEL model is not a developmental theory, but, instead, is

a broad framework to be interpreted in respect to practice in education. A consequence

of adopting this model as a basis of this review is ensuring that skills and competencies

that form part of SEL are captured in review and discussion, even if they do not adopt a

consistent terminology

Quality of evidence

There has been significant variation in termsof both thequality of evaluations and the level

of scrutiny of intervention programmes, with some displaying significant histories of

positive effects (e.g., PromotingAlternative Thinking Strategies) andothers having next to

nothing in terms of summative and/or independent evaluation (e.g., Character First). Even

where programmes have a comparatively rigorous evidence base, there remains a failure
in some evaluation studies to address the real-world complexities associated with

programme implementation, for instance, failing to assess the nature of existing provision

alongside the needs and capacities of individual schools (Merrell & Gueldner, 2010).

Concerns regarding quality of evidence extend into summative reviews themselves. For

instance, Clarke et al. (2015) note significant limitations in how studies included in the

reviews were conducted and how they are reported (for studies conducted within the

United Kingdom). Criticisms include a focus of reviews on evaluation studies that lack

robust and powerful research designs (e.g., use of Randomized Control Trial methodol-
ogy), othermarkers of trial quality such as the use of valid and reliablemeasures, and a lack

of assessment in respect to the equity of impact of a programme for diverse groups. As a

result, the current field is populated with a number of different reviews that vary both in

respect of the extent to which SEL is covered and in terms of the quality and rigour of

included studies. This impacts the quality and focus of reviews themselves. A logical and

appropriate next step is to conduct an overview of reviews where findings of separate

reviews are examined and appraised in terms of their recommendations for the

development of the field. Our review includes, but also moves beyond, summative
evaluation of evidence quality because an overview of reviews allows a strategic

Table 1. Core competencies and associated specific skills

Broad construct

Core

competency Specific skills

Intra-personal

skills

Self-awareness Identifying emotions; Accurate self-perception; Recognizing

strengths; Self-confidence; Self-efficacy

Self-management Impulse control; Stress management; Self-discipline; Self-

motivation; Goal setting; Organizational skills

Inter-personal

skills

Social awareness Perspective taking; Empathy/sympathy; Appreciating diversity;

Respect for others

Relationship skills Communication; Social engagement; Relationship building;

Teamwork

Responsible

decision-making

Responsible

decision-making

Identifying problems; Analysing solutions; Solving problems;

Evaluating; Reflecting; Ethical responsibility
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commentary on the systemic absence of evidence in the SEL field – key points that are

emerging, but are yet omitted in summative literature. Pertinent examples are now

discussed below.

Integration within school context

SEL programmes are typically seen to be embedded in the context andwider environment

of the school setting through the use of multiple and co-ordinated strategies, including

activities across curriculum teaching, emphasis on wider school ethos and environment,

and family and community engagement (Dobia et al., 2020; Goldberg, Sklad, & Elfrink,

2018; Oberle, Domitrovich, Meyers, &Weissberg, 2016). TheWorld Health Organization

defines a whole school approach as the entire school community as the unit of change
(WHO, 1998), highlighting the holistic and comprehensive nature of a whole school

approach. However, such a term does not sufficiently describe the nature of the

components within the unit of change in terms of specificity, frequency, or relative

importance of the activity (e.g., in what respect should parents be included, how often

and how does this compare to other components such as frequency of whole-school SEL-

based assemblies, as example?). Whole school approaches have been described in

juxtaposition to programme-based approaches, noting the increased complexity of taking

a multiple-component approach (Dobia et al., 2020); it is firmly theorized that ‘whole-
school’ SEL is a vital component of effective provision, with authors recommending that

approach over an otherwise reductionist focus on taught curricula, (Goldberg et al., 2018)

in which programme-based features are part, but not the totality, of the whole school

approach. However, summative evaluations typically do not focus on those factors, with a

heavy dominance, instead, towards summaries of programme-based curricular versus

wider approaches. Therefore, there is a keyopportunity to summarize current literature in

this regard, specifically to examine outcome data for whole school approaches,

comparing this with programme-based approaches.

Differential gains

Meta-analytic data have typically reported universal or ‘main effects’ of interventions,with

comparatively little examination of sub-groups or differential response to intervention in

any extensive or rigorous manner (Domitrovich, Durlak, Staley, & Weissberg, 2017). In

instances where subgroup analyses are present, they are typically conducted post-hoc

with demographic factors (e.g., socio-economic status) and preclude clearly defined a-
priori justification in relation to programme logic (e.g., a focus on self-regulation may be

particularly beneficial to those with attentional difficulties [Farrell, Henry, & Bentten-

court, 2013]). The absence of compelling, theoretically derived subgroup analyses is

particularly problematic because there are competing hypotheses regarding differential

response to intervention, making it difficult to assess whether an intervention has been

successful within identified subgroups or not. For instance, the accumulated advantages

(or ‘Matthew effect’) hypothesis (Walberg & Tsai, 1983) postulates that children starting

‘strong’ are likely to benefit more from intervention because they are more capable of
building on initial skills. Conversely, the compensatory hypothesis (McClelland, Tominey,

Schmitt, &Duncan, 2017) suggests that childrenwithout optimal access to resources and/

or who are subject to risk factors (such as low social economic status) known to relate to

social, emotional, behavioural, and academic problems are likely to benefit more from

early intervention (Evans & English, 2002), as they have more room for improvement.
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Both hypotheses present very different pictures of what successful outcomes would look

like. There is value, therefore, in examiningwhat current literature indicates in this regard.

Objectives

Consumers of SEL research are facedwith a number of variable reviews,making it difficult

to assess relevance quality or scope. Added to this, there are a-priori concerns about

potential overgeneralization of the effectiveness of SEL provision and the current body of

knowledge in key areas of research. Accordingly, an overview of reviews is a logical next

step for the field, allowing a summary and appraisal of systematic and meta-analytic

evidence pertaining to SEL provision, utilizing a ‘gold standard’ approach (systematic

review of reviews; Evans, 2003). Beyond the usefulness of bringing together a summary of
evidence in one place, this study sought to offer a critical appraisal of the current position

of evidence base in relation to these a-priori concerns, namely (1) the overall rigour and

quality of the meta-analytic and systematic evidence base, (2) the balance of literature

supporting whole school processes compared to an emphasis on class-based curricula,

and (3) evidence for differential gains in support of either the accumulated advantages or

compensatory hypotheses.

Method

This study followed the example set byWeare and Nind’s (2011) review of reviews given

the similar topic area and approach (Weare and Nind examine quality of evidence in

relation to school-based mental health promotion). This included the search strategy,

study selection, quality, and rigour assessment and description of study characteristics

(see below).

Search strategy

The search strategy aimed to identify both published and unpublished reviews. All review

types (e.g., aggregative, configurative, and meta-analytic) were accepted, provided they

reported on some form of synthesis drawn from primary studies. Following discussions

between the project funders and review team, a list of key words was agreed. These

attempted to balance sensitivity (e.g., finding all studies) and specificity (finding all
relevant studies). This is particularly important regarding issues with conceptual

coherence (as per literature review). Where possible, thesaurus tools were used in order

to increase sensitivity of the searches else the search strategy used a systematic

combination of free-text words and phrases referring to the agreed key word list. Key

search terms were:

(social and emotional OR social OR emotion* OR well-being OR mental health) AND

(program* OR promotion OR initiative OR pupil OR student* OR elementary* OR

Primary* school OR curriculum).

Of particular note was the decision to demarcate the terms ‘social’ and ‘emotional’,

additional to searching for these as a combined term. This meant reviews included SEL

either as an explicit focus (e.g., Durlak et al., 2011), as part of wider programme content

(e.g., school-based mental health interventions [e.g., Paulus, Ohmann, & Popow, 2016]);
or with aspects of SEL as a particular focus (e.g., interventions to promote self-regulation

902 Michael Wigelsworth et al.



[Pandey et al., 2018]). Scoping was conducted for reviews published or made available

between 31 December 19952 and 1June 2018.

Keywords were adapted and deployed within the following bibliographic databases:

EMBASE, ERIC, MEDLINE, PsychINFO. In addition, Google Scholar was utilized in an
attempt to identify any grey literature (e.g., Grant et al., 2017). Subsequent reference

harvesting from identified sources was also used.

We expected strategies described above to provide relevant literature. Time and

resources afforded additional searching as an exhaustive approach. Therefore, additional

searches were carried out:

1. The authors personal networks were utilized by contacting expert organizations and

individuals (i.e., email contact with CASEL, European, Network for Social and

Emotional Competencies, individual researchers) explaining the purpose of the

study and requesting relevant sources.

2. Targeted searches of the following specific peer reviewed journals were conducted –
Child Development; Prevention Science.

3. Searches of websites of relevant organizations (i.e., Early Intervention Foundation,
Education Endowment Foundation, Child Trends, The Wallace Foundation)

Study selection

As noted above, reviews selected for inclusion included primary school-based interven-

tions that included SEL, either as an explicit focus or as part of wider programme content

(e.g., school-based mental health interventions). Reviews that focused on particular

aspects of SELwere also included. This ensured that reviews adopting allied nomenclature
(as discussed above) were represented.

This search and selection procedure is shown in Figure 1.

Rigour and quality

A summary of identified sources is shown in Table 2. Identified texts were appraised and

subject to summary scoring in order to assess the overall strength of the evidence base

(Table 3). Scoring criteria were adapted from Weare and Nind (2011) and adapted in
conversation with study funders. Scores (as indicated by a star rating from 0 to 5) were

awarded on the basis of the source meeting the following criteria: (1) whether the review

provided a focused research question; (2) whether reviews had explicitly stated inclusion

and/or exclusion criteria; (3) whether reviews presented a transparent and appropriate

search strategy and data analysis plan; (4)whether reviews had also assessed the quality of

included literature; and (5) whether results were presented to allow a quantitative and

inferential assessment of impact. Scores were awarded bymembers of the research team.

Following a calibration procedure regarding criteria for scoring, a random selection of
50% of the studies was independently examined by two authors in order to ensure

accuracy in scoring. Total agreement was achieved.

Scoreswere used to inform the conclusions arising from the discussion of evidence, by

which sources judged to be of high quality were used to first inform key conclusions

2 The start date for the literature search coincides with the publication of Daniel Goleman’s ‘Emotional Intelligence’, broadly
attributed as a catalyst for the rise in popularity of SEL based approaches in school (Elias & Weissberg, 2000).
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arising (NB: No formal cut-off was used, as different rating criteria were appropriate for

different circumstances (e.g., quantitative assessment of impact is not always possi-

ble/belies a qualitative understanding of the literature). Where evidence is drawn directly
from the evidence review, scores (as per Table 3) are presented in order tomake clear the

relative weight of evidence underpinning subsequent conclusions.

Results

After filtering of false positives and application of inclusion/exclusion criteria as noted
above (e.g., not a primary study), a final 33 reviews were identified. Details are shown in

Table 2.

Findings and discussion

This study is the first ‘review of reviews’ to examine evidence supporting SEL. Results

maintain the prevailing consensus that SEL programmes have an important role in

education. However, the purpose of the current reviewwas to consider concerns related

to (1) variation in the rigour and quality of the evidence base, (2) comparatively less

conclusive evidence for whole-school approaches when compared to class-based

curricula and (3) an assumed universality of effect (i.e., lack of examination of any

differential gains for sub-groups). These themes are now examined in conjunction.

Full-text articles assessed for 
eligibility 
(n = 62) 

Records after duplicates removed 
(n = 251) 

Records screened 
(n = 95) 

Records excluded 
(n = 33) 

Full-text articles excluded 
(n = 29) 

Studies included  
(n = 33) 

Search of databases 
for meta-analyses and 

systematic reviews 

Consultation of 
expert sources 

‘What works’: 
Guides and grey 

literature 

Reference 

harvesting  

Figure 1. Search and selection procedure.
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Summary of evidence quality

Table 3 shows that just under half of the reviews (14/33)were of high quality (scoring 4 or

5 stars); the same number (14/33) were of medium quality (scoring 2 or 3 stars), and the

remaining studies scored 1 star (4/33); one study (Grant et al., 2017) provided a
descriptive narrative of programmes only, and was not awarded any stars. The most

common factors amongst studies limiting a full star rating were (1) the failure to include

only randomized control trials (20/33 of studies did not limit their findings to control

trials), and (2) a lack of assessment in trial quality (23/33 studies did not assess quality of

source). Table 2 shows that a relatively small number of reviews reported subgroup

effects, with less than half (14/33) considering evidence of differentiation.

Whole school approaches

Five reviews provided empirical evidence for ‘whole-school’ processes. Evidence was

considered if there was discussion of coordinated activities in which SEL practice was

continually and consistently embedded into the school across school years and contexts

(e.g., in class, during break, and home-school relations; Goldberg et al., 2018****). Co-
ordinated approaches have been described as ‘whole school’, ‘school-level’, and ‘multi-

component’, respectively. Overall, the evidence, for whole school approaches is mixed.

Adi et al. (2007)*****present comparatively favourable evidence forwhole-school,multi-
component programmes, which include significant teacher training and development

and support for parenting, in comparison to ‘curriculum only’-based approaches. This is

particularly true for mental-health-based outcomes: Das et al. (2016)*** noted that

community-based approaches (e.g., activities occurring outside of the ‘school day’ such as

extra-curricular clubs)were positively associatedwith behavioural changes including self-

confidence and self-esteem (alongside school-based approaches). However, this finding is

not unanimous, with Durlak et al. (2011*****) noting multicomponent programmes

were no more effective than the single component programmes and Catalano et al.
(2004****) showing no impact of whole school approaches on outcomes more closely

aligned with core SEL skills. Very recent and comparatively robust data from a meta-

analysis of whole school approaches (Goldberg et al., 2018****) shows that although, on

average, such programmes do produce positive effects, the average effect size (d = 0.22)

for improvements in social and emotional skills is at least half in comparison to priormeta-

analyses (Corcoran, Cheung, Kim, & Xie, 2017***; Durlak et al., 2011; Sklad et al., 2012;

Wigelsworth et al., 2016***) that do not differentiate by whole-school components (e.g.,

programmes that are heavily orientated towards or exclusively made up from class-based
taught curricula).

Several authors as cited above provide a framework for ‘school-wide’ practices, noting

the inclusion both of family and community partnerships and school climate policies and

practices as distinct from classroom curriculum. However, this review highlights a

number of current limitations in the field, namely the difficulty in capturing differences in

which components are/are not implemented and a complexity in how various

components might interact. Consequently, we make the case that the current term

‘whole school’ is not sufficiently disambiguated. For instance, although the above
literature treats whole school as a single grouping, Authors list a myriad of characteristics

associated with whole school approaches (e.g., extra curricula activities, daily practice of

skills, staff training, co-ordination with outside agencies, and school policy [Goldberg

et al., 2018]), and there is significant variation in the extent to which each whole school

element may be practiced. However, as yet, studies do not provide sufficient clarity as to
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what extent each of these componentswere necessarily implemented. As comprehensive

evaluations ofwhole school approaches to SEL are comparatively rare (Barry et al., 2017*),
there remains a particular paucity of evidence regarding the usefulness and importance of

specific multi-component elements in the field, especially in relation to how they may
support or interact with other components. The significance of this finding should not be

understated given that awhole school approach is seen as essential to SEL provision (Cefai

et al., 2018***; Oberle et al., 2016).One solution is greater specificationwhen conducting

studies in respect in capturing these components, though calls for greater emphasis on

examining implementation is not new to the field (e.g., Lendrum & Humphrey, 2012).

Classroom and curricula approaches
Nine reviews help inform evidence for this section. Evaluation of specific curriculum

packages arguably dominates a significant part of the evaluation landscape. For example,

conclusions as to the overall effectiveness of SEL is (mostly) drawn from aggregated pupil

data stemming from several large-scale, robust, and recent meta-analyses (e.g., Durlak

et al., 2011; Sklad et al., 2012;Wigelsworth et al., 2016***). Effect sizes drawn from those

analyses show effect sizes between 0.21 and 0.70, demonstrating that, on average,

programmes can be effective in promoting SEL skills.

Commonly, it can be generally agreed that SEL intervention (as a minimum) is
identified by an explicit curriculumor set of practices, almost exclusively presented in the

form of a manual, typically with a teacher’s handbook and accompanying/or stimulus

materials for use with a whole class. There is typically a lesson structure (indicating a

sequenced and regular progression through the programme material), with guidance to

teachers (varying from broad guidance to heavily scripted), delivering SEL content within

explicit curriculum time. The materials themselves are likely to include any number of

pedagogical elements such as role play, cognitivemodelling, self-talk, storytelling,written

work sheets, teacher instruction, and multi-media stimulus (e.g., videos), dependent on
the specific programme. SEL activities may or may not be accompanied by additional

activities pertaining to generalization outside of the ‘SEL lesson’, and ‘cross-linking’ to

‘whole-school’ or multi-component elements (discussed above) (Pandey et al.,

2018****).
The above description begins to reflect a principal and significant critique of the

evidence arising as a result of this review, that of heterogeneity. It is evident in the above

description of what typically constitutes an SEL programme that there is potential for a

great deal of variation in the specifics of how SEL can be designed and delivered. For
instance, there is variation in the length and intensity of programme, focus or relative

importance of a particular sub-domain of SEL, whether or skills are rehearsed across

multiple school years. Conclusions drawn from meta-analytical techniques are compro-

mised by heterogeneity because the singular premise of meta-analyses is to compare ‘like

with like’. There have been some attempts to identify a small number of critical

differences that clearly delineate the SEL literature. For instance,Durlak et al. (2011*****)
denote programmes fulfilling ‘SAFE’ (SequencedActive, Focused, and Explicit) criteria are

comparatively more effective than those not able to fulfil those criteria and Wigelsworth
et al. (2016***) consider (amongst other things) the cultural transferability of

programmes (e.g., being implemented outside their country of origin). However, it is

extremely difficult to account for multiple variations between units of analysis as this

compromises results, an issue which is acknowledged by the meta-analyses themselves.
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Onekey element yet unconsidered in existing literature and highlighted by the current

review is the extent of coverage of CASEL’s core domains within specific programmes.

Coverage ranges from ‘holistic’ approaches with programmes addressing all five core

competences denoted in CASEL’s model (see Table 1), to very specific training and
instruction in a much smaller range of target areas (McClelland et al., 2017). For instance,

positive gains in self-regulation have been shown in as little as 10 weeks when

programmes are focused on addressing self-regulation (e.g., FRIENDS – a universal 10-

week intervention based on Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) designed to address

and prevent worry, anxiety, and depression through self-contained activities focusing on

self-regulation activities such as kinaesthetic exercises for controlling physical symptoms

of anxiety). In this instance, wider gains such as better relationships are hypothesized as a

product of self-regulation strategies, rather than dedicating additional intervention time to
coverage of this domain. However, this has raised the question aboutwho is best placed to

deliver interventions. Increasingly, mental health is an explicit topic considered within

prevention programmes (Rones & Hoagwood, 2000**), some of which arguably require

specialist knowledge in their delivery (e.g., CBT). As a consequence, there is concern that

teachers may not be optimally equipped to deliver intervention content where specialist

knowledge is required, as meta-analytic evidence suggests that for teacher delivering of

mental health interventions, effects are typically small. For instance, Franklin et al.

(2017****) found small significant reductions in students’ internalizing outcomes (e.g.,
worry; d = 0.13) and no statistically significant effect for externalizing outcomes (e.g.,

behaviour). In relation to concerns arising fromwhole school approaches, examination of

elements underpinning both the pedagogical approaches and content covered by

programmeswould help address who (andwhy) is best suited to implement programmes

and strategies.

Differential gains
Although SEL programming has been seen to be successfully delivered across a diverse

range of contexts (e.g., Payton et al., 2008****), there is little consensus as to whether

differential gains are made for identified subgroups (e.g., low income, ethnic minority

status, SEN, and or ‘at risk’ status for mental health difficulties). Indeed, the review

highlights a general lack of attention to subgroups both in meta-analytical approaches

specifically, and more generally, meaning there is limited evidence available (Barry et al.,

2017; Barry & Dowling, 2015).

There is conclusive evidence that exposure to multiple poverty-related risks increases
the odds that students who are socioeconomically disadvantaged will demonstrate less

social and emotional competence, lower executive functioning skills, and more

behaviour problems (Webster-Stratton & Reid, 2008). Accordingly, where subgroups

have been examined, those have typically been in relation to ‘at risk’ populations likely to

experience those conditions, namely low-incomepopulations, thosewith ethnicminority

status, and those identified as having special educational and/or additional needs. As

noted, whether this translates to differential uptake of intervention is less certain.

Evidence from the reviews is examined below.

Social economic status

For studies that consider the possible moderating effects of economic status, findings

suggest, overall, that SEL programmes are as effective for students in low income families
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as for to those in middle-to high income brackets (Adi et al., 2007*****; Clarke et al.,

2015**; Corcoran et al., 2017***; Sklad et al., 2012****): studies typically do not find any
differential impact of SEL programmes for students with low SES. This conclusion would

tentatively be in support of the compensatory hypothesis (barring more robust
examination): there is strong evidence to suggest those individuals experiencing low

SES have effectively compensated by demonstrating equivalent results at post-test.

However, several studies note the comparatively small number of studies explicitly

examining SES, limiting conclusions drawn (Corcoran et al., 2017***). Indeed, SES
information was missing from a third of studies examined by Durlak et al. (2011)*****,
leading to calls for additional work in this area. This is particularly true for the United

Kingdom and Ireland, where few studies have examined the effects of SES in relation to

SEL programming in detail (White, 2017**).

Ethnic minority status

Evidence of SEL interventions with racial/ethnic minority students is mixed, though

trends appear to indicate little distinct difference in programme effects. Farahmand,

Grant, Polo, and Duffy (2010***) did not find a significant effect of race/ethnicity in their

review of school-based mental health programmes. Although Franklin et al. (2017****)
report that improvements in externalizing behaviour were significantly positively
associated with the proportion of Caucasian students in the sample. That said, the

associated effect size was extremely small (b = 0.002).

Special educational and/or additional needs

There is some limited evidence that particular elements of SEL programming are suited

for students with special educational needs. For instance, conditions such as Attention

Deficit and Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) are related to difficulties with inhibitory
control, which self-regulation strategies address specifically. Even for children who do

meet full diagnostic criteria for conditions such as ADHD, they can still be impaired by

high symptom levels (Faraone et al., 2015) and, therefore, are responsive to intervention

components based on self-regulation strategies (Moore et al., 2018; Pandey et al.,

2018****). While other links might be made in relation to broader categories of Special

Education Needs or Difficulties (e.g., social skills training for students with social skill

difficulties, e.g., Autistic Spectrum Disorder), this is most likely in conjunction with

integrated levels of support, and is not consistent with a prevention and promotion
framework as the only mode of intervention. Little to no evidence was apparent within

this evidence review in relation to other forms of Special Education and Additional Needs

that are recognized within the English policy context. A related consideration is

individuals experiencing nascent mental health difficulties, as there are strong

theoretical reasons why early prevention and promotion approaches may be helpful

in addressing and/or preventing further presence of difficulties (Goldman, Stamler,

Kleinman, Kerner, & Lewis, 2016). In a meta-analysis examining the effect of the

FRIENDS programme, no immediate effect was found for ‘high risk’ children (those
experiencing anxiety at pre-test) in comparison to small effects for those with low levels

of anxiety (these effects were seen to wash out after 12 months; Maggin & Johnson,

2014****). There is a debate within the literature (as exemplified by a response to

Maggin & Johnson’s conclusions [Barrett, Cooper, Stallard, Zeggio, & Gallegos-Guajardo,

2017]) as to (1) what constitutes ‘at risk’ (as different studies presented different criteria)
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and (2) the distinction between ‘treatment’ and ‘prevention’ (e.g., at what point do

emergent difficulties become an issue for treatment?). This issue is especially complex

across the broad range of outcomes for universal prevention programmes because there

are few established normative values for comparison. Because there is evidence for
individual programmes and/or studies demonstrating differential effects for identified

sub-groups (e.g., ‘at risk’ children), differences in results may be due to a complex set of

interrelationships between programme design, community factors, and/or methodolog-

ical limitations (e.g., cultural validity of either an intervention and/or measures used; Adi

et al., 2007; Barry et al., 2017*). That is consistent with the work of Simmons, Brackett,

and Adler (2018) who note that the barriers to equity are complex. It is not simply a case

of identifying categorical ‘membership’ to a given group (e.g., eligibility for free school

meals). For instance, poverty indicators themselves can potentially lead to implicit biases
in school staff, which in turn creates inequities in delivery (Simmons et al., 2018). This

continuing omission has particularly significant implications for our current under-

standing of the field: the vast majority of conclusions are based on results from universal

samples (e.g., whole class) and intervention effects that particularly benefit yet

unbeknownst subgroups (compensatory hypothesis) are potentially being missed; any

accumulated advantages are also effectively ‘hiding’ those who are not responsive to

intervention.

A further and significant critique of the extant literature discussed so far is that current
understanding of differential gains are still almost solely based on broad socio-

demographic data, which is not necessarily related to the context or aims of a given

intervention. Although notable examples of theoretically derived groups do exist (e.g.,

Maggin & Jonhson, 2014****, as above), given that it has been long established that

variability in effects is a likely outcome for universal programmes (as heterogeneous

subgroups are receiving the same intervention) (Farrell, Henry, & Bettencourt, 2013), this

lack of data is surprising. As above, the implications arising as a result of this finding are

potentially quite serious, indicating the possibility of inaccurate estimation of effects for
the very groups that SEL programming is designed to address. Farrellel, Henry and

Bettencourt (2013) provide some solution to this in the form of subgroups derived from

intervention logic models (i.e., group-specific hypotheses derived from risk and

protective factors of a given intervention is designed to address); person centred

approaches offer potential further utility as a practical method for analysis (e.g., Split,

Koot, & can Lier, 2013).

A final difficulty in assessing differential gains is the disconnection between the theory

of prevention and the typical approach taken in evaluation and outcome trials (on which
meta-analytic approaches are based). Prevention approaches seek to reduce the

prevalence of later difficulties, but the majority of evaluation studies examine immediate

post-test outcomes only. Indeed, only 8% of studies examined by Wigelsworth et al.

(2016***) followed up on outcomes beyond 18 months. Therefore, any differential

effects for groupsmore likely to experience later life difficulties are not typically captured.

There is a clear call in this field for the use of robust, longitudinal work which follows

recipients of prevention programming into the later life course. Further methodological

difficulties revolve around power and sample size. As preventative programming is
delivered universally, individual trials are only typically powered to detect main effects,

meaning there is not always sufficient power in order to allow rigorous testing of

subgroups. Lack of reporting in individual studies meansmeta-analytic approaches can be

similarly impaired (Corcoran et al., 2017***).
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Strengths and limitations

To the authors’ best knowledge, this is the first overview of reviews undertaken

specifically in relation to SEL inprimary schools. As such, thework offers new insights into

the current state of the field, indicating some emergent areas for concern. This includes an
ambiguity underlying the current evidence base for whole school approaches, a need for

further specificity in examining components of class-based curricula, and a substantial

underinvestment in our understanding and examination of differential gains. A principal

strength underpinning the findings is the use of a systematic and robust method. Reviews

of reviews have been considered the ‘gold standard’ (Evans, 2003) in the evaluation of

evidence through the use of exhaustive search criteria. This approach has been further

enhanced by the use of summary scoring in order to assess the overall strength of the

evidence base.
The current review of reviews is not without its limitations. Secondary synthesis

methods can only capture ‘critical mass’ of factors already included in meta/systematic

reviews, as, by definition, primary research studies are not included. We have attempted

to address this by including an expanded literature basewhendiscussing implications, but

new studies with promising approaches have not been identified through systematic

protocols. Of note is the overall quality of studies informing the review,with less than half

being scored as high quality. Although the review itself arguably biases impact-based

studies (as one star was awarded for reviews whereby results presented to allow
quantitative and inferential assessment of impact, prejudicing qualitative and/or

configurative-type approaches), a number of identified reviews did not assess the quality

of studies, including the use of control group as an inclusion criterion and/or the use of

weigh-of-evidence scoring (such as the one deployed in the current study). Those

elements are important in creating confidence in deploying evidence-based practices.

Summary and future directions

This review supports the prevailing consensus that preventative SEL programmes have an

important role in education, demonstrating beneficial effects across a range of favourable

outcomes. However, variation in demonstrating success remains high and inconsistencies

remain in regard to the recommendations for practice, and the quality and rigour

underpinning those decisions. For instance, although there is little disagreement that

‘whole school’ practices should form part of effective delivery, there is a great deal of
ambiguity as to the specific components as to what this specifically entails. For the small

basis of empirical evidence supporting ‘whole school’ approaches (e.g., Goldberg et al.,

2018****) it is not clear whether the small gains augment or replace gains made through

curricula practice, or the precise components that contribute to this positive effect. More

complex trial architecturemay help address some of those elements, for example through

the use of factorial design in order to test the presence or absence of specific components.

We acknowledge the need for greater specification as towhatmight be included as ‘whole

school’ ahead of empirical testing.
Evidence for classroom activities and curricula not only remain positive but also

arguably lack specificity in relation to dissemination of good practice. Little evidence is

currently available in relation to the precise nature of the components underpinning

positive outcomes, which greatly limits how best to ensure fit between practice and

context.Without a step-wise change in theway evaluations and conducted, we argue that

inconsistent findings are likely to remain. We tentatively suggest that future research
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might approach this difficulty through approaches such as distillation and matching

(Chorpita, Daleiden, &Weisz, 2005), which highlights effective elements common across

programmes (see Jones et al., 2017 for an example).

With regards to differential gains, there is much work to be done. Indeed, the
conceptualization of subgroups through overt socio-demographic membership is over

simplistic and, therefore, potentially counterproductive (Simmons et al., 2018). As a

whole, reviews did not acknowledge the broader educational frameworks of tiered

support for example by identifying thosemore (or less) likely to benefit from intervention.

Both as part of evaluative trials and through the adoption ofwider educational frameworks

(e.g., baseline screening and categorization of level of need; Fuchs & Fuchs, 2017) a more

nuanced identification of vulnerable groups may be possible. A significant implication

arising from this review is that, without further attention to this issue, SEL may not be
nearly as effective for those very individuals it is specifically designed to help.

Conclusion

Research continues to maintain the prevailing consensus that SEL programmes have an

important role in education. However, a renewed emphasis on study quality with an

accompanying diversification of efforts into defining and examining whole school

approaches, greater specificity regarding components of class-based curricula, and amore
nuanced understanding of potential differential response to intervention could further

improve the uptake and impact of SEL in schools.
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