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Abstract
This study provides a systematic review of the use of social emotional learning 
(SEL) interventions in urban schools over the last 20 years. I summarize the types 
of interventions used and the outcomes examined, and I describe the use of cul-
turally responsive pedagogy as a part of each intervention. The review of the 66 
studies revealed that few incorporated culturally responsive strategies, and none 
addressed racism and the role it can play in student mental well-being. Additionally, 
few researchers measured multiple categories of fidelity of implementation, and few 
studies included long-term follow-up results of study outcomes. I discuss recom-
mendations for future research in light of Every Student Succeeds Act policies in 
support of school-based SEL interventions.
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Introduction

Though urban living is associated with benefits including better overall health than 
living in rural areas (Befort et al. 2012; Dye 2008), there are often significant health 
disparities based on race, ethnicity, and socio-economic status in urban areas. Indi-
viduals who are non-White and who are from lower socio-economic backgrounds 
(often co-occurring demographic characteristics) are at greater risk of mental health 
concerns such as conduct disorder, depression, and suicide (Day et al. 2016; Fiscella 
and Williams 2004). A driving force in these disparities are the environmental risk 
factors faced by these populations such as institutional racism, neighborhood crime 
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rates, residential mobility, and parental stress that contribute to complex trauma 
(Brondolo et al. 2009; Day et al 2016; Dinwiddie et al. 2013; Jackson et al. 2010).

Complex trauma is caused by exposure to severe stressors that are repetitive or 
prolonged (O’Neill et al., 2010). These stressors may be related to abandonment or 
harm by a trusted adult or occur during developmentally vulnerable time periods 
such as early childhood or adolescence (Ford and Courtois 2009). Complex trauma 
has been linked to many negative outcomes including: (a) increased referrals for 
special education and disciplinary action (b) higher rates of school failure, grade 
retention, and school drop-out (c) lower grades and standardized test scores (Shonk 
and Cicchetti 2001; Slade and Wissow 2007), and (d) higher rates of mental health 
disorders (Greeson et al. 2011).

In addressing the mental health of students in urban schools, researchers often 
take a deficit approach to school-based interventions that is focused on “fixing” the 
student without drawing from students’ familial and cultural strengths to support 
mental health or address the systemic inequities that lead to negative mental health 
outcomes (Elias et al. 2003; Jimerson et al. 2004). To truly support the mental well-
being of urban students, we need to engage them in strengths-based interventions 
that not only meets students’ needs but also acknowledges and builds on strengths 
within the individual student, their family, and community. Also, vitally important 
in supporting students’ mental health is the use of strategies centered around stu-
dents’ interests and the use of this knowledge to help students retain, and in some 
cases build on, their social emotional skills. One method of creating strengths-based 
supports for social emotional programming is the use of culturally responsive peda-
gogy in delivering social emotional learning interventions.

Culturally Responsive Social Emotional Learning

Social emotional learning (SEL) is the process used by individuals to acquire and 
successfully apply the knowledge, skills, and attitudes to support the understand-
ing and management of emotions; set and achieve constructive goals; be empathetic 
toward others; establish and maintain positive relationships and make responsible 
decisions (Collaborative for Academic and Social Emotional Learning 2016). Stu-
dents involved in SEL see gains in academic achievement, improved classroom 
behavior, improved attitudes about themselves and others, and a decrease in stress 
and depression (Durlak et  al. 2011). While these mental health outcomes appear 
to be promising, there are also some concerns presented in the research literature, 
regarding how teachers and school staff implement these interventions. One of the 
concerns has to do with ensuring participant engagement in the intervention (Dur-
lak 2015). One way to increase participant engagement is to incorporate culturally 
responsive practices into SEL programming.

I define culturally responsive SEL as utilizing the lived experiences and frames 
of reference of students to reinforce and teach SEL competencies (McCallops et al. 
2019). Culturally responsive SEL reinforces students’ cultural expression of effec-
tive social and emotional competencies. In addition, it supports students in navigat-
ing conflicts between their cultural expression and school desired expression of SEL 
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competencies in ways that sustain the cultural SEL competence of their communi-
ties. Incorporating student interests, views, and wants into already existing SEL pro-
gramming and/or developing new SEL programming may increase buy-in from the 
student population (Barrera et al. 2011) thus increasing the possibility that they will 
engage in offered programming. To date, only one review of SEL has examined the 
use of culturally responsive SEL with urban populations internationally and none 
has looked specifically at the use of culturally responsive SEL in the United States.

As shown in reviews such as the one completed by Durlak et  al. (2011), SEL 
interventions are efficacious in supporting student academic, social, emotional, 
and behavioral success. As with other areas of prevention science, researchers have 
called for not just the efficacy of SEL interventions (i.e., whether the intervention 
produces expected results under ideal conditions), but also the effectiveness of these 
interventions (i.e., whether the intervention is beneficial under “real world” condi-
tions; Greene et  al. 2001). With federal legislation that allows schools more flex-
ibility in addressing school climate and student non-academic skills (United States, 
Congress, Cong., Health, Education, Labor, and Pensions 2015), it is more important 
than ever to ensure that the field is producing SEL interventions that are efficacious, 
effective, and sustainable for a diverse student population. McCallops et al. (2019) 
explore SEL intervention use in urban schools through an international review of 
the literature available over the last 10 years. The review included 51 studies, with 
only 5 that used of culturally responsive practices in teaching SEL. Moreover, the 
authors noted that few studies provided data on long term intervention effects, treat-
ment fidelity or the social validity of the study, all of which may help in discerning 
the effectiveness and sustainability of SEL interventions in urban settings. In this 
study, I explore similar components of studies conducted within the United States.

Purpose

The purpose of this manuscript is to provide a systematic review of the use of SEL 
interventions in urban schools in the United States over the last 20  years. In this 
paper, I will summarize the intervention characteristics, the mental health outcomes 
examined, and describe the use of culturally responsive pedagogy in each interven-
tion. I focus on culturally responsive pedagogy (Gay 2010) for this review, due to 
the 20-year time frame, but I will discuss my findings considering both culturally 
responsive pedagogy and culturally sustaining pedagogy (Paris 2012). Culturally 
responsive pedagogy is the notion of situating knowledge within the realm of stu-
dent interests and lived experiences. Culturally sustaining pedagogy expands on this 
notion by calling educators to support children and youth in sustaining the cultural 
and linguistic competence of their communities while also gaining access to the 
majority culture (Gay 2010; Paris 2012).

Research Questions

The research questions that are examined as part of this literature review are:
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1.	 What are the common characteristics across urban school-based SEL interven-
tions, including the following:

a.	 study characteristics (e.g., publication year, study design, reporting treatment 
fidelity, social validity, and follow-up data);

b.	 intervention characteristics (e.g., intervention components, interventionists, 
delivery methods);

c.	 participant characteristics (e.g., age, race/ethnicity, socioeconomic status, 
language abilities, behavior problems); and

d.	 mental health outcomes related to these interventions?

2.	 Are culturally responsive pedagogical elements used in these interventions? If 
so, what elements are used? Are these elements described in enough detail to be 
replicable?

3.	 Are there interventions that address racism (individual or institutional) in sup-
porting students’ mental health? If so, in what ways?

Methods

I used several methods to ensure a thorough and comprehensive review of the litera-
ture on school-based SEL interventions. First, I created a list of key terms to enter 
into appropriate databases. Second, I identified appropriate databases for the litera-
ture search based on topics covered within the database (i.e., education, psychology, 
social sciences). Third, I created a list of inclusion criteria to identify papers for 
the literature review sample. Fourth, I completed a hand search of three journals 
that produced articles on school-based social emotional and mental health interven-
tions (i.e., Prevention Science, Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology, and 
Journal of School Violence). Below, I present detail of the processes used for this 
literature search.

Search Terms

The key terms used to find original studies included all possible combinations of 
the following: social and emotional learning, social competence, OR mental health, 
health promotion, prevention, OR positive youth development, social skills, self-
esteem, empathy, OR emotional intelligence, social problem solving, conflict reso-
lution, stress reduction, AND children, adolescents, intervention, students, AND 
urban schools, culturally relevant.

Databases

I searched for relevant articles with a publication date of 1996–2016 using four data-
bases: ERIC (ProQuest), EBSCOhost (Education Full Text), ProQuest (PsycINFO, 
Social Services Abstract, Sociological Abstracts), and ProQuest Dissertations and 
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Theses A & I. I chose these databases because of their focus on social science and 
education topic areas.

Inclusion Criteria

The studies included in this review were (a) dissertations or peer-reviewed arti-
cles published between 1996 and 2016; (b) conducted in urban K-12 schools in the 
United States and available in English; and (c) included an SEL intervention that 
was conducted in school settings during school hours (i.e., the intervention could 
also have a community-based component but needed to have at least one compo-
nent that occurred in schools during school hours). Schools were considered “urban” 
based on how the original study described their location.

Procedure of Article Search

The database search and the hand search produced 957 results from all databases 
(EBSCOhost (20), ERIC (133), ProQuest (570), ProQuest Dissertations (234) and 
the hand search of journals (20). After removing 49 duplicates of studies, 938 results 
remained. Using the inclusion criteria, I reviewed each study’s title and abstract to 
determine eligibility based on inclusion criteria. Seven hundred and ninety-nine 
studies were removed at this stage. I then reviewed the introduction and methods 
section for the remaining articles which resulted in removal of 103 studies. This 
review yielded 37 articles that met inclusion criteria. I then completed an ancestral 
search of these articles which yielded an additional 29 articles. Thus, the sample of 
studies for this literature review is 66 (64 journal articles and 2 dissertations; Fig. 1).

Following the article search, I coded the 66 articles with a graduate assistant. To 
ensure reliability, we coded 20% of the 66 articles together and reached an interrater 
agreement of 93%. We discussed all coding disagreements and reached full agree-
ment before coding the remaining studies separately.

Results

The purpose of this study was to examine the use of SEL interventions in urban 
schools over the last 20 years with an emphasis on the use of culturally responsive 
practices in SEL implementation. Below I summarize the findings for questions 1–3.

Question 1  What are the common characteristics across urban school-based SEL 
interventions.

Study Characteristics

The studies included in this review ranged in publication dates from 1996 to 2016 
with 29% of studies published since the year 2010. Most of the studies (94%) used 
experimental or quasi-experimental designs. One study used a single subject design 
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(Lannie and McCurdy 2007), two presented descriptive information (Hill and Cou-
fal 2005; Weist et al. 2010), and one was a qualitative study (Polleck 2011). Eight of 
the 66 studies examined the social validity of the SEL intervention that was imple-
mented (e.g., Bosworth et al. 1998; Domitrovich et al. 2015; Lannie and McCurdy 
2007; McMahon et al. 1999). In these studies, researchers found evidence of social 
validity for their intervention with mixed results for three studies (Domitrovich et al. 
2015; Edwards et  al. 2005; Reid et  al. 1999). Among those that examined social 
validity was Domitrovich et al. (2015) who included the Teacher Perceptions of the 
Intervention Attributes measure to examine teachers’ perceptions of intervention fit 
regarding their classroom schedule, teaching style, and their motivation to imple-
ment PAX Good Behavior Games. Domitrovich et  al. (2015) found that teachers 
who felt that the intervention fit their teaching style implemented the intervention 
more often than those who did not feel like it was a fit.

Treatment fidelity and implementation includes strategies that examine and 
improve the accuracy and consistency of an intervention to ensure it follows the 
implementation plan, and that implementers deliver each intervention component in 
an equivalent manner to all study participants over time (Smith et al. 2007). Of the 
66 studies, 20 reported data regarding treatment fidelity and implementation. In nine 
of those studies, the researchers presented the number of completed lessons from 
the curricula. In 11 of the studies, the researchers moved beyond just completion of 
lessons and reported the implementer’s adherence to the components of the inter-
vention and in some cases the quality of the implementer’s delivery of intervention 
components.

Final Results
66 articles ( 64 journal articles, 2 dissertations) 

Review Results 
After Title/Abstract Review: 140

After Introduction/Methods Review: 37
Articles Meeting Criteria: 37 (35 journal articles, 2 dissertations)

Articles from Reference List of Articles Meeting Criteria: 29 ( journal articles)

Journal Search Results 

Articles Found: 20
Duplicates: 4

Database Search Results 

Articles Found: 957
Duplicates: 45 

Fig. 1   Literature search results
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Seventeen of the studies presented follow-up data and this data varied greatly. Five 
studies (e.g., Jones et al. 2011; Riggs and Pentz 2009) were follow-up studies of data 
collected at an earlier time-period. Nine studies (e.g., Botvin et al. 2001; McCraty et al. 
1999; Storr et al. 2002) were original studies that included follow-up data as part of the 
study. The time that the follow-up data was collected ranged from 6 months to 11 years 
in these studies. Three additional studies (Kam et al. 2004; Kellam et al. 2014; Liu et al. 
2013) used statistical analyses to predict future trajectories for treatment and control 
participants. Kam et al. (2004) utilized linear growth models to predict academic, inter-
nalizing behavior, and externalizing behavior trajectories for study participants while 
Kellam et al.’s (2014) used general growth mixture modeling to predict trajectories for 
aggressive and disruptive behavior through middle school and high risk sexual behav-
ior along with drug abuse and dependence disorders into young adulthood. Liu et al. 
(2013) predicted primary grade students’ (i.e., 1–3) substance use trajectories into 12th 
grade based on intervention group assignment using a latent transition longitudinal 
mixture model.

Intervention Characteristics

In all presented studies, at least one intervention component took place in a school set-
ting. There was much variation in where and when the intervention was delivered in the 
school setting. In most of the identified studies, the intervention was delivered during 
school hours (59 out of 66 studies). However, researchers in three of the studies deliv-
ered the intervention in schools after school hours (Houck et al. 2016; Montañez et al. 
2015; Whaley and McQueen 2004) and, in four studies, participants received the inter-
vention either during and/or after school (Karcher 2008; Polleck 2011; Powers et al. 
2014,2016). In the August et al.’s study (2003), the school-based component was not a 
child-based SEL curricula, but involved a school advocate that worked with the teacher 
to support student development and in-school mentoring for students.

A member of the school staff or faculty (i.e., classroom teacher, school counselor, 
school psychologist) implemented the intervention in 38 of the studies while research 
staff not employed by the school (this includes graduate students and volunteers from 
the community) implemented the intervention in 14 of the studies. In 14 of the stud-
ies, research staff and members of the school staff (i.e., teacher, social worker, school 
psychologist) worked together to implement the intervention. In all but two studies, the 
school-based SEL intervention component was delivered in-person. In Mauricio et al.’s 
(2005) and Bosworth et al.’s (1998) studies, the researchers evaluated the effectiveness 
of computer-based SEL curricula. In both studies, the interventions were delivered to 
students in schools via computers and, thus, did not require a facilitator from the school 
staff or research team, though Bosworth and colleagues stated that a staff member was 
available to answer student questions.

Participant Characteristics

Student participants in the included studies spanned grades K-12. A majority 
of the studies included a majority racially, ethnically, and linguistically diverse 
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(RELD) students with eight studies including 51% or more participants identi-
fied as White (e.g., Hill and Coufal 2005; Kam et  al. 2004; Nicoll 2013; Mas-
sey et  al. 2007) and six studies not reporting student characteristics (e.g., Bur-
gess 2005; Lannie and McCurdy 2007; Riggs and Pentz 2009). Socio-economic 
level was determined in various ways in these studies—most studies used free or 
reduced lunch status while others referred to family annual income, parent educa-
tional background, and neighborhood socio-economic status (SES). In two stud-
ies (August et al. 2003; Bierman et al. 2004), the Hollingshead Four-Factor Index 
of Socioeconomic Status was used. In a majority of studies (N = 34), the study 
sample was composed of populations from low SES backgrounds. Eight articles 
included samples with mixed SES levels (i.e., 50% low SES or multiple samples 
with some with a majority of participants from low SES backgrounds and some 
with a majority of participants from moderate to high SES backgrounds). Six-
teen articles did not present information on sample SES and the remaining stud-
ies (N = 8) included a large proportion of students who were not from low SES 
backgrounds. Of the 66 articles, only seven presented information on the partic-
ipants’ primary language or their English proficiency (e.g., Brown et  al. 2010, 
2012; Marsiglia et  al. 2016; Montañez et  al. 2015). Participants in 22 studies 
were identified as having a social or emotional need prior to intervention while 
in the remaining 44 articles; the intervention was presented to students within a 
classroom or school without prior identification of social or emotional concerns.

Mental Health Outcomes

Externalizing behaviors, defined as problem behaviors that are directed toward oth-
ers or the external environment, were measured in 46 of the 66 studies. The type of 
externalizing behaviors examined in these studies included aggression (e.g., August 
et  al. 2003) substance abuse (e.g., Kullis et  al. 2007), attention-deficit hyperactiv-
ity symptomology (e.g., Jones et al. 2010), and conduct problems (Lochman et al. 
2009). Sixteen of the 66 studies examined internalizing behaviors (i.e., problem 
behaviors that are expressed inwardly). Examples of internalizing behaviors exam-
ined by the included studies are depression (e.g., Kam et  al. 2004) and anxiety 
(e.g., Botvin et  al. 2001). In some studies, researchers also examined social com-
petence (e.g., Burgess 2005; Gottfredson et al. 2002; Jones et al. 2010), social skills 
(Karcher 2008; Kisiel et al. 2006), emotional intelligence (e.g., Nicoll 2013), atti-
tudes and intention toward substance use (Botvin et al. 2001; Hecht et al. 2003) and 
student connectedness to peers and school (e.g., Karcher 2008). In addition to these 
mental health outcomes, some articles also examined academic achievement, school 
readiness, and student executive functions (e.g., August et al. 2003; Burgess 2005; 
Cappella et  al. 2012). Parent and teacher outcomes were collected in eight stud-
ies and included parenting measures such as parenting practices, stress, and family 
environment (e.g., August et al. 2003; Lochman et al. 2009; Storr et al. 2002) and 
teacher measures including self-efficacy in behavior management and teacher burn-
out (Domitrovich et al. 2015).
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Question 2  Are culturally responsive pedagogical elements used in these interven-
tions? If so, what elements are used? Are these elements described in enough detail 
to be replicable?

I operationalized interventions as culturally responsive if the researchers reported 
creating the intervention based on cultural knowledge of the participants and/or 
training was provided to facilitators on how to use culturally responsive strategies 
to engage the targeted population of students in the SEL intervention. I classified 
nine of the 66 studies as having culturally responsive SEL interventions because in 
these nine studies the researchers discussed creating or adapting the intervention to 
meet the needs of a RELD population of students (see Table 1). The most commonly 
presented culturally responsive intervention is the Keepin’ it REAL curriculum, a 
substance use prevention program for middle school youth (Hecht et al. 2003; Gosin 
et  al. 2003; Kullis et  al. 2007; Marsiglia et  al. 2016). The 10-week program uti-
lizes teachers to facilitate learning of the REAL drug-resistance strategies—Refuse, 
Explain, Avoid, and Leave (REAL; Marsiglia et  al. 2016). Researchers describe 
the intervention as culturally grounded and the creators incorporated culture into 
the intervention using several techniques. Cultural narratives were collected from 
adolescents in Mexican–American, European-American, and African-American 
ethnic groups and used to create the performance-based elements of the Keepin’ it 
REAL curriculum. In addition, the creators incorporated cultural values from tar-
geted ethnic groups within the intervention. In addition to the strategies listed above, 
the researchers also incorporated the following elements: (a) competence in com-
munication and ethnic variations of communication; (b) use of narratives to increase 
participant identification with curriculum; (c) incorporation of various social norms 
as motivators in substance use; (d) focus on social learning theory, its role in risk 
assessment, and decision making; (e) inclusion of commonly employed and effec-
tive drug resistance strategies; and (f) a focus on the local social context (Hecht 
et al. 2003).

In their 2016 article, Marsiglia and colleagues presented a study on a newly 
established parent component of the Keepin’ it REAL intervention, Familias Pre-
parando la Nueva Generación (FPNG). Like Keepin’ it REAL, FPNG is a parenting 
curriculum offered to the entire school population that was culturally grounded to 
engage the majority Latino population in the study. The intervention integrates the 
REAL drug-resistance strategies taught to students as part of the Keepin’ it REAL 
intervention (Marsiglia et al. 2016). The intervention is based on the Ecodevelop-
mental Theory with a strong emphasis on strengthening family function. Additional 
cultural components include bilingual facilitators.

Similar to Keepin it REAL, the Imani Rites of Passage program (IROP) incor-
porates a family component into its intervention. The IROP intervention includes 
three components; the first is the IROP program that operates after school during 
the school year. As part of this program, children receive tutoring support and 
cultural activities to strengthen their racial/ethnic identities. Additionally, Afri-
can-American guest speakers are presented to serve as models for career aspi-
ration and successful coping in adulthood. A monthly parent component called 
Parents Acting Together with Hope provides support and fosters community and 
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common goal setting among families. In addition, a school component is included 
where IROP program staff support children and families by working with the 
school’s teachers and counselors when a child is having difficulty in school (Wha-
ley and McQueen 2004).

Turn to Us (Montañez et al. 2015) is a school-based mental health prevention 
program for young, at-risk Latino students. The program’s objectives are to: (a) 
identify and extend intervention services to at-risk students (grades 3–5) to sup-
port their social, behavioral, and academic performance, and (b) provide teachers 
and parents with psychoeducation intended to increase mental health knowledge 
to support at-risk students. Program participants engage in one of four tracks. 
Those with internalizing symptoms engage in a 12-week creative arts or drama 
track facilitated by the researcher’s partner program, CARING at Columbia. 
Cultural sharing of rituals, music, foods, and language, along with building self-
pride while appreciating the culture of others is presented as part of the crea-
tive arts track. The drama track addresses culture by engaging students to cre-
ate a script with an underlying theme of being members from different places 
or regions and encouraging students to explore ways to cope with these differ-
ences while working together to solve a common issue. Those with externaliz-
ing behavior could participate in the sport or dance track (Montañez et al. 2015). 
Both tracks are driven by culturally desirable physical activities as expressed by 
students, to support in program engagement. In addition, the program aimed to 
hire bilingual staff to facilitate services to students for whom English is a second 
language and their parents. Polleck (2011) examined the use of book clubs to 
enhance social-emotional and academic learning for adolescent females of color. 
Cultural components included using multicultural adolescent literature regarding 
content, characters, and themes that aligned with the participants’ literacy levels 
and interests.

Botvin et  al.’s (2001) drug prevention program aimed to teach students cog-
nitive-behavioral skills to support positive interpersonal and intrapersonal well-
being to reduce risk of cigarette, alcohol, or drug use. Though the underlying 
intervention strategy remained the same, there were cultural modifications to the 
intervention informed by focus groups and key informant interviews. Examples 
of these changes included the addition of illustrations or pictures of racial minor-
ity youth, changes in language and reading level of intervention, and creation of 
appropriate role-play scenarios for the target population.

Question 3:  Are there interventions that address racism (individual or institutional) 
in supporting students’ mental health? If so, in what ways does this happen?

Of the interventions discussed in the 66 articles, none explicitly addressed rac-
ism and its role in children and youth’s social and emotional development. This 
is disheartening, as researchers have found that racial discrimination contributes 
to stress and trauma for people of color (Bryant-Davis and Ocampo 2005). Pro-
viding a means to express stories of racism and a means to address the stress 
and trauma caused by racism is an important but underemphasized area of social 



628	 The Urban Review (2019) 51:599–637

1 3

emotional well-being. In Whaley and McQueen (2004)’s intervention, the focus 
on culture and strengthening identity in African American communities did lend 
itself to discussions about race and the preservation of black people and culture. 
This is promising as it opens the door to discussions around institutional racism 
and efforts to stand against it collectively.

Discussion

In this paper, I reviewed the literature on school-based SEL intervention studies 
in urban school settings. The first area of focus was on intervention characteristics 
(i.e., study, intervention, participant, and mental health outcome characteristics). In 
regard to study characteristics, the use of primarily experimental and quasi-experi-
mental design in intervention studies of SEL is unsurprising considering the push 
for the use of randomized control trials in the education, psychology, and preven-
tion science literature where SEL interventions are often published (Gartlehner et al. 
2006; Imai et  al. 2011; Odom et  al. 2005). Ensuring the efficacy of school-based 
interventions is an important expectation but is only one piece of the puzzle. Also 
important is examining the effectiveness of these interventions. School-based SEL 
interventions are often examined in “real world” settings but the sustainability of the 
intervention over time without the continued support of the research team are often 
not examined. This implementation research moves beyond just experimental and 
quasi-experimental design to incorporate mixed methods to support the evaluation 
of sustainability of effective interventions in practice (Greene et al. 2001).

Also important to examining the sustainability of SEL interventions is the exami-
nation of fidelity of implementation (Barnes et al. 2014; Century et al. 2010). Fidel-
ity is measured in five ways: (1) adherence (2) dose (3) quality of program delivery 
(4) participant responsiveness, and (5) program differentiation (Dusenbury et  al. 
2003). Unfortunately, less than half of the included studies present this information 
and among those that do, adherence and dosage were most likely to be examined 
(Century et  al. 2010). According to O’Donnell (2008), adherence and dosage are 
a part of one of two categories of fidelity of implementation (i.e., fidelity to struc-
ture). Missing from most studies in this sample are measures of fidelity to process 
(i.e., quality of delivery, program differentiation). This is unfortunate, as researchers 
have cited the need to examine both categories of implementation for effectiveness 
and efficacy studies (Keller-Margulis 2012; O’Donnell 2008). In fact, in studies that 
did examine the use of other measures of fidelity such as Domitrovich et al. (2015), 
researchers were able to ascertain insightful information on how their SEL inter-
vention’s effectiveness was influenced by teacher engagement with the intervention. 
Thus, I encourage researchers to include a wider range of measures of fidelity in 
future research on SEL intervention use in urban schools.

In examining intervention characteristics, there seemed to be much variation 
in intervention components. This finding mimicked those of other reviews of SEL 
and school-based mental health interventions (e.g., Barnes et al. 2014; Durlak et al. 
2011). In more than half of the intervention studies, school staff were involved in 
or took a primary role in intervention delivery. This is encouraging as it speaks to 
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the issue of sustainability of an intervention. Successfully training school staff to 
implement the intervention examines whether school staff are able to continue the 
intervention long term once the research study is complete. This is, of course, just 
one piece of the puzzle. Another piece of the sustainability puzzle is determining 
whether the targeted population finds the intervention valuable or socially valid. 
Unfortunately, few studies in our sample examined the social validity of its SEL 
intervention.

Only two of the studies included a computer-based SEL intervention. In Clarke, 
Kuosmanen and Barry’s (2015) review of youth mental health promotion and pre-
vention interventions, they found only 29 online intervention programs in the litera-
ture since the year 2000. Of these, only six took place in the United States and none 
took place in K-12 urban schools.

Internalizing behaviors were only examined in 16 of the 66 SEL interventions. 
This aligns with research presented by Carnevale (2012) who conducted a review 
of universal depression prevention programs for adolescents. The author cited the 
lack of universal intervention for depression, an internalizing behavior, as a reason 
for the review and through the review was only able to identify eleven studies over 
a 10-year period (i.e., 2000–2010). Most SEL interventions tend to be implemented 
universally (Jones and Bouffard 2012) and it seems interventions for internalizing 
behaviors are more likely implemented at a targeted or indicated level. This is unfor-
tunate since teachers are less likely to notice internalizing behaviors to identify stu-
dents for these targeted and indicated interventions.

Limitations

There are several limitations to this review of SEL intervention use in urban schools. 
First, for this review, I chose to include only studies that focused on SEL interven-
tion use in urban school locations. As a result of this, I left out studies of SEL inter-
ventions that included both urban and suburban or rural locations. In cases where 
the data was not disaggregated by location type, the study was left out of the final 
sample due to the inability to factor out results specific to just the urban sites. This 
is a limitation in that there may be additional studies that met criteria but because of 
diversity in intervention settings, they were not included in this review.

Another limitation is that I did not examine the overall effect size of these inter-
ventions in supporting indicators of social and emotional competencies in students. 
I encourage researchers to conduct a meta-analysis of SEL intervention efficacy in 
urban schools to explore the overall effect size of SEL interventions on outcomes for 
the population of interest. Another important factor when exploring effectiveness 
will be an examination of differences in participant outcomes based on the measures 
used in each study.

In addition to limitations of the literature review, there were also limitations in 
the literature. There was much variation in the types of outcome measures presented 
in each study and thus exploring, not only the measure, but psychometric properties 
of the measures and how they influenced reported outcomes would inform future 
research in the field. Another related limitation is the use of primarily self-report 
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and teacher-report measures in many studies. Though these reports of social and 
emotional functioning are necessary and important, they are also subjective and 
should be balanced with more objective measures of outcomes (e.g., observation of 
behavior).

In the sample of studies, I found few that presented follow-up data. This is prob-
lematic because without this information it becomes unclear whether the immedi-
ate intervention effects are sustained long term for participants. Future research that 
examines the long-term effects of SEL intervention use in urban settings is needed 
in the field. In examining the use of culturally responsive SEL strategies, I found 
that there was much work to be done in this area. Few culturally responsive SEL 
interventions exist and among those that do, few researchers presented explicit infor-
mation on their process or the intervention components that made their SEL inter-
vention responsive to a particular student population. Additionally, though an inter-
vention may be intended to be culturally responsive, the facilitator must have skills 
to make that happen. White middle-class women make up over 80% of the teaching 
force and thus are from different cultural backgrounds than the students they serve 
(U.S. Department of Education 2016). Much like training educators in the use of 
culturally responsive pedagogy to support students in academic learning, training 
is needed to support students of color in social emotional learning. Ideally, teacher 
training will begin with a foundation in culturally responsive pedagogy and expand 
to include training on how to incorporate instruction on social emotional learning 
within this framework (Barnes and McCallops 2019). Measures of facilitator’s use 
of culturally responsive practices when implementing SEL interventions may help 
with this. Moreover, future research should examine the feasibility and effectiveness 
of white teachers providing SEL instruction that includes topics of racism and social 
justice with students of color. Most SEL interventions in urban schools focus on 
Black and Latino student populations as these populations make-up a large portion 
of urban students. There is still a need, however, to examine the use of SEL inter-
ventions in urban schools focused on the cultures of additional RELD groups includ-
ing Native American/Alaskan Native groups, Asian-American groups, and students 
who have recently immigrated to the United States.

Implications and Conclusions

SEL instruction is now recognized as an important and worthwhile component of 
the school curriculum to support student success. Over a decade ago, researchers 
like Greenberg (2004) called for a move toward effectiveness research with a focus 
on sustainability of programs, policies, and community partnerships centered on 
SEL. It has been over 10 years since this call and we still see a continued need for 
growth in the area of effectiveness research in SEL intervention use, particularly 
among urban school populations. Little research is available on the long-term sus-
tainability of these interventions in schools or on ways to ensure participant buy-in 
among RELD populations. In light of legislation such as the Every Student Succeeds 
Act (United States, Congress, Cong., Health, Education, Labor, and Pensions 2015) 
that defines student success as broader than academic outcomes and incorporates 
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language around creating safe and supportive school environments (CASEL 2016) 
now, more than ever, is the time to ensure the effectiveness of evidence-based inter-
ventions as schools move to more widely adopt these interventions.

As the field works toward effectiveness research, there is a need for future 
research on the influence of individual and contextual factors on moving SEL inter-
ventions from research to practice. Researchers such as Domitrovich et al.’s (2015) 
have assessed the influence of teacher perceptions and school-level variables (i.e., 
demographics, school organizational health) on the implementation of the PAX 
Good Behavior Game (GBG) and found that these factors were, indeed, related 
to intervention implementation. Specifically, teachers who reported feeling more 
exhausted and overwhelmed implemented a lower dosage of the intervention and 
teachers who were younger had higher rates of PAX GBG implementation quality. 
In regard to school-level variables, the Metropolitan Area Child Study Research 
Group (2007) found that the resources available in the community that a school was 
located influenced the effects of the intervention.

Conclusion

SEL interventions show great promise in supporting student success. Though a 
number of reviews have been conducted on SEL intervention efficacy, few have spe-
cifically focused on the use of SEL interventions in urban school settings nor have 
there been many that have examined the use of culturally responsive strategies as 
part of these interventions. This review has provided some future directions in light 
of policy changes in favor of SEL intervention use in schools. I encourage research-
ers to continue exploration of SEL intervention efficacy, particularly for RELD stu-
dent populations, and relatedly, echo calls for more studies focused on the effective-
ness and sustainability of SEL interventions in the school setting.
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