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Título: Eficacia de los programas de desarrollo socioemocional aplicados 
en educación primaria: Una revisión sistemática paraguas. 
Resumen: En la actualidad ha aumentado el desarrollo de programas de 
entrenamiento en habilidades socioemocionales en la infancia, debido a que 
se los considera como una herramienta válida para la adaptación y afron-
tamiento de una gran variedad de situaciones, tanto académicas como per-
sonales. Sin embargo, son escasos los estudios que aporten una visión inte-
gral de las evidencias disponibles en el contexto de educación primaria. Se 
presenta una revisión sistemática de tipo paraguas basada en el método 
PRISMA, que incluye revisiones sobre programas de desarrollo socioemo-
cional aplicados en educación primaria, con el objetivo de sintetizar sus ca-
racterísticas y recopilar los principales resultados reportados. Se utilizaron 
las bases de datos: ERIC, WOS, PSYCINFO, SCOPUS y COCHRANE. 
Tras un proceso por pares ciegos se seleccionaron y analizaron 15 revisio-
nes. Utilizando las herramientas AMSTAR-2 y SANRA se encontró que el 
60% de los estudios secundarios presenta una calidad críticamente baja o 
baja. Se identificaron 39 programas reportados en revisiones de buena cali-
dad, un 51.2% presentaron evidencias moderadas o fuertes e informaron 
efectos significativos principalmente en ajuste del comportamiento, compe-
tencia social y emocional y habilidades académicas. Se discute el impacto de 
la calidad metodológica encontrada y las evidencias reportados en la inter-
pretación y generalización de los hallazgos. 
Palabras clave: Habilidades socioemocionales. Competencias socioemo-
cionales. Educación primaria. Escuela. Programas basados en la evidencia. 
Revisión sistemática. 

  Abstract: Currently, the development of training programs in socioemo-
tional skills in childhood has increased because they are considered as a 
valid tool for adaptation and coping with a variety of situations, both aca-
demic and personal. However, there are few studies that show a compre-
hensive view of available evidences. This research presents an umbrella re-
view based on PRISMA method guidelines. It includes reviews on socio-
emotional development programs applied in Primary Education with the 
aim of synthesizing their characteristics and compiling the main results on 
their effectiveness. The following databases were used: ERIC, WOS, 
PSYCINFO, SCOPUS and COCHRANE. After a blind peer process, 15 
reviews that met the inclusion criteria were selected and analysed. Using 
the AMSTAR-2 and SANRA tools, it was found that 60% of secondary 
studies have critically low or low quality. Thirty nine programs reported in 
good quality reviews were identified, 51.2% presented moderate or strong 
evidence and reported significant effects mainly on behavioral adjustment, 
social and emotional competencies and academic skills. The impact of the 
methodological quality found and the evidences on the interpretation and 
generalization of the findings is discussed. 
Keywords: Socioemotional skills. Socioemotional competencies. Primary 
education. School. Evidence based training programs. Systematic review. 

 

Introduction 
 
Social-emotional skills refer to a set of learned behaviors that 
are put to work when we interact with others. These skills 
enable us to express feelings, attitudes, opinions, and to de-
fend personal rights (Zins et al., 2000). Alzahrani et al. 
(2019) add that they refer not only to how one interacts with 
others, but also to the ability to manage own’s own emotions 
and adequately respond to events that happen around us. 
For their part, Wu et al. (2018) indicate that development of 
social and emotional competence during early childhood is 
essential to ensuring preparedness for school, and is associ-
ated with many important aspects of life, including academic 
achievement, behavior, and mental and physical health. Im-
provement in these competencies is associated with better 
academic achievement and with positive social behaviors 
(Bear & Watkins, 2006). 

Adequate development of these skills requires the indi-
vidual’s involvement in a long-term process of learning spe-
cific competencies and skills. Therefore, even though these 
skills can be worked on at any age, it is more productive to 
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introduce them in early childhood, and specifically in the 
school context (Björklund et al., 2014; Cornell et al., 2017; 
Diamond & Lee, 2011; Durlak et al., 2010). The stage of 
primary education is considered a critical period when boys 
and girls can have different opportunities to practice emo-
tional control and deal with their emotions and social inter-
actions, ensuring continued learning throughout later years 
of schooling. As one of the most powerful agents of sociali-
zation, school contributes not only to the transmission of 
knowledge but also to whole-person development (Grajales, 
2003). Together with other socialization agents, such as 
family and society, school can play an important role in 
promoting the learning of social-emotional competencies by 
taking specific actions.  

In recent years, many interventions have been proposed 
to promote these skills in the school environment. In this 
line, a wide range of programs have been integrated into the 
curriculum under the name of Social-Emotional Learning 
Programs (SEL) (Low et al., 2015). According to Durlak et 
al. (2011), these interventions can be considered to facilitate 
the process of developing a set of basic cognitive, affective 
and behavioral competencies, for managing and recognizing 
emotions, achieving one’s purposes, acknowledging others' 
perspectives, establishing positive interpersonal relation-
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ships, making responsible decisions, and managing relation-
ships with others in a positive way. 

International agencies that collect evidence on interven-
tions, such as the Education Endowment Foundation (EEF) 
(2021), point out that in recent years more studies have been 
conducted in primary schools than in secondary schools. In 
England, several studies have posited a relationship between 
SEL interventions and academic outcomes. In the United 
States, the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) (2021) re-
ports on the effectiveness of certain social skills programs, 
citing results related to academic issues, disruptive behavior, 
interpersonal relationships, bullying, and so on.  In this line, 
Fernández et al. (2014) report data on the effectiveness of 25 
programs that target a population from early childhood edu-
cation and primary education, finding that 45% of them 
showed significant differences in favor of improved social 
competence, and 30.30% showed significant values in reduc-
ing behavioral problems, as well as other effects. 

Several previous studies mention difficulties in categoriz-
ing programs and analyzing their effects, due to a lack of 
agreement on which skills are being taught, variability in re-
ported results, and a lack of consensus in the foundational 
theoretical models (Rubiales et al, 2018).  The What Works 
Clearinghouse (WWC) (2021) establishes five categories of 
skills related to SEL, mentioning social awareness, self-
knowledge, self-management, responsible decision-making, 
and relationship management. Fernández et al. (2014) and 
Pandey et al. (2018) take a different line, classifying programs 
according to their methodological or procedural characteris-
tics. Elsewhere, McCallops et al. (2019) mention empathy, 
self-awareness, awareness of others, self-regulation, and mo-
tivation. A similar categorization system was established by 
Goldberg et al. (2019) and Sklad et al. (2012), who organize 
programs according to their results, grouping them into cat-
egories of social and emotional adjustment, behavioral ad-
justment, scholastic achievement, and internalizing symp-
toms. This system will be taken as reference in the present 
study, as it allows greater flexibility for integrating the diver-
sity of information found in these studies.   

There is a lack of consensus in categorizing the different 
programs and in the dimensions comprised, along with great 
diversity in objectives, designs, methodologies and presenta-
tion of results (Rubiales et al., 2018).  Many authors have 
tried to synthesize the existing information in secondary 
studies that offer a systematic or literature review (Oros et 
al., 2011; Pérez-Escoda et al., 2012). However, there is still 
little information on program characteristics and effects or-
ganized by stage of education, and there is much variability 
in terms of the review quality and presentation of the infor-
mation.  The evidence reflected in secondary studies on the 
subject must be analyzed to obtain a broader and more inte-
grated framework of understanding.  

The aim of this study is to identify reviews and meta-
analyses that include primary studies on programs to develop 
social-emotional skills within the school context, at the pri-
mary education level; to evaluate the methodological charac-

teristics of these reviews; and to provide a comprehensive 
synthesis of the programs and their results.  The following 
review questions will be explored: 

RQ1: What are the methodological characteristics and 
quality of the reviews and meta-analyses identified? 

RQ2: What is the level of evidence for programs identi-
fied in good quality reviews? 

RQ3: For programs with higher levels of evidence, what 
are the main effects reported?  

RQ4: For programs with higher levels of evidence, what 
characteristics do they have (skills taught, components, 
teaching-learning methodology)?  

 

Method 
 

An umbrella-type systematic review was carried out, includ-
ing only other reviews or meta-analyses on one specific top-
ic, to be studied and synthesized (Aromataris et al., 2015). 
The PRISMA methodology (Page et al., 2021) was followed, 
and we applied the specific recommendations of the Joanna 
Briggs Institute (JBI) and other relevant authors for conduct-
ing this type of review of reviews (Aromataris et al., 2015; 
Smith et al., 2011) The protocol meets the criteria required 
by the International Prospecting of Systematic Reviews 
(PROSPERO), and has been registered under the code: 
CRD42021239217. The entire process of identification, se-
lection and evaluation of studies was carried out by two in-
dependent reviewers; after comparing their results, any 
doubtful cases were resolved by consensus or by appealing 
to a third reviewer. 

  
Search strategy  
 
The following databases were used: ERIC, WOS, 

PSYCINFO, SCOPUS and COCHRANE. Key words in 
English and Spanish were used to identify the resources, 
making different combinations with Boolean operators: 
("meta-analysis"; review; “systematic Review”) AND ("emo-
tional skills"; “emotional competences”; “socio emotional”; 
“social emotional”; “social skills”) AND (school; "primary 
school"; “elementary school”; Child*) AND (program*; 
training; intervention, learning). 

 
Selection criteria 
 
Inclusion criteria were established as follows: secondary 

studies of systematic, narrative or meta-analytic reviews, 
which reported on application of programs for the develop-
ment of social-emotional skills carried out within the school 
environment, having a universal, curricular nature, with a 
primary school population, between the ages of 5 and 12 
years. Scientific articles published in English or Spanish be-
tween the years 2000 and 2020 were included. The decision 
to include narrative or literature reviews was based on the 
fact that this type of study usually provides more detailed in-
formation on the characteristics of the interventions. 
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Our exclusion criteria eliminated reviews that included 
studies conducted in the clinical setting or outside the school 
setting, or which used any specifically-indicated population 
or students with specific characteristics (e.g., special educa-
tional needs or identified disorders). We eliminated primary 
studies and merely descriptive reviews that did not offer re-
sults from program application, or that included studies ap-
plied in stages other than primary education, or with subjects 
under 5 years of age or over 12. We also eliminated studies 
that did not address social-emotional skills as their main el-
ement. 

Reviews were selected if they met all inclusion criteria 
and excluded if they met at least one of the exclusion criteria.  

 
Data extraction and analysis  
 
Following the criteria and recommendations of Aromata-

ris et al. (2015) and Smith et al. (2011), a matrix was designed 
for data categorization, extraction and analysis. This process 
was carried out in three phases. In the first phase, data on 
the general characteristics of all the studies were extracted 
and analyzed, such as: type of review, type of primary studies 
included, country and language, period of years covered, 
population.  

In the second phase, the quality of all the selected studies 
was evaluated. The systematic reviews and meta-analyses 
were evaluated using the AMSTAR-2 tool (Ciapponi, 2018; 
Shea et al., 2017), which contains 16 domains that explore 
general methodological quality, seven of which are consid-
ered critical, making it possible to rate confidence in the re-
sults of a scale as either High, Medium, Low or Critically 
Low. The critical domains are: existence and record of a pre-
vious protocol (item 2); exhaustive search strategy (item 4); 
presence of a justified list of excluded studies (item 7); evalu-
ation and discussion of risks for bias (items 9 and 13); statis-
tical analyses and analyses of publication biases (items 11 and 
15, which are only applied in meta-analyses). The items are 
completed with ratings of Yes, No, Partial Yes, Does not 
apply.  Non-systematic literature reviews or narratives were 
evaluated with the SANRA (Scale for the Assessment of 
Narrative Review Articles) (Baethge et al, 2019), which is 
composed of 6 items that assess: justification of the review 
(item 1); objectives (item 2); search description (item 3); ref-
erences (item 4); scientific argumentation (item 5), and 
presentation of the data (item 6).  Each of these is scored on 
a three-value scale from 0 (low level) to 2 (high level); the 
sum of the scores (maximum 12) provides a measure of the 
quality of a narrative review article. Scores less than or equal 
to 6 were considered as low quality, scores between 7-9 as 
medium and between 10 - 12 as high quality.   

In the third phase, a list was made of all the programs as-
sessed as medium- and high-quality reviews; data from each 

of these was extracted and grouped under three headings: I) 
Program results; II) Level of evidence and III) Characteris-
tics. Under Heading I, in addition to results measured, in-
formation was collected on methodological aspects of the 
primary studies, such as sample characteristics, country of 
application and duration.  The results were categorized into 
five groups, taking as a reference the studies by Goldberg et 
al. (2019) and Sklad et al. (2012). The primary results were: 
(a) Social adjustment (Adj-S) and (b) Emotional adjustment 
(Adj-E), these refer to general or specific measures of skills 
that had been improved or worked on during the interven-
tion (e.g. social skills, communication, assertiveness; emotion 
recognition skills, expression and self-regulation). The sec-
ondary results were: (c) Behavioral adjustment (Adj-B), 
which includes positive social behaviors (e.g. cooperation, al-
truism), as well as behavior problems (disruptive behavior, 
aggressivity) and risk behaviors (e.g. tobacco and alcohol 
use); (d) Academic Outcomes (AO), which includes 
measures of scholastic achievement in different areas and 
specific skills (e.g. reading); and (e) Mental Health (MH), tak-
ing into account measurements of internalizing symptoms 
(e.g. anxiety, depression, stress) and well-being. In this phase, 
only two reviews presented clear quantitative results, so it 
was not possible to perform a quantitative analysis; instead, a 
qualitative and descriptive synthesis of the results and re-
ported evidence was conducted.   

Under Heading II, the programs’ “level of evidence” was 
recorded: quality of the primary studies, instruments, and 
summary of evidence. Since the reviews used different tools 
to evaluate the quality of the primary studies and applied dif-
ferent criteria to classify the evidence, it was necessary to 
unify the criteria for interpretation. For this purpose, we 
used an ordinal categorization system based on previous 
work (Gálvez-Lara et al., 2018). In this manner, 5 levels of 
evidence were established and can be seen in Table 1: "no 
evidence," when no results from primary studies are report-
ed; "weak," "moderate," or "strong” evidence, according to 
the quality reported for the primary studies collected; and 
"inconsistent evidence," when contradictory or unclear re-
sults are reported. As needed, when different primary results 
were found, the highest rating was taken as the reference, 
and cases of doubt were resolved by consensus.   

Finally, taking as a reference the studies by Goldberg et 
al. (2019), Mackenzie and Williams (2018) and Siddiqui and 
Ventista (2018), the information collected under Heading III 
“program characteristics” contained: objectives; skills taught; 
methodology; theoretical frame of reference; agents who ap-
plied the program; components (families, educational com-
munity, others); and implementation (resources, reliability).   

Qualitative and quantitative data were extracted and ana-
lyzed, the latter expressed in terms of frequency, percent-
ages, means, ranges, minimums and maximums.  
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Table 1 
Ordinal scheme to classify the different levels of evidence.  

 Goldberg et al. 
(2019) 

Mackenzi & Williams 
(2018) 

Pandey (2018) Siddiqui & Ventista 
(2018) 

Schlesier et al. 
(2019) 

Weissberg & 
O´brien (2004) 

Tool (a) (b) (a) (c) (d) Not rated 
No evidence NR NR NR NR NR NR 
Weak evidence  Weak 0-50% (Poor) Poor 1-2 (Low) 7-17 - 
Moderate evidence Moderate 51-60% (Reasonable) 

61-74% (Good) 
Moderate 3 - 4 18-23 “well designed 

studies” 
Strong evidence  Strong  75-100% (Excellent) High 5 (Strong) 24-28 - 
Inconsistent evidence  In case of contradiction or lak of clarity between studies 
Notes: (a) Quality assessment tool for quantitative studies; (b) Downs & Black checklist, (c) Ccombination of Maryland Scale of Scientific Method and other criteria; d); 
Own evaluation system; NR, Not reported.  

 

Results 
 

Selection process 
 
After searching the different databases, 4804 records 

were identified. After eliminating duplicates, the search was 
refined according to the eligibility criteria, resulting in 305 

documents. After examining the titles and abstracts of all 
these documents, 280 were excluded. The full text of the 25 
articles was evaluated, and 10 articles that did not meet the 
criteria were eliminated. Finally, for this investigation, 15 re-
views were included in the overall analysis, and 6 were sub-
sequently selected for program analysis on the basis of their 
quality, as can be seen in Figure 1. 

 
Figure 1 
Flow diagram of study selection. Adapted from Page et al. (2021) 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Characteristics of the reviews  
 
General characteristics 
 
Table 2 shows the characteristics of the reviews analyzed.  

The main results show that 8 studies (53.3%) were systemat-
ic reviews, 4 (26.6%) were meta-analyses, and 3 (20%) were 
nonsystematic narrative reviews. Nine studies (60%) were 
published between the years 2015 and 2020, and 40% (n = 6) 
were from the United States. Twelve studies (80%) included 
primary studies with experimental or quasi-experimental de-
signs. In 60% of the reviews (n = 9), the language of the 
primary studies was English only. The three narrative re-

views did not report data on the characteristics of the studies 
included (20%).  

Regarding the programs analyzed, all 15 reviews (100%) 
included curricular programs, targeting a universal popula-
tion, and were implemented at the level of primary educa-
tion. Two of these (13.3%) were exclusive to primary educa-
tion (Schlesier et al., 2019; Siddiqui & Ventista, 2018), and 13 
(86.6%) additionally included students from other ages or 
stages of education. In the 2 reviews that addressed primary 
education exclusively, the participants’ age in the primary 
studies ranged from 5 to 12 years; in the reviews with a 
mixed population the ages ranged from 3 to 21. 

 

Studies identified in the databases (n = 4804) 

Total studies considered for this review (n = 3735) 

Total studies analyzed in depth (n = 25) 

Studies excluded: 
Do not match the topic (n = 1055) 
Psychiatric or clinical population (n = 2050) 
Nonsystematic methodology (n = 325) 
Excluded per title and abstract (n = 280)  

Total reviews included in this umbrella review (n = 15) Included 

Screening 

Studies excluded before screening:  
Duplicate studies eliminated (n = 1045) 
Studies eliminated due to noncompliance with criteria (n 
= 24) 

Identifi-

cation 

Medium- and high-quality reviews included in the anal-
ysis of programs (n = 6) 

Low-quality reviews excluded from the analysis of pro-
grams (n = 9) 

 



58                                                                        Eliana M. Moreno et al. 

anales de psicología / annals of psychology, 2024, vol. 40, nº 1 (january) 

Quality of the reviews  
 
Table 2 presents results regarding the quality and critical 

elements of all the secondary studies evaluated using AM-
STAR-2 and SANRA. 

 Of all the systematic reviews and meta-analyses, 41.6% 
(n = 5) showed critically low quality; they did not meet the 
critical elements related to presenting an evaluation of biases 
or presenting a list or justification of excluded studies. Three 

systematic reviews (25%) showed high quality, 2 studies 
(16.6%) had medium quality, with certain deficiencies in dis-
cussing the study biases, and 2 meta-analyses (16.6%) 
showed low quality.  

On the other hand, 2 non-systematic reviews or narra-
tives showed low quality, while one of them obtained medi-
um quality. The most important limitations were inadequate 
presentation of data and a lack of description of search strat-
egies. 

 
Table 2 
Characteristics and quality of reviews inlcuded  

Secondary study Primary Study Target Population Quality Items 

1º Author (Year); Country; 
Period covered 

Total; Design (n = number) 
Language  

Kindergarten/ Primary/ 
Secondary 

AMSTAR 
SANRA 

Not meet  

   Systematic Review 

Canet-Juric et al. (2020) 
Argentina; 2000 to 2018 

Total (n =18); RCT/E (n = 9); CE (n = 9) 
Spanish and English 

Kindergarten-Primary Criticlly low 2*, 4*, 9, 13 

Fernández et al. (2014)  
Spain; 1982 to 2013 

RCT/E (n = NR) 
Spanish, Portuguese and English 

Kindergarten-Primary Criticlly low 7, 9, 13 

**Mackenzie & Williams, (2018) 
USA; 2000 to 2016 

Total (n = 12) 
RCT/E (n = 12) 
English 

Primary-Secondary High 2* 

McCallops et al. (2019) 
USA; 2008 to 2018 

Total (n = 51); RCT/E (n = 22); CE (n = 21); 
Other (n = 8) 
English 

Primary-Secondary Criticlly low 2*, 4*,7, 9, 13 

Rubiales et al. (2018) 
Argentina; 2005 to 2016 

Total (n = 19); RCT/E/CE 
Spanish and English 

Primary-Secondary Criticlly low 7*, 9, 13 

Sancassiani et al. (2015) 
Italy; 2000 to 2014 

Total (n = 22); RCT/E 
English 

Kindergarten to  
Secondary 

Criticlly low 7*, 9,13 

**Schlesier et al. (2019) 
Germany; 2011 to 2016 

Total (n = 14); RCT/E (n = 8); Otther (n = 6) 
English 

Primary Medium 13* 

**Siddiqui et al. (2018) 
United Kingdom; 1995 to 2017 

Total (n = 13); RCT/E (n =13) 
English 

Primary  High - 

   Meta-analysis  

Durlak et al. (2011) 
USA; 1970 to 2007 

Total (n = 213); RCT/E/CE 
English 

Primary-Secondary Low 4*, 7 

**Goldberg et al. (2019) 
Netherlands; 1998 to 2017 

Total (n = 50); RCT/E(n = 36);CE (n = 14) 
English 

Primary-Secondary Medium 2* 

**Pandey et al. (2018) 
United Kingdom; 1977 to 2017 

Total (n = 41) ; RCT/E (n =32); Otros (n = 9)  
English 

Kindergarten to Secon-
dary 

High - 

Sklad et al. (2012) 
Netherlands; 1995 to 2008 

Total (n =75); RCT/E/CE 
English 

Primary-Secondary Low 4*,7, 11*, 15* 

   Narrative Reviews 

Opengart (2007) 
USA; Date NR 

Total (n = NR) 
Language  NR 

School (Unspecified) 5 (Low) 1, 6 

Pelco et al. (2007) 
USA; Date NR 

Total. (n = NR) 
Language NR 

School (Unspecified) 5 (Low) 3,6 

** Weissberg & O’Brien (2004) 
USA; Date NR 

Total. (n = NR) 
Language NR 

School (Unspecified) 8 (Medium) 2,3 

Note. (**) Moderate or High quality reviews; (*)Critical items partially met in AMSTAR; CE, Cuasi Experimental; E, Experimental; NR, Not Reported ; RCT, 
Randomized Controlled Trial. 
 

Characteristics of the programs 
 
For the program analysis, we considered only those pro-

grams that were reported in medium- or high-quality reviews 
or meta-analyses (n = 6). A total of 39 social-emotional de-
velopment programs, applied in primary education, were 
counted. Table 3 presents the data on level of evidence, re-
sults, and characteristics for all of these.   

Level of evidence  
 
To establish the level of evidence for each program, the 

quality of the primary studies and the summary of the evi-
dence reported in each review were taken into account; these 
elements were reported in 5 of the 6 reviews (83.3%).  Three 
systematic reviews used different tools and criteria to sum-
marize the evidence (ordinal, numeric, percentages), and two 
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meta-analyses used the same instrument, in different ver-
sions, and applied similar ordinal criteria. The narrative re-
view did not evaluate the quality of the primary studies. Af-
ter unifying the criteria for interpreting the evidence (see Ta-
ble 1), we found that 6 programs (15.3%) were reported with 
strong evidence; 14 (35.8%) with moderate evidence and 12 

(30.7%) with weak evidence. Six programs (15.3%) were 
considered as having “no evidence”; and one program was 
rated with “inconsistent evidence”, due to a contradiction 
between two reviews in the quality analysis of one of the 
primary studies. 

 
Table 3 
Summary of program characteristics and evidence reported in high- and medium-quality reviews 

Program name/ 
Level of evidence 

Studies Outcomes/Quality Primary Study Data Program Data 

 Review/ Prymary 
study (Design) 

Variables (outcomes)/ Prima-
ry study quality   

Sample N = ; Age or 
educative level/ 
Country-aplication; 
Duration (Sessions) 

Objectives; Skills taught; Methodology; Theo-
retical frame of reference; Who applied it; 
Components (family, community, other); Im-
plementation. 

Al’s Pals 
Weak  

Goldberg et al. 
(2019)/1 (CE) 

Adj-E and Adj-S/ (significant 
positive effects) /Weak 

N = 333/USA C: Involves the family 

2 (CE) Adj-B; Adj-E and Adj-
S/(significant positive effects) 
/Weak 

N = 399/USA 

aRRabbiadiario 
No evidence 

Schlesier et al. 
(2019)/ 1 (NR) 

NR (descriptive analysis) / 
10/28 

N = NR; 8-11 years. M: based on a daily anger log 

BPY School 
Weak 

Goldberg et al. 
(2019)/ 1(CE) 

Adj-B; Adj-E and Adj-S/ (sig-
nificant positive effects) 
/Weak 

N = 3497/USA O: Addresses bullying. C: Involves the family. 
I: reports reliability problems in the implemen-
tation. 

Caring school 
communities 
(CSC) 
No evidence 

Siddiqui & Ventista 
(2018)/ 1 (NR) 

NR (effect size not calculated 
due to lack of data) / NR 

N = NR O: help primary schools become caring com-
munities, strengthening connections among 
peers, teachers, students, families, and school. 
M: Uses four interactive approaches: a) discuss 
problems affecting classroom climate, seek solu-
tions, plan and make decisions together, b) pair 
students of different ages in academic and rec-
reational activities, c) organize family involve-
ment activities, d) 15 community activities are 
carried out, along with optional modules on so-
cial and emotional skills. TF: based on the idea 
of the classroom as a shared community. C: 
family and community 

Weissberg & 
O´Brien (2004)/ 
2 (NR) 

“participant reported less sub-
stance use at pos test, engaged 
in more prosocial activities, 
and more problema-solving 
compared with control” / NR 

N = 5000 

*Child Develo-
pment 
Inconsistent evi-
dence 

Goldberg et 
al.(2019)/ 1 (CE) 

Adj-B; Adj-E and Adj-S/ (sig-
nificant positive effects) 
/Weak 

N = 1334/USA O: Develop social skills and peer relationships, 
motivation, self-regulation, and self-esteem. M: 
relies on three elements: development of disci-
pline through decision making, cooperative 
learning, and instructions.  C: Involves the 
family and the educational community 
I: reports reliability problems in the implemen-
tation. 

Goldberg et al. 
(2019)/ 
2** (CE) 

Adj-B; Adj-E; Adj-S; MH (in-
ternalizing symptoms) and 
AO/ (significant positive ef-
fects) / Moderate 

N = 13464/USA 

Siddiqui & Ventista 
(2018)/ 2**(CE) 

NR (“unlear data reporting”) 
/ NR 

N = 13464/USA 

Dare to Care 
Weak 

Goldberg et al. 
(2019)/ 1 (CE) 

Adj-B; Adj-E and Adj-S/ (sig-
nificant positive effects) 
/Weak 

N = 102/Canada O: Addresses bullying. C: Involves the family. 

*FRIENDS 
Feelings, Relax, I 
can do it, Explore 
solutions, Now 
reward, Don’t 
forget practice, 
Smile Strong 

Mackenzie & Wi-
lliams (2018)/ 
1(NR) 

MH (social and general anxie-
ty)/ (significant improvements 
with moderate effect size)/ 
43.4% / Weak 

N = 106/England; 10 
sessions 

O and S: Identify feelings of anxiety and learn 
to relax; identify unhelpful thoughts and replace 
them with helpful ones; cope with problems 
and overcome challenges. M: lessons involving 
large and small group work, workbook exercis-
es, role-plays and games.  M: Based on Cogni-
tive Behavioral approach. WA: School nurses, 
healthcare personnel or trained teachers C: Par-
ents attend a prior informational session 
I: Those responsible for the intervention re-
ceive two days of training.  

Mackenzie & Wi-
lliams (2018)/ 
2(NR) 

MH (social and general anxie-
ty)/ (significant improvements 
with small effect size / 75% 
(+) / Strong 

N =1448//England; 
9 sessions (x60 min) 
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Program name/ 
Level of evidence 

Studies Outcomes/Quality Primary Study Data Program Data 

 Review/ Prymary 
study (Design) 

Variables (outcomes)/ Prima-
ry study quality   

Sample N = ; Age or 
educative level/ 
Country-aplication; 
Duration (Sessions) 

Objectives; Skills taught; Methodology; Theo-
retical frame of reference; Who applied it; 
Components (family, community, other); Im-
plementation. 

*Health Promo-
ting Schools 
Moderate 

Goldberg et al. 
(2019)/ 1(RCT) 

Adj-E and Adj-S/(significant 
positive effects  / Moderate 

N = 2758/Australia C: Involves the family and the community 

I Can Problem 
Solve (ICPS) 
No evidence  

Pandey (2018)/  
1(NR) 

Adj-E (Self-regulation)/(NR) 
/ NR lack of data  

N = NR; 1º/USA; 1 
year 

O and S: Self-regulation, problem solving. M: 
28 sessions with games, stories, puppets and 
role-playing, 20 minutes each, integrated in the 
classroom study plan WA: Trained teachers  

*Incredible 
Years 
Moderate 

Pandey (2018)/  
1(NR) 

Adj-B (behavioral problems) 
and Adj-E (Self-regulation)/ 
(significant improvements) / 
Moderate 

N = 1768/USA; 5 
months 

O and S: Self-regulation, conflict resolution. 
M: 30 sessions per year, with 300 activities in 
small groups and 100 videos with models of 
children, for working on social-emotional skills 
and conflict management strategies. WA: 
Trained teachers or certified research personnel. 

*INSIGHTS 
Insight into Cgil-
dren`s Tempera-
ment 
Moderate 

Pandey (2018)/  
1(NR) 

Adj-B (behavioral problems); 
Adj-E (self-regulation); Adj-S 
(SS); AO and MH/ (signifi-
cant improvements) / Moder-
ate 

N = 435/USA; 10 
weeks 

O: improve social skills and reduce behavior 
problems. S: Self-control, attention, behavioral 
repertoire. M: 2 hours per week for 10 weeks. 
WA: facilitators with a degree in psychology C: 
Involves the family. 

Siddiqui & Ventista 
(2018)/ 2(RCT) 

Adj-B (behavior at home)/ 
(small effcet size in favor of 
the intervention) / 3/5 Mod-
erate 

N = 148; 10 weeks 

Lessons for liv-
ing: Think Well, 
Do Well 
Weak 

Mackenzie y Wi-
lliams (2018)/1(E) 

Adj-E and MH (anxiety, 
avoidance)/ (significant im-
provements with medium ef-
fect size)/ 46.9% / Weak 

N = 317/ Scotland; 
10 sessions 

O: Develop coping skills. S: coping, recognizing 
emotional symptoms, reducing avoidant coping 
strategies, proactive problem solving and sup-
port seeking. M: interactive, guided instruction. 
TF: Based on the Cognitive Behavioral ap-
proach. WA: psychologist or trained teacher 
I:Teachers receive one day of training and an 
intervention manual. 

MC (Making 
Choices) y MC+ 
Weak  

Schlesier et al. 
(2019)/ 1(NR) 

NR (No positive effects in 
emotional regulation) / 17/28 
/ Weak 

N = NR; 3rd.  TF: Based on the theory of social information 
processing 

Mindfulness 
Education Pro-
gramme 
Weak 

Siddiqui & Ventista 
(2018)/ 1(CE) 

Adj-E and Adj-S (Socioemo-
tional Competencies)/ (posi-
tive effect size, “weak evalua-
tion”) / 2 a 3/5 / Weak 

N = 246; 4th to 
6th/England; 10 
weeks 

O: improve social-emotional health and well-
being. M: consists of quieting the mind by sit-
ting in a comfortable position and listening to a 
single sound. Pupils focus on their breathing, 
their thoughts and their sensations. 

MOM Mindful-
ness-Orientated 
Meditation  
Weak 

Schlesier et al. 
(2019)/ 1(NR) 

NR (No positive effects in 
emotional regulation) 14/28 / 
Weak 

N = NR O: promote psychological well-being. M: based 
on meditation. 

*Open circle 
Moderate 

Goldberg et al. 
(2019)/ 1(CE) 

Adj-B; Adj-E; Adj-S and AO/ 
/(significant positive effects  / 
Moderate  

N = 154/ USA C: Involves the family and the community. I: 
adequate 

*PATHS 
Promoting Alter-
native Thinking 
Strategies  
Moderate 

Goldberg et al. 
(2019)/ 1(RCT) 

Adj-E; Adj-S and AO/ (small 
effect size) / Moderate 

N = 5081/USA O: provide opportunities to develop emotional 
awareness, self-control, interpersonal problem 
solving and peer relationships (Pandey et al, 
2018; Weissberg & O’Brien, 2004). S: identify 
and describe feelings; relax with breathing tech-
niques; take perspective from others; and solve 
problems with an 11-step model. Study skills 
and habits are also worked on (listening and 

Mackenzie & Wil-
liams (2018)/ 
2 (RCT/E)  

Adj-B (aggression); Adj-S (So-
cial Competencies, social in-
tercation) and MH (inatten-
tion)/ (significant improve-
ments with small effcet size) / 
68.8% (+) / Moderate 

N = 5075/England 
2 years (x44 sessions 
during 1st. year, and x 
47 during 2nd) 
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Program name/ 
Level of evidence 

Studies Outcomes/Quality Primary Study Data Program Data 

 Review/ Prymary 
study (Design) 

Variables (outcomes)/ Prima-
ry study quality   

Sample N = ; Age or 
educative level/ 
Country-aplication; 
Duration (Sessions) 

Objectives; Skills taught; Methodology; Theo-
retical frame of reference; Who applied it; 
Components (family, community, other); Im-
plementation. 

Pandey (2018)/ 
3(NR) 

Adj-E (self-regulation) and 
AO (verbal fluency)/ (signifi-
cant improvements) / Moder-
ate 

N = 318; 2nd y 3rd 
(7-9 years)/USA; 1 
year (3x week) 

paying attention in class, organization and plan-
ning, setting academic goals) (Weissberg & 
O’Brien, 2004). M: between 30 and 45 lessons 
per year, in sequence and focusing on tech-
niques such as self-control and interpersonal 
problem solving. WA: Trained teachers. C: in-
volves the family and the community. I: A two-
day training is offered for teachers as well as fol-
low-on and support services. A manual is pro-
vided with teacher scripts, images, activity 
sheets, photos, posters and homework activities. 
Mackenzie and Williams (2018) and Goldberg et 
al. (2019) report adequate reliability. 

Schlesier et al. 
(2019)/ 4(NR) 

NR/ 16/28 /Weak N = NR; 3rd to 6th 
(Mean 8.9years) 

Siddiqui & Ventista 
(2018)/ 5(NR) 

Adj-E (feelings, knowledge of 
self and others)/ (positive 
small effect size)/ 2 a 3 / 
Weak 

N = 192; 2nd y 3rd.1 
year aprox. 

Weissberg & 
O´Brien (2004)/ 
6(NR) 
7(NR) 

“Decrease in aggressive and 
disruptive behaviors, im-
provements in following rules, 
expression of emotions, con-
centration on classroom 
tasks” / NR (“well designed 
studies”) Moderate 

N = NR 

*Philosophy for 
Children 
Moderate 

Siddiqui & Ventista 
(2018)/ 
1(CE) 

Adj-B (cooperation,teamwork) 
y Adj-S (SS, comunica-
tion)/(low effect size in favor 
of the intervention)/ 3/5 
/Moderate 

N = 2722; 4th; En-
gland; 1 year. 

O and S: Dialogue, reflect, use argumentation 
M: organized activities for classroom dialogue, 
thinking and reflecting, justifying beliefs and 
ideas, developing appropriate language for ar-
gumentation, and becoming aware of discussion 
skills. 

*Positive action 
Moderate 

Siddiqui & Ventista 
(2018)/ 
1** (RCT) 

NR (effect size not calculated 
due to lack of data) / NR 

N = 131/ USA M: 140 fifteen-minute lessons. A kit of materi-
als is provided, including posters, games and 
worksheets. C: family and community I: ade-
quate Goldberg et al. 

(2019)/ 
1** (RCT) 

 Adj-B; Adj-E and Adj-S/ 
(NR) / Moderate 

N = 1170/ USA 

*Positive Behav-
ioral Interven-
tions and Sup-
ports (PBIS) 
Moderate 

Schlesier et al. 
(2019)/ 
1(NR) 

Adj-B (externalizing behav-
ior)/ (positive effects, lange 
effect size)/ 21/28/Moderate 

N = NR; (Mean 9.8 
years) 

TF: Based on the theory of social learning, 
cognitive behavioral theory, and applied behav-
ioral analysis. 

*Raising 
Healthy 
Children 
Strong 

Goldberg et al. 
(2019)/ 1(RCT) 

 Adj-B; Adj-E and Adj-S/ 
(significant positive effects) / 
Moderate 

N = 938/ USA C: Involves the family and the community. I: 
adequate 

Goldberg et al. 
(2019)/ 2 (RCT) 

Adj-B and AO /(significant 
positive effects) / Strong 

N =1040/USA 

Rochester Social 
Problem Solving  
Weak 

Siddiqui & Ventista 
(2018)/ 1(E) 

Adj-S (SS)/ (tlow effect size) / 
2 a 3 /Weak 

N = 133; 3rd- 
4th/Australia; 20 
weeks 

M: 34 sessions, teaching social skills and how 
these affect feelings and behavior; situations 
that occur in real life are discussed in the class-
room. 

RULER 
Weak 

Siddiqui & Ventista 
(2018)/ 1(NR) 

Adj-E (self-regulation) y Adj-S 
(SS)/ (significant differences 
with small to moderate effect 
size in favor of the interven-
tion) / 2 a 3 / Weak 

N = 343; 5th y 6th/ 
USA; 1 year 

O: promote social, emotional and academic 
learning, S: recognize emotions in self and oth-
ers, understand causes and consequences of 
emotions; label, express and regulate emotions 
appropriately. M: structured multi-year curricu-
lum, can be applied from early childhood 
through secondary education. 

*School Com-
munity Inter-
vention 
Moderate 

Goldberg et al. 
(2019)/ 1 (RCT) 

Adj-B/ (significant positive ef-
fects) / Moderate 

N = 1153/USA C: Involves the family and the community. 
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Program name/ 
Level of evidence 

Studies Outcomes/Quality Primary Study Data Program Data 

 Review/ Prymary 
study (Design) 

Variables (outcomes)/ Prima-
ry study quality   

Sample N = ; Age or 
educative level/ 
Country-aplication; 
Duration (Sessions) 

Objectives; Skills taught; Methodology; Theo-
retical frame of reference; Who applied it; 
Components (family, community, other); Im-
plementation. 

Schooldog-
Teacher-Team 
Weak 

Schlesier et al. 
(2019)/ 
1 (NR) 

NR (NR) / 10/28 / Weak N = NR; (Mean 8.5 
years) 

M: based on animals. 

*Seattle Social 
Development 
Project 
Strong 

Goldberg et al. 
(2019)/ 
1(CE) 

Adj-B; AO and MH  (internal-
izing symptoms)/ (significant 
positive effects)  / Storng 

N = 643/USA C: Involves the family and the community I: 
adequate 

Second step 
program 
No evidence 

Siddiqui & Ventista 
(2018)/ 1(E) 

NR (effect size not calculated 
due to lack of data) / NR 

N = 500; 2 years O: social and emotional learning and prevention 
of bullying at school. S: self-regulation, behav-
ioral skills. M: 25- to 40-minute sessions. Photo 
cards and videotaped stories are used to intro-
duce and stimulate key issues. Application of 
self-regulation activities, role playing. I: material 
for application and training is available com-
mercially.  

SOAR 
Skills, Opportuni-
tie, and Recogni-
tion  
No evidence 

Weissberg & 
O´Brien (2004)/ 
1(NR) 

“higher scores in reading, arts, 
language, math, SS; less anti-
social interactions and less to-
bacco use in participants 
compared to controls” /(NR) 

NR O and S: teach prosocial skills such as regulat-
ing emotions; listening, sharing and respecting 
others; cooperating in learning teams; problem 
solving; and developing strong bonds with 
peers, teachers and families. M: school-wide ac-
tivities are presented to encourage teacher and 
family participation.   

*Social skills 
improvement 
system-classwide 
intervention pro-
gramme (SSIS-
CIP)  
Moderate 

Siddiqui & Ventista 
(2018)/ 1(RCT) 

Adj-B (cooperation, 
comitment); Adj-E (self-
regulaion) and Adj-S (SS, aser-
tiveness)/ (low to moderate 
effect sizes in favor of the in-
tervention)/4 a 5/ Moderate 

N = 479; 1st y 
2nd/USA; 12 weeks. 

O: develop SS and reduce behavior problems in 
the classroom. S and M: 10 different SS in units 
of three 20-minute lessons: listening to others, 
following directions and classroom rules, ignor-
ing distractions, asking for help, talking in con-
versation, cooperating with others, controlling 
anger, acting responsibly, and kindness. 

*Steps to Res-
pect Strong 

Goldberg et al. 
(2019)/ 
1(RCT) 

Adj-B; Adj-E; Adj-S and AO 
(significant positive effects) / 
Moderate 

N = 3119/USA O: Addresses bullying. C: Involves the family  

Goldberg et al. 
(2019)/ 
2(RCT) 

Adj-B; Adj-E; Adj-S and AO 
(significant positive effects) / 
Strong 

N = 1126/USA 

*TFGA 
Tools for getting 
along  
Moderate 

Pandey (2018)/ 
1**(NR) 

Adj-E (self-regulation) (signif-
icant improvements) 
/Moderate 

N = 1296; 4th y 5th/ 
USA; 1 year 

O and S: emotion regulation, social problem 
solving. M: 27 sessions which apply cognitive 
modeling, role-playing, small group activities, 
and strategies in real-life social situations.  TF: 
Based on Cognitive Behavioral approach. WA: 
Trained teachers and school counselors. 

Schlesier et al. 
(2019)/ 
1** (NR) 

Adj-B (aggression)/(moderate 
influence)/ and Adj-E (very 
positive impact impacto) / 
23/28 /Moderate 

NR 

Schlesier et al. 
(2019)/ 
2(NR) 

Adj-B (aggression) and Adj-
E/(positive impact, without 
maintenance at one year) / 
21/28 / Moderate 

NR 

Think, Feel, Do 
Weak  

Mackenzie & Wi-
lliams (2018)/ 
1 (E) 

MH (Anxity)/ (significant re-
duction with medium effect 
sizes) / 34% / Weak 

N = 13/England 
6 interactive multi-
media sessions (x45 
min) 

O and S: recognizing emotions, thoughts and 
behavior; identifying and changing negative 
thoughts; and problem-solving. M: carried out 
using an interactive multimedia CD-ROM; an 
animated character guides activities. Uses prac-
tical exercises, questionnaires, videos, music and 
animation. TF: Based on the Cognitive Behav-
ioral approach, with psychoeducation. WA: Re-
searcher (in the baseline study); within the 
school.  
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Level of evidence 

Studies Outcomes/Quality Primary Study Data Program Data 

 Review/ Prymary 
study (Design) 

Variables (outcomes)/ Prima-
ry study quality   

Sample N = ; Age or 
educative level/ 
Country-aplication; 
Duration (Sessions) 

Objectives; Skills taught; Methodology; Theo-
retical frame of reference; Who applied it; 
Components (family, community, other); Im-
plementation. 

Together at 
School 
Weak  

Goldberg et al. 
(2019)/ 1(RCT) 

Adj-B; Adj-E nd Adj-S/ (sig-
nificant positive effects)/ 
Weak 

N = 3704/Finland C: Involves the family. 

Tribes learning 
communities 
No evidence 

Siddiqui & Ventista 
(2018)/ 
1(RCT) 

NR (effect size not calculated 
due to lack of data) / NR 

N = 2309 O: creates a sense of belonging where students 
feel supported and appreciated by their peers 
and teachers. M: community-building type of 
intervention, to resemble a family. C: family and 
community 

*WHO 
Moderate 

Siddiqui & Ventista 
(2018)/ 1(CE) 

Adj-B (aggressive and disrup-
tive behavior); Adj-S (social 
interaction) and MH (well-
being and self-esteem)/ (small 
effect size)/ 3 / Moderate 

N = 91;(8-10 years) 
/Italy; 1 year 

O: improve interpersonal relations and self-
esteem. S: self-image (2 meetings), self-esteem 
(6 meetings), corporeality (3 meetings), active 
listening (2 meetings). M: 15 two-hour meet-
ings, with different activities for each area. TF: 
based on recommendations from the WHO. 

*WITS 
Moderte 

Goldberg et al. 
(2019)/ 
1(CE) 

Adj-B; Adj-E; Adj-S; AO and 
MH (internalizing symptoms) 
/ (significant positive effects) 
/ Moderate 

N = 432/ Canada O: Addresses bullying. C: Involves the family 
and the community I: reports reliability prob-
lems in the implementation. 

2(CE) Adj-B /(significant positive ef-
fects) / Moderate   

N = 830/ Canada 

Zero 
Strong 

Goldberg et al. 
(2019)/ 1(CE) 

Adj-B /(significant positive ef-
fects) / Strong 

N = 20446/ Norway O: Addresses bullying. C: Involves the family. 
I: adequate 

*Zippy`s Fiends 
Moderate 

Pandey (2018)/ 
1(NR) 

Adj-B (behavior problems), 
Adj-E (self-awareness, self-
regulation, motivation) and 
Adj-S (SS)/ (significant im-
provements) / Moderate 

N = 730 (Mean  7.3 
years)/Ireland; 1 year 

O: improve self-regulation and promote emo-
tional well-being. S: Self-regulation M: 24 ses-
sions divided across 6 modules, each containing 
6 illustrated stories with an imaginary insect 
named Zippy and his friends. The teacher reads 
the stories and the pupils carry out related activ-
ities, discussions, or drawings. WA: Trained 
teachers or healthcare professionals. 

Siddiqui & Ventista 
(2018)/ 2(RCT) 

Adj-E (emotional literacy, self-
regulation, motivation) and 
Adj-S (SS)/ (low effect sizes) 
/ 2 to 3 / Weak 

N = 766/Irelan; 1 
year 

3 (RCT) Adj-E (regulation)/ (low ef-
fect size) / 3 to 4 / Moderate 

N = 1483; (7-8 
years)/Norway; 1 year 

4 (E) Adj-B (cooperation); Adj-E 
(self-regulation) and Adj-S (as-
sertiveness)/ (low effect sizes) 
/ 2 to 3 / Weak 

N = 432/Denmark; 1 
year 

*4R’s 
Strong 

Goldberg et al. 
(2019)/ 1(RCT) 

Adj-B; Adj-E; Adj-S; AO and 
MH (internalizing symp-
toms)/ (significant positive ef-
fects) / Strong 

N = 942/ USA C: Involves the family. I: adequate 

Note. (*) Programs with moderate or strong evidence; (**) Using the same primary studies; C: Components; S: Skills; SS, Social skills; I: Implementation; M: 
Methodology; TF: Theoretical framework; NR: Not reported; O: Objectives; WA: Who applied the intervention; PS: Problem solving; MH: Mental health. 

 
Effects of high- and medium-quality programs 
 
The programs with strong evidence (n = 6) showed significant 

positive effects in different variables in favor of the intervention, 
five (83.3%) showed results in Adj-B; 4 (66.6%) in AO; 3 of them 
(50%) also showed effects in Adj-E and Adj-S; and three in MH; in 
the latter group, only the FRIENDS program reported results in 
MH, with significant improvements in social and general anxiety. 
Effectiveness of these programs was tested through randomized 
experimental or quasi-experimental designs with control groups and 
samples of primary school subjects that contained from 643 to 

20,446 subjects. Four of the programs (66.6%) were applied in the 
United States, one in England, and another in Norway.  

Programs with moderate evidence (n = 14) presented the fol-
lowing effects. Thirteen (92.8%) showed significant positive results 
in favor of the intervention in Adj-B; 10 (71.4%) in Adj-E and Adj-
C; and 4 (28.5%) in AO and SM. Effects were tested with random-
ized experimental studies, experimental studies or quasi-
experimental studies with samples ranging from 91 to 5081 sub-
jects. Seven of these (50%) were applied in the United States and 2 
(14.2%) were implemented in more than one country. 
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Descriptive characteristics 
 

Among the high-quality programs, one (16.6%) provided 
more detailed information about its characteristics, the other 
5 (83.3%) provided little information; for this reason we de-
cided to group together the programs with strong and mod-
erate quality to present the descriptive characteristics. To-
gether, these represent 51.2% (n = 20) of all the interven-
tions identified (n = 39).  

Regarding their components, all of them (100%) imple-
mented activities with the students, 14 (70%) also involved 
the family and 10 (50%) additionally involved the education-
al community. Information on who implemented the pro-
grams was reported in 7 cases (35%): 6 were implemented by 
trained teachers, in some cases they were also carried out by 
professionals, researchers or trained school counselors. Im-
plementation was considered in 9 programs (45%), 7 (35%) 
reported adequate reliability in implementation; in addition, 5 
(25%) presented support materials such as workbooks, man-
uals, worksheets or videos to facilitate implementation and 2 
(10%) mentioned training as an implementation strategy. 
Nine programs reported their duration (45%), 6 (30%) had a 
one-year duration, and the number of sessions ranged from 
9 to 45.  

The objectives were mentioned in 8 programs (40%), 3 
(15%) reflected general objectives (to address bullying) and 5 
(25%) reported more specific objectives, on 4 occasions re-
lating to Adj-S (e.g. improved peer relations); in 3 cases re-
lated to Adj-B (e.g. reducing behavior problems); in 2 pro-
grams related to Adj-E (e.g. improving self-regulation), and 
in 2 programs related to MH (promoting well-being, self-
esteem). 

Nine programs (45%) described the skills worked on; in 
4 of these, objectives and skills could not be clearly differen-
tiated; we decided to include them as skills, considering the 
way in which they were expressed. Seven skills related to 
Adj-B were cited: coping, problem-solving, and conflict 
resolution were mentioned in 4 programs; 2 programs men-
tioned following instructions and rules; expanding the be-
havioral repertoire, cooperation, responsibility and kindness 
were each included in one program. Six skills were related to 
Adj-S: of these, listening skills were worked on in 3 pro-
grams; social skills, dialogue, argumentation, help-seeking 
and conversational skills each appeared in one program. Five 
skills were related to Adj-E: of these, cognitive self-
regulation (regulating thoughts, perspective taking, reflec-
tion) and emotional self-regulation (e.g. control of anger) 
were mentioned in three; relaxation and identification of 
emotions and thoughts were each mentioned in two pro-
grams. Five skills were related to Academic Outcomes (AO): 
attention skills were named in 2 interventions; study skills, 
language skills, organization and planning were each men-
tioned in one program. 

Work methodology was reported in 10 interventions 
(50%): 9 (45%) referred to an organized, sequenced struc-
ture. In addition, 7 (35%) mentioned more specific activities; 

group work was mentioned in 5 programs, use of games in 2, 
and use of real-life situations or social stories in one case 
each. Use of classroom support materials (books, videos, 
work sheets) was reported in 5 programs (25%). Specific 
techniques were mentioned in 3 interventions (15%); model-
ing and role playing in 2 programs, and problem solving in 
one. The theoretical framework of reference was reported in 
4 programs (20%); cognitive-behavioral approach was men-
tioned in 3 cases (15%), along with social learning and be-
havioral analysis in one case; another program was based on 
WHO recommendations. 

 

Discussion  
 

The general aim of this study was to identify and analyze re-
views and meta-analyses that included primary studies on in-
tervention programs to develop social-emotional skills in 
primary education. For this purpose, the umbrella-type sys-
tematic review methodology was used. This procedure has 
seldom been used in this context; we found only one previ-
ous study that analyzed the effectiveness of programs pub-
lished between 1997 and 2007, and incorporating all educa-
tional levels (Diekstra & Gravesteijn, 2008). The present re-
search limited its study population to the sphere of primary 
education, and stipulated a publication period covering the 
past 20 years. In addition, study and program quality were 
evaluated, and we incorporated systematic reviews, meta-
analyses and narrative reviews, overcoming some of the limi-
tations of the previous study. 

Our research identified 15 secondary studies that contain 
school-based, universal social-emotional development pro-
grams, confirming that there are numerous reviews in this 
field. However, only two reviews were identified that exclu-
sively addressed the primary education population; the rest 
included two or more different stages of education, meaning 
that a large part of the data were not segregated. In line with 
previous findings, the scope of these reviews was found to 
be very broad and not very specific, as they include hetero-
geneous populations, with students of all ages, grade levels 
and stages of education, making it difficult to extract infor-
mation, and limiting comparison between programs (Miñaca 
et al., 2013; Taylor et al., 2017; Viloria, 2005).  

The first review question was directed toward ascertain-
ing the methodological characteristics and quality of the 
studies identified. We found that most of them were pub-
lished in the past five years, come from the United States, 
and incorporate experimental or quasi-experimental primary 
studies, with control groups. Very few reviews included pri-
mary studies not reported in English; in the medium- and 
high-quality reviews, English was the exclusive language. A 
potential risk of bias is detected here, as limiting studies to a 
single language may exclude relevant research or leave out 
cultural considerations; this may have a negative impact on 
generalization and interpretation of results (Jackson & Ku-
riyama, 2019; Stern & Kleijnen, 2020).   

Regarding quality, 60% of the secondary studies present-
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ed low or critically low quality. The systematic reviews and 
meta-analyses, as a whole, comply with the basic methodo-
logical aspects; however, most of them do not comply with 
such fundamental aspects as evaluation of biases, explana-
tion of reasons for excluding studies, or application of blind 
peer reviewing. On the other hand, the overall low quality of 
the non-systematic or narrative reviews was related to short-
comings in data presentation, reporting of search strategies, 
selection criteria, objectives and justification. Other umbrella 
reviews conducted in the educational field find similar re-
sults, regardless of whether they are systematic, meta-analytic 
or literature reviews, mainly mentioning the lack of transpar-
ency in the methods used as the central element affecting the 
reproducibility of research in this field (Barbosa et al., 2020; 
Gessler & Siemer, 2020). 

For their part, the six reviews with moderate or high 
quality reflected an acceptable level of confidence in their re-
sults; for this reason they were selected for the next phase of 
answering the second review question, related to the level of 
program evidence. In this phase 39 programs were identi-
fied, and we determined the level of evidence for each of 
these. The general results showed that the reviews show dif-
ferent ways of studying and presenting the evidence, they 
apply different instruments and report values expressed in 
numerical ranges, percentages or ordinal categories that are 
not comparable with each other. For this reason, it was es-
sential to unify the criteria for interpreting evidence by ap-
plying a nominal system used in previous studies (Gálvez-
Lara et al., 2018). We found that half of these programs 
show moderate to strong levels of evidence. The remainder 
are split between those that show weak quality, a small pro-
portion of programs with insufficient evidence, and a single 
program with inconsistent evidence. In this line, other previ-
ous studies underscore the high number of existing pro-
grams, as opposed to the low quantity and quality of evi-
dence supporting them. By way of explanation, they suggest 
the characteristics of the primary studies, whose most fre-
quent limitations are sample size, lack of randomization of 
the subjects, absence of control groups or the absence of fol-
low-on measures (Goldberg et al., 2019; Schlesier et al., 
2019; Siddiqui & Ventista, 2018). 

In this phase, it is striking that most of the programs ap-
pear only in a single review, and they have only one source 
of support. In this regard, only the PATHS program was 
represented in all the reviews, and it presented seven primary 
sources of support; six other programs were included in two 
reviews only, and for the most part have two primary 
sources of support (Caring School Communities, Child De-
velopment Project, INSIGHT, Positive action, TFGA and 
Zippy's Friends). Another trend found was the coexistence 
of primary studies with weak and moderate quality as sup-
port for the same program. All this indicates that there is a 
low level of agreement between the reviews in terms of the 
programs identified and also in the primary studies analyzed, 
despite the fact that the time period and general objectives 
were similar. This variability may be associated with the use 

of different strategies, search terms, elegibility criteria, and 
databases. These findings imply that there is still a need for 
more rigorous research showing robust effects of social-
emotional interventions in the school context, and that the 
scope of secondary studies that synthesize this evidence also 
needs to be more clearly defined (Siddiqui & Ventista, 2018; 
Slavin, 2019).   

The third review question aimed to establish the primary 
program effects that were reported. In general, and in line 
with Rubiales et al. (2018), we found that the variables evalu-
ated were highly heterogeneous; for this reason we grouped 
the results using the categories defined by Goldberg et al. 
(2019) and Sklad et al. (2012). We found that the high- and 
moderate-quality programs presented significant positive ef-
fects mainly in one measure of secondary results, that is, be-
havioral adjustment (Adj-B), most notably a decrease in be-
havior problems or improvement in disruptive behaviors; 
other programs showed significant effects in positive behav-
iors, such as cooperation. Of the primary results, emotional 
and social adjustment were most often reported as signifi-
cant, positive results. Significant improvements were seen 
primarily in emotional self-regulation, followed by emotion 
recognition and expression; significant improvements were 
also reported in SSs, communication and interpersonal prob-
lem solving. Most of the high-quality programs showed sig-
nificant positive effects in another secondary variable, aca-
demic outcomes (AO), along with other medium-quality 
programs that also reflected these effects. Finally, a smaller 
proportion of medium- and high-quality programs reported 
effects on measures of mental health, mainly reflecting a sig-
nificant decrease in internalizing symptoms, often mention-
ing anxiety.  

In comparison with results from Diekstra and 
Gravesteijn (2008), one can observe coincidence in some of 
the reported effects, confirming that these types of programs 
significantly improve emotional and social skills, increase ac-
ademic performance in certain specific areas, and reduce 
mental problems. As for behavior improvement, the present 
umbrella review reflects an important role attributed to be-
havior results, even though such important results were not 
reported in the studies by Diekstra and Gravesteijn (2008) or 
Goldberg et al. (2019). In the reviews by Sklad et al. (2012) 
and Fernandez et al. (2014), the programs reported signifi-
cant effects on social-emotional and behavioral skills, in 
similar proportions. One possible explanation for this varia-
bility in findings could be the diversity of categories of analy-
sis used in the different reviews, along with diversity in the 
initial frame of reference (Rubiales et al, 2018). Siddiqui and 
Ventista (2018) also suggest an explanation in the way results 
are studied and reported in the primary studies, where social-
emotional skills are sometimes studied as a unit, and some-
times are reported as independent variables. This is un-
doubtedly a limitation for synthesizing and interpreting the 
findings.  

On the other hand, it is difficult to establish which com-
ponents affect each study variable, due to the lack of clarity 
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in reporting the data. In this regard, few reviews analyze the 
possible moderators of the effects with any specificity 
(Goldberg et al., 2019; Sklad et al., 2012). Neither could we 
analyze program effect size in this review, since this data, as 
Schlesier et al. (2019) also notes, is rarely reported. Even so, 
some secondary studies report significant effects in favor of 
programs with mainly small effect sizes, or moderate in 
some cases (Goldberg et al., 2019; Mackenzie & Williams, 
2018; Pandey et al., 2018). All this may limit our interpreta-
tion of the effectiveness of the programs under discussion, 
as also occurs in previous studies (Canet-Juric et al., 2020; 
McCallops et al., 2019; Schlesier et al., 2019).   

It should also be noted that medium- and high-quality 
programs have been applied mainly in an English-speaking 
population, in the United States and England, and to a lesser 
extent in countries like Norway. This coincides with the 
trend indicated by certain specialized agencies and in some 
previous studies (EEF, 2021; ESSA, 2021; Diekstra & 
Gravesteijn, 2008). Although some programs have been ap-
plied in different countries, such as the Zippy's friends im-
plemented in Ireland, Norway and Denmark with rural and 
urban populations; or TFGA, in white and African-
American populations; this is not the general trend. In this 
matter, we observe a lack of information on sample charac-
teristics in many of the reviews, and there is also a possible 
risk of selection bias due to the limited representativeness 
across cultures, races and contexts.     

The fourth question aimed to ascertain program charac-
teristics of the programs with the most evidence. In this re-
gard, one difficulty we encountered was the large variation in 
how descriptive information was reported, along with a high 
degree of unreported information. Information on objectives 
and skills worked on was reported in less than half of the 
quality interventions. In addition, the objectives were ex-
pressed in a very general way, or it was not possible to clearly 
differentiate them from the skills being worked on. Among 
the objectives, the most notable aims were to address bully-
ing, improve social skills and interpersonal relationships, and 
reduce behavioral problems. The skills most frequently 
worked on in medium- and high-quality programs coincide 
with the results reported, and have to do with behavioral ad-
justment, especially coping and problem-solving skills; social 
adjustment, where developing communication skills is the 
main focus; and emotional adjustment, where cognitive and 
emotional regulation or relaxation are worked on, among 

other skills. Some programs reinforce specific academic 
skills, like attention or planning. 

Half of the programs offered data on the working meth-
odology. In general terms, there is a tendency to use struc-
tured, active, guided and interactive methodologies in small 
groups, with the use of cognitive and behavioral modeling 
strategies, role playing, or problem-solving techniques, along 
with the use of specific material. The theoretical model of 
reference is seldom mentioned, though the cognitive-
behavioral approach stands out. In the same way, there was 
little data reported for duration, but the length most often 
mentioned was about one year. Regarding components, most 
medium- and high-quality interventions involved the family, 
and half of them also involved the educational community. 
The programs were applied by trained teachers or profes-
sionals. Noteworthy among the implementation strategies 
was the use of manuals or specific materials, and training to 
support the implementation. 

The high degree of unreported data precludes a more 
exhaustive analysis of the characteristics, effects, and possi-
ble moderators of program effects. 

Authors such as Slavin (2019) highlight the value of sec-
ondary studies as resources that help to synthesize evidence 
for practical purposes, whether for selecting appropriate 
programs for classroom work, or for making political deci-
sions on implementing broader strategies that are supported 
by scientific bases. Even though we have found an im-
portant number of secondary studies that contain universal 
school programs for social-emotional development, in future 
research it would be advisable that the population be segre-
gated by age or stage of education; that primary studies not 
be limited to the English language; that more precise data be 
reported on sample characteristics and the context of pro-
gram application. Primary studies should be extended to di-
verse contexts; primary and secondary results be reported in 
detail; possible moderators of these results should be de-
scribed and analyzed; the quality of the primary studies 
should be assessed; and clear levels of evidence should be es-
tablished to facilitate interpretation of the effects. Along the 
line of reasoning of Joyce (2019) and Slavin, (2019), all of 
this taken together could help make it possible to generalize 
findings and establish practical evidence-based recommenda-
tions. 
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