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factors facilitating the
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social-emotional learning
programs
Triin Ulla* and Katrin Poom-Valickis

School of Educational Sciences, Tallinn University, Tallinn, Estonia

School- and teacher-related contextual factors are those that often influence

the quality of social-emotional learning (SEL) program implementation,

which in turn has an impact on student outcomes. The current paper

was interested in (1) Which teacher- and school-related contextual factors

have been operationalized in articles that focus on the relationship between

implementation quality indicators 200 and contextual factors in SEL program

implementation in schools? (2) Which contextual factors would demonstrate

the highest frequency of statistically significant relationships with SEL program

implementation quality indicators and could therefore be more essential

for ensuring the program outcomes? Determining the more significant

contextual factors would allow for more focused and better-informed teacher

professional development for supporting students’ social and emotional skills,

it can also be useful for hypothesis development for quasi- experimental

research designs of SEL program implementation on the school level. A

systematic literature search was conducted in seven electronic databases

and resulted in an initial sample of 1,281 records and additional journal

and citation sampling of 19 additional records. 20 articles met the final

inclusion criteria for the study (19 quantitative and one mixed methods).

Inductive content analysis and quantitative analysis were employed to map

the variables and estimate the relative frequency of statistically significant

relationships across studies. Four categories of contextual factors were

revealed: program support, school, teacher, and student categories. The

results of the study reveal the diversity in contextual factors studied across SEL

program implantation quality and bolster the relevance of program support

factors (modeling activities during coaching and teacher–coach working

relationship) for ensuring implementation quality. A link between teacher

burnout and program dosage was revealed. Student factors emerged as a

Frontiers in Education 01 frontiersin.org

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education#editorial-board
https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2022.965538
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.3389/feduc.2022.965538&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2023-01-10
https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2022.965538
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/feduc.2022.965538/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org/


feduc-07-965538 January 2, 2023 Time: 14:47 # 2

Ulla and Poom-Valickis 10.3389/feduc.2022.965538

separate contextual level in school, with special attention to student baseline

self-regulation that may influence SEL program implementation quality.

KEYWORDS

social-emotional learning, teachers, school, program support, students,
implementation quality, contextual factors, systematic literature review

1. Introduction

The purpose of general education, in addition to cultivating
learners’ cognitive and academic skills, is to facilitate social
change, and therefore, children’s social, emotional, and
character development has become increasingly more
emphasized and intertwined with compulsory education
(Jones and Bouffard, 2012; Kochenderfer-Ladd and Ladd,
2016; Elias, 2019). Social and emotional learning (SEL) refers
to the process through which children and adults acquire
and effectively apply the knowledge, attitudes, and skills
necessary to understand and manage emotions, set and achieve
positive goals, feel and show empathy for others, establish and
maintain positive relationships, and make responsible decisions
(Weissberg et al., 2015). SEL serves as an interdisciplinary field
that aligns areas for educators, researchers, and policymakers
that address students’ capacities to coordinate cognition, affect,
and behavior, as well as navigate daily challenges and succeed
in life, career, and college (Osher et al., 2016). International
policymakers have emphasized the importance of social and
emotional skill development to assure students’ readiness as
future citizens in a world characterized by more turbulence and
uncertainty (OECD, 2021a,b).

Studies, where peer and teacher report measures have been
used, indicate that children, when starting school, may not
demonstrate the basic skills needed for effective collaboration,
emotional, and behavioral control, and could be at risk of
educational failure (Rabiner et al., 2016; Suntheimer and
Wolf, 2020). The risk factors include lower socio-economic
background, being younger or male (Zakszeski et al., 2020),
having weaker executive functioning skills (Suntheimer and
Wolf, 2020), or prior experiences of peer rejection (Ladd, 2006).
Furthermore, there is evidence that if not offered assistance,
problematic behavior tends to cumulate toward more aggression
in adolescence (Appleyard et al., 2005), which can in turn
impact other learners through negative peer influence and stress
contagion, and lead to distress in the learning environment
(Burgess et al., 2018). Social emotional skill support, however,
can be highly beneficial to those at risk of externalizing problems
(Jones et al., 2011; Calhoun et al., 2020; Streimann et al., 2020).

Coherent with the findings that social-emotional (SE)
and intellectual development are intertwined (Cantor et al.,
2019), the integration of evidence-based programs to support

SE skill development (e.g., SEL interventions) within the
academic curriculum has been shown to contribute toward
both: decreasing problematic behaviors, such as disruptions or
aggressive behavior in the classroom; and enhancing students’
academic achievement (Durlak et al., 2011; Oberle et al.,
2014; Corcoran et al., 2017). SEL interventions can therefore
be quite crucial in preventing educational segregation or
developmental disadvantage in today’s educational context.
Sustainably coordinated efforts on the school level that promote
a safe and cooperative environment and support the practice of
SEL competences in everyday situations benefit all children and
make schools optimal contexts for SE learning (SEL) (Zins et al.,
2004; Jones and Bouffard, 2012).

Earlier research shows that the success of an SEL program,
specifically the impact it has on student outcomes, is dependent
on its implementation process (Durlak and DuPre, 2008; Cook
et al., 2018; Humphrey et al., 2018), the quality of which is
affected by different contextual factors, such as positive work
climate or teacher predisposition (Kam et al., 2003; Durlak
and DuPre, 2008). In other words, the implementation of a
school-based SEL program is a process that is situated in
the school context, which in turn influences the program
outcomes students may obtain, through supporting or hindering
that process. Therefore, looking at the qualities of the
implementation process has been emphasized as a crucial
research area (Durlak and DuPre, 2008; Durlak, 2015), as this
makes the benefits of the programs available to students.

Despite copious research published during the past few years
on SEL program implementation, there is no consensus on
which contextual factors are most essential, or to which areas
the highest degree of effort should be directed, in order to
ensure the most supportive quality context for SEL program
implementation in the school. Although related reviews have
been done before (e.g., Dusenbury et al., 2003; Durlak and
DuPre, 2008), to the best knowledge of the authors, none
have solely concentrated on programs that support SE skills
at school. The current article employs a systematic literature
review process to synthesize school-based research on SEL
program implementation that specifically looks at interactions
between SEL program implementation quality indicators and
teacher- and school-related contextual factors. The aim of the
current literature review is to map the diversity in school-
based contextual factors that have been explored in relation
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to SEL program implementation quality and to clarify, which
of them may have proven more consistently significant for
implementation quality in schools. The analysis was guided by
the following research questions:

(1) Which teacher- and school-related contextual factors
have been operationalized in articles that focus on the
relationship between implementation quality indicators
and contextual factors in SEL program implementation in
schools?

(2) Which contextual factors demonstrate the highest
frequency of statistically significant relationships with SEL
program implementation quality indicators and could
therefore be more essential for ensuring the program
outcomes?

In the next section, we first offer a brief overview of how
the quality of SEL program implementation has been defined
in previous research and shortly discuss the complexities in
defining implementation quality. Afterward, we will give an
overview of the systematic literature review process and data
analysis. In the last paragraph of the article, we discuss the main
findings and present possible future research avenues.

2. Conceptualizing the quality of
SEL program implementation and
its context

Domitrovich et al. (2008) have defined implementation
quality as “the discrepancy between what is planned and
what is actually delivered”; measures of implementation
therefore also indicate high or low implementation quality
in the school context (Dusenbury et al., 2003). Osher et al.
(2016) also indicated that procedural fidelity to the original
program design and core features is mostly reported as
synonymous with implementation quality. Different aspects of
the implementation process have been differentiated (Dane
and Schneider, 1998; Berkel et al., 2011; Durlak, 2016), and
those have been sometimes described similarly but named
somewhat differently or vice versa—similar labels may have
been used for different levels of the construct. For example, in
implementation science “fidelity” is used as an umbrella term
for implementation quality, and “adherence” is used to indicate
a measure of delivering program components (e.g., Century
et al., 2010; Proctor et al., 2011), whereas in other areas, such
as SEL program implementation, for example, fidelity is used
synonymously with adherence (Durlak, 2016). This notion is
known as the “jingle-jangle fallacy” (Jones et al., 2019)—the lack
of clarity in the program implementation vocabulary is an issue
often pointed out in this context (Dane and Schneider, 1998;
Century et al., 2010; Proctor et al., 2011; Cook et al., 2019). Of the

aspects distinguished in implementation research, the critical
ones (Dane and Schneider, 1998; Century et al., 2010) are:

(1) adherence/fidelity—the degree to which the major
components of the program have been faithfully delivered;

(2) exposure/dosage—the amount of program delivered;
(3) quality of delivery—the qualitative aspects of program

delivery: how well or in which manner the program is
carried out; and

(4) participant responsiveness—the manner in which the
program engages its participants (Dane and Schneider,
1998; Durlak, 2016).

Berkel et al. (2011) and Durlak (2016) also point to
adaptation as an outcome measure of program implementation;
the authors of this article, however, have not come across this
quality indicator in SEL studies that look at implementation
as an outcome. The implementation aspects most commonly
studied in SEL program implementation are adherence/fidelity
and exposure/dosage1 (Durlak, 2016). In the current article,
the implementation quality is treated synonymously with the
four implementation process indicators listed above, as those
are commonly reported in SEL program research that treats
implementation as an outcome.

In addition to seeing program implementation quality
as equivalent to its process characteristics, several accounts
suggest the contextual dimension as a constituent part of
implementation quality (Osher et al., 2016). Some conceptual
models have been introduced to systematize variables that
influence the implementation of SEL interventions. Durlak
and DuPre (2008), for example, based their model on an
extensive literature review and interactive systems framework
(ISF) approach and compiled a list of 23 contextual variables on
5 levels of implementation (community; provider e.g., teacher;
organizational capacity; prevention support system (such as
training and coaching); and the program itself with its fit to
the implementation context). The most comprehensive level
in this model is the organizational context—which is divided
into three subcategories: general factors, specific practices,
and staffing considerations. Domitrovich et al. (2008), on the
other hand, have suggested a three-level ecological framework
for high-quality implementation of programs in schools that
places implementation quality in the nested ecosystem of
individual, school, and macro-level factors. The individual level
holds teacher psychological and professional characteristics
and attitudes, the school level holds both the organizational
climate and culture, as well as the classroom climate; and the
macrosystem refers to policies and partnerships on a larger scale.
In this model, coaching and training are seen as inherent to the
program implementation process itself and not as a separate
contextual layer. Durlak and DuPre (2008) posit that their

1 Further in this paper referenced simply as “adherence” and “dosage”.
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framework might overlook some factors, and when compared
to Domitrovich et al. (2008) they do not include any student-
related factors. In comparison, Domitrovich et al. (2008) place
classroom climate and school culture on the same level, despite
evidence that classroom climate is a nested level in the school
context that can vary considerably within one school (e.g.,
Marsh et al., 2012). In sum, both—aspects of the implementation
process, and the contextual factors that support them—are part
of understanding the quality of the implementation process, for
creating the conditions where students reap the greatest benefit.

Looking at the two decades of SEL program implementation
research from the perspective of contextual influences may allow
for drawing more systematic conclusions over time. There is a
growing body of research looking at the more focused pieces of
the puzzle, concentrating, for example, on a few aspects of the
school ecology and looking for statistically significant predictors
of implementation quality indicators among contextual factors
(for example, perceived school organizational health or teacher
burnout; e.g., Ransford et al., 2009; Musci et al., 2019). The
current article, thus, contributes to the theoretical development
which attempts to illuminate the structure and dynamics of
the contextual factors that can support or hinder quality SEL
program implementation.

Determining the more significant contextual factors would
also allow for more focused and better-informed teacher
professional development for supporting students’ SE skills,
both in terms of inservice and preservice training and support,
as well as teacher coaching. It would allow for informed
consultation by teachers and school personnel toward the
more effective implementation of SEL programs. It can be
additionally useful for hypothesis development for quasi-
experimental research designs of SEL program implementation
on the school level, to ascertain whether or not the more
pronounced characteristics have indeed a more distinct role
to play in SEL program implementation in practical life,
enabling more supportive outcomes for students, and explain
SEL program implementation process quality in more detail.

3. Methods

For this study, a systematic literature review process was
conducted, to identify the significant relationships between SEL
program implementation indicators and teacher- and school-
related contextual factors within empirical journal articles that
focus specifically on those relationships.

3.1. Procedure for searching,
identifying, and selecting articles

The search process followed the Preferred Reporting
Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA)

statement protocol (Moher et al., 2009). The EBSCOhost
Web2 databases were used for the search, which is the
search engine with the highest volume of meta-data
(over 70,000 journals, which is higher than the Web
of Science or Scopus). This database was selected to
avoid duplication in the search procedure due to a short
supply of allocated human resources. In the following
sections, an overview of the search procedure and
analysis is offered.

In the first step, a list of databases was included for
the search: Academic Search Complete, APA PsycArticles,
eBook Collection (EBSCOhost), ERIC, Health Source:
Nursing/Academic Edition, MasterFILE Premier, MasterFILE
Reference eBook Collection, MEDLINE, and Teacher Reference
Center. For the purpose of retrieving the highest number
of relevant research articles, the following criteria were set
for the EBSCO search: (1) apply related words, (2) apply
equivalent subjects, (3) peer reviewed, (4) published between
1 January 2000 and 31 December 2021, and (5) English
as publication language. Altogether 29 preliminary test
searches were conducted prior to the final search on 28
April 28, 2021, in order to find the combination of search
terms that would result in the highest concentration of
relevant articles for the study. After several pilot searches
with various topic-related search terms, resulting in either
a too-narrow or a too-widespread result, it was decided to
add the specific names of the recognized SEL programs (as
reported by Jones et al., 2017) to the search, to find more
relevant articles (counting on the parameters of related
words and equivalent subjects to direct to all the relevant
results). The final search strategy was carried out in the
combination of the following search terms: SE OR socio-
emotional OR social and emotional OR sel OR social competence
OR character OR behavior OR behavior OR intervention
AND teacher∗ OR school∗ AND implementation quality OR
implementation variable∗. The search term program was
excluded during the test search phase for producing too
wide a range of results in heavily dispersed topics from
policymaking to engineering, and substituted with the search
term intervention which is a frequent term used for SEL
programs. The search term behavior was added as whole
school positive behavior intervention support is sometimes
considered relative to SEL (e.g., Elias, 2019), and its primary
level or Tier 1 activities are hard to differentiate from SEL, as
they focus on teaching all students the skills for self-regulation
and social success (Walker et al., 1996). The final database
search on 28 April 2021, resulted in 1,883 articles. After
removing duplicates, 1,281 articles remained for abstract level
screening (Figure 1).

2 http://www.ebscohost.com

Frontiers in Education 04 frontiersin.org

https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2022.965538
http://www.ebscohost.com
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org/


feduc-07-965538 January 2, 2023 Time: 14:47 # 5

Ulla and Poom-Valickis 10.3389/feduc.2022.965538

FIGURE 1

Flowchart of the literature search process.

3.2. Inclusion/exclusion criteria

The included 1,281 articles were first screened on the
title and abstract level. The inclusion criterion for first level
screening was: the article was about SEL programs carried
out in schools, in grades 1–12. Two independent researchers
assessed 10% of the articles (n = 130) independently on the scale
of yes/no/maybe, the interrater reliability, Cohen’s k was, 70
(substantial) across all labels and, 93 (excellent) between yes and
no. The differences in agreements were discussed thoroughly,
all occurring differences were discussed until unanimous
consent was reached. Due to a high interrater agreement
regarding yes/no, articles falling under both, yes and maybe
were included in the second round of screening (Figure 1).
The excluded articles were either not related to school or
education; were about different educational topics (formative

assessment, quality management); reported research about a
different type of intervention (directed to specific educational
needs, e.g., autism, learning disability, or mental health or
toward other specific skills, reading, writing, physical activity,
nutrition or sexual behavior); they were overall targeting a
different age group (preschool or university) or different type of
non-school-related SEL program (parenting). After the abstract
and title-level screening, 76 articles were included for text
level screening. Journal and reference sampling was carried
out throughout May 2021 and additionally, in October 2022.
As prevention science has been identified as the framework
that drives the SEL field (Jones et al., 2019), all numbers of
Prevention Science were screened. Similarly, all 2000–2022 issues
of the Journal of School Psychology were screened. From the
additional sampling types, 18 extra articles were found for
screening (Figure 1).
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In the second round of screening, the full texts of 94 articles
were screened, 4 inclusion criteria were (1) the articles were
about an evidence-based SEL approach that was applied in the
school on the school level- or classroom level in grades 1–
12; (2) the evidence-based SEL approach specifically included
teaching SE skills to students; (3) the article was looking at the
relation of some SEL program implementation indicator and
some school or teacher related contextual variable, and directly
aimed at determining the relationship between the two, and (4)
the article reported empirical research. It must be noted that in
different frameworks understandings of what an SEL program is
may somewhat vary (Osher et al., 2016) and we, thus, specify
what we see as the essential components of an SEL program.
In the context of the current article, the SEL program is seen
as a program that (a) teaches and actively practices SE skills
(Zins et al., 2004; Jones et al., 2017) through (b) either kernel-
or curriculum-oriented activities (Elias, 2019).

Again, two experts screened 30 full-text articles separately
(with the percentages of disagreement ranging from 6.7 to
20 for the inclusion criteria) and discussed any occurring
differences until a unanimous understanding was reached. The
remainder of the articles was screened by the first author of
the study, with the second coder double-checking all results, all
emerging questions were solved in dialogue until a unanimous
decision was reached. In the final sample, 20 articles were
included (Figure 1). The articles excluded in this phase either (1)
reported the implementation process as related to the outcomes
of evidence based SEL programs, (but not contextual factors
on implementation variables); (2) focused on: (a) a program
that supported teachers’ classroom management skills [but not
teaching SE skills to students]; (b) sustaining or measuring
quality of program implementation; (c) early childhood SEL
program implementation (but had not become evident during
title and abstract screening); (d) individual, not classroom- or
school-level skill support, like individual behavior intervention;
(e) reported a wide array of prevention programs (including
tardiness and truancy, substance abuse, risky sexual behavior)
and were thus too wide for the SEL scope; (f) reported wider
school-wide change, including support systems and school
policies, not only SEL support; (g) were theoretical in nature;
(h) were addressing teachers’ beliefs of SEL as such, (i) reported
relationships only between different quality indicators; (j) one
article had been published in a journal listed as predatory (and
was, thus, excluded). An overview of the articles included in the
sample is presented in Table 1.

Altogether 20 articles remained in the sample after the
screening, of which 19 were quantitative, and 1 used a mixed
design. The program most frequently studied was the PAX3

version of the Good Behavior Game (GBG, four times), followed

3 The PAX Good Behavior Game (PAX GBG) is a manualized version of
the Good Behavior Game (GBG) that applies additional kernels and cues
in comparison with the original GBG.

by Tier 1 of the school-wide positive behavioral interventions
and supports (SWPBIS), and LifeSkills Training (reported
3 times); GBG, Promoting Alternative THinking Strategies
(PATHS), and Positive Action were reported two times.

Dosage and quality of delivery were operationalized as
implementation quality indicators in 13 studies, and adherence
in 10 studies (refer to Table 1). Participant responsiveness was
operationalized in 4 studies only. In one Dowling and Barry
(2020, study 18), the study which used a mixed design, the four
quality indicators (adherence, dosage, quality of delivery, and
participant responsiveness) were combined into an index after
quantitative assessment across implementers; interviews were
then carried out and the content of the interviews compared
across high and low quality implementers. The authors
explained the use of an index score of four kinds of variables
as “to measure implementation across multiple dimensions.”
The remainder of the 19 articles looked at the relationships
with contextual factors and implementation quality indicators
separately, and no index score was used. The rationale for
using the specific implementation quality indicators was not
usually offered, even if several quality indicators were assessed.
For example, Mihalic et al. (2008, study 3) operationalized
four implementation quality indicators (adherence, dosage,
quality of delivery, and participant responsiveness) but did
not provide an additional rationale for including all 4, except
for referencing them as “primary elements of implementation
fidelity.” Ransford et al. (2009, study 4), for example, studied
dosage and quality of delivery and referenced them simply as
“two common measures of program fidelity.” Johnson et al.
(2018, study 14) stood out by explaining their choice of dosage
and quality of delivery variables as structurally more relevant
to the contextual factor studied (program support: coaching).
In general, the provision of an explanation for the choice of
implementation quality indicators was fairly uncommon.

3.3. Data analysis

In the first step, a detailed coding manual for the
selected articles was created, based on Cooper’s (2017)
guidelines, coding was done on six separate coding sheets,
which included (1) study characteristics such as purpose and
research questions, study type, design, and analytic strategy,
program studied, type of SEL program (curriculum or kernel),
study setting and year of data collection, (2) participant
and sample characteristics, (3) contextual variable name and
operationalization, data collection, and measurement, including
psychometric properties, (4) implementation quality indicator
name and operationalization, data collection, and measurement,
including psychometric properties, (5) direct interactions
between contextual and implementation quality indicators, and
(6) interaction effects between different contextual variables
(where provided). In this step, four articles (20%) were coded
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TABLE 1 Overview of implementation quality indicators and types of contextual factors studied.

Study ID References Program Program type
(curriculum vs.

kernel)

Implementation quality
indicators studied

Type of contextual
factors studied

1 Gregory et al., 2007 Yes I can Curriculum Dosage School organizational

2** Beets et al., 2008 Positive action Curriculum Dosage
Adherence
Quality of delivery

School organizational
Teacher attitudes

3 Mihalic et al., 2008 LifeSkills training Curriculum Dosage
Adherence
Quality of delivery
Participant responsiveness

Program support: training
Program support: coaching
School organizational
Teacher attitudes
Teacher resources
Student behavioral
Parents

4** Ransford et al., 2009 PATHS Curriculum Dosage
Quality of delivery

Program support: training
Program support: coaching
School-organizational
Teacher resources
Teacher demographic
Student demographic

5** Wehby et al., 2012 GBG Kernel Adherence Program support: coaching
Teacher attitudes
Teacher resources

6 Becker et al., 2013 PAX GBG Kernel Dosage
Quality of delivery

Program support: coaching
Teacher demographic
Student demographic

7 Molloy et al., 2013 SWPBIS Kernel Quality of delivery School demographic
Student demographic

8 Johnson et al., 2014 GBG Kernel Adherence
Quality of delivery

Teacher attitudes

9 Domitrovich et al., 2015 PAX GBG Kernel Dosage
Quality of Delivery

Program support: coaching
School organizational
School demographic
Teacher attitudes
Teacher resources
Teacher demographic
Student demographic

10 Malloy et al., 2015 Positive action Curriculum Dosage
Quality of delivery

School organizational
Teacher attitudes

11** Wanless et al., 2015 Responsive Classroom Curriculum and Kernel Adherence Program support: training
School organizational
Teacher attitudes
Teacher resources
Teacher demographic

12 Bethune, 2017 SWPBIS Kernel Adherence Program support: coaching

13 Swift et al., 2017 KiVa Curriculum Dosage School organizational
Teacher attitudes
Teacher resources

14** Johnson et al., 2018 PAX GBG Kernel Dosage
Quality of delivery

Program support: coaching

15 Domitrovich et al., 2019 PATHS Curriculum Dosage
Quality of delivery

School organizational
School demographic
Teacher attitudes
Teacher resources
Teacher demographic
Student demographic

(Continued)
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TABLE 1 (Continued)

Study ID References Program Program type
(curriculum vs.

kernel)

Implementation quality
indicators studied

Type of contextual
factors studied

16 Musci et al., 2019 PAX GBG Kernel Dosage School organizational
Teacher resources
Teacher demographic
Student behavioral
Student demographic

17 Bastable et al., 2020 SWPBIS Kernel Adherence Program support: coaching

18*,*** Dowling and Barry, 2020 MindOut Curriculum Dosage
Adherence
Quality of delivery
Participant responsiveness ***

Program support: coaching
School organizational
Teacher attitudes
Student behavioral
Student attitudes
Student demographic

19 Combs et al., 2021 LifeSkills training Curriculum Dosage
Adherence
Quality of delivery
Participant responsiveness

Program support: training
School organizational
School demographic
Teacher attitudes
Student demographic

20 Combs et al., 2022 LifeSkills training Curriculum Adherence
Quality of delivery
Participant responsiveness

School organizational
School demographic
Teacher attitudes
Student behavioral
Student demographic

*Mixed methods design; **interaction effects of contextual variables on quality indicators reported, ***four implementation quality indicators used for calculating an overall quality index.

by two coders and discussed in detail until a unanimous
decision was met, thus establishing inter-rater reliability. Data
from the remainder of the articles were coded by the first
author of the study and afterward carefully double-checked by
the second coder.

In the second step, after reviewing all articles, one single
post hoc datasheet was formed with (a) the authors’ rationale
for including the contextual variables, (b) all contextual variable
characteristics, (c) every relationship of the contextual variable
with the implementation quality indicator, (d) the authors’
interpretation of the relevance of the results, (e) rationale for
further research and (f) descriptions of study limitations. This
analysis sheet was compiled by the first author of the study and
afterward thoroughly double-checked by the second coder.

In the third step, the inductive content analysis procedure
(Vears and Gillam, 2022) was employed for all the contextual
variables to be grouped into categories based on similarity.
Four main categories of contextual factors emerged: program
support (i.e., training and coaching), school, teacher, and
student categories, with 2–3 subcategories for each that further
withheld subcategories, based on similarity. The coding result
of categories and subcategories can be seen in Figure 2. In one
study, one parental support related single item was coded as
a contextual variable, but as it did not yield any statistically
significant effect on any implementation quality indicator, it
was excluded from further analysis. All coded category and
subcategory labels were then linked with the contextual variables

in the post hoc datasheet. Relations in the mixed methods study
were additionally coded if reported as particularly characteristic
to the low (n = 12) or high quality implementation group
(n = 8). Similarities between the two quality groups in the
mixed methods study were not coded, due to their non-
differential nature.

In the fourth step, in order to ascertain, which contextual
factors would demonstrate the highest relative frequency of
statistical significance toward SEL program implementation
quality indicators, a quantitative approach was undertaken.
Frequency ratios of statistically significant relationships were
calculated across all quantitative articles (n = 19). Altogether
355 relationships were tested in the 19 quantitative articles and
around a quarter (83) of these relationships were statistically
significant (p < 0.05 or smaller). The largest number of tested
relationships was present in the school category (113), followed
by the teacher (104), program support (71), and student
categories (63) (refer to Table 2). As an illustrating example,
in Ransford et al. (2009, study 4), among other contextual
variables, two different indicators of teacher resources (self-
efficacy and burnout) were both studied for their relationships
with dosage and quality of delivery, the latter both measured
through two different indicators, which altogether presented 8
relationships tested, of which two turned out to be statistically
significant in the study. Studies looked at a different number
of relationships, ranging from 1 (study 12) to 51 (studies 9
and 20), and the frequency of statistically significant relations
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FIGURE 2

Results of the thematic coding process: an overview of school-related contextual factors, four category levels. The figure in brackets indicates
the number of articles this factor was explored in. *Category variables only emerged in study 18 (Dowling and Barry, 2020) and are, therefore,
not present in Table 2. Color codes indicate the frequency of the statistically significant relationships from tested relationships in the
quantitative studies (N = 19).

from those tested, ranged from 6 (study 9) to 100% (studies
2, 7, and 12). The results of the relationship significance ratio
calculations are presented in Table 2. Relationships with all
four outcome variables of implementation quality (adherence,
dosage, quality of delivery, and participant responsiveness) were
studied in the context of all four categories of contextual factors,
no implementation quality indicator appeared more frequently
studied across any category of contextual factors.

4. Results

4.1. Categories of contextual factors

In the process of the thematic coding that was carried
out for identifying unifying categories among the contextual
variables, four main categories of contextual variables were
revealed (refer to Figure 2): program support (i.e., training
and coaching), school, teacher, and student category contextual
variables. The different categories were present rather equally in
articles, teacher category variables were looked at in 15 studies,

school variables in 14, and program support variables in 11
articles. Student category factors were considered in the least
number of articles (10). Four studies (1, 8, 12, and 14) looked
at contextual variables in just one main category (e.g., school),
whereas five studies (3, 4, 9, 18, and 19) handled background
predictors in all four. The four main categories (level 1) were
divided into smaller subcategories into three additional levels,
revealing a diverse array of contextual variables tested (follow
the subdivision of categories on the four subcategory levels both
in Figure 2 and in Table 2).

On level two, teacher-related factors were diversely coded
into three subcategories: teacher demographics (six articles),
teacher resources (eight articles), and teacher attitudes (12
articles). The demographics subcategory included factors of
age (four articles), gender (one article), education level (two
articles), and working experience (two articles) on level three.
Teacher resources were divided on level three into such
psychological resources as (a) self-efficacy (six studies), (b)
burnout (five studies), and (c) time management (three articles).
Teacher attitudes, in turn, were assessed either toward teaching
SE skills (three studies), toward the specific SEL program
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TABLE 2 Proportion of statistically significant relationships between contextual factors and implementation quality indicators by category (quantitative articles, N = 19).

Level 1
main
categories

A B C D Level 2
subcategories

A B C D Level 3
subcategories

A B C D LEVEL 4
subcategories

A B C D

Program
support

71 19 26.8 4, 5, 6, 11,
12, 14, 17,

19

Training 17 4 23.5 4, 11, 19 Perceived quality and
benefits of training

8 2 25.0 4

Engagement in training 1 1 100 11

Training modality 8 1 12.5 19

Coaching 54 15 27.8 4, 5, 6, 12,
14, 17

Specific type of coaching
activity

34 7 20.6 6, 14, 17 Check-in and needs
assessment

8 0

Teacher-coach working
relationship

10 6 60.0 4, 5, 14 Modeling activities 5 4 80.0 6, 14, 17

Duration or frequency of
coaching

5 1 20.0 6 Tracking progress and
feedback

10 2 20.0 6, 17

Procedural accuracy of the
coaching process

5 1 20.0 12 Technical assistance 11 1 9.1 17

School 113 29 25.7 1, 2, 4, 7,
10, 15, 19,

20

School organizational 92 22 23.9 1, 2, 4, 10,
15, 19, 20

School climate 56 13 23.2 1, 2, 4, 10,
15, 19

Overall climate 12 2 16.7 2

Capacity to organize 36 9 25.0 15, 19, 20 Administrator support 23 4 17.4 1, 4, 19

School demographic 21 7 33.3 7, 15, 19, 20 School size 7 2 28.6 7, 15 Staff relationship quality 4 1 25.0 10

School area characteristics 14 5 35.7 19, 20 Specific values 17 6 35.3 1, 10, 15

Teacher 104 25 24.0 2, 3, 4, 5, 8,
9, 10, 13,
15, 16, 20

Teacher demographic 20 3 15.0 4, 9, 15 Age 9 2 22.2 4, 9

Gender 3 0 0

Education level 4 0 0

Working experience 4 1 25.0 15

Teacher resources 34 5 14.7 4, 9, 13, 16 Self-efficacy 13 1 7.7 4

Burnout 10 4 40.0 4, 9, 13, 16

Time management 11 0

Teacher attitudes 50 17 34.0 2, 3, 5, 8, 9,
10, 15, 20

Attitudes toward teaching
SE skills

7 2 28.6 2, 10
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TABLE 2 (Continued)

Level 1
main
categories

A B C D Level 2
subcategories

A B C D Level 3
subcategories

A B C D LEVEL 4
subcategories

A B C D

Attitudes toward the
program

29 11 37.9 3, 5, 8, 15,
20

Openness to new EBP 3 0 0

Teaching fit with program
principles

11 4 36.4 9, 20

Student 63 15 23.8 3, 4, 7, 16,
19, 20

Student demographic 47 9 19.2 4, 7, 19, 20 Grade level 10 4 40.0 4, 7

Socio-economic status 17 5 29.4 7, 19, 20

Class size/presence 14 0 0

Disabilities 3 0 0

Achievement 3 0 0

Student behavioral 16 6 37.5 3, 16, 20 Self-regulation 13 6 46.2 3, 16, 20

Peer relations 2 0 0

Engagement in class 1 0 0

A, number of statistical relationships tested in this category; B, number of statistically significant relationships revealed in the category; C, percentage of statistically significant relationships from all those tested; D, list of studies where this category variable
was found statistically significant in at least one relationship; ratios over 50% are boldfaced.
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implemented (nine studies), teaching fit with the program
principles (four articles), or openness to employing a new
evidence-based practice (EBP, 1 study).

The program support factors were coded into two
subcategories on level two: coaching (nine articles) and training
(four articles). Training variables on level 3 looked at perceived
benefits of training (two articles), teacher engagement during
training (one article), and training modality (online vs. face to
face, one article). Coaching variables on level three were related
to either (a) coach-teacher working relationship (teacher self-
report, five articles), (b) the duration or frequency of coaching
(one article), (c) the procedural accuracy of coaching as to abide
by a certain coaching protocol (two articles), and (d) the specific
type of coaching activity applied by the coach (four articles).
The specific coaching activities on level four included: a) check-
in and needs assessment (three articles), modeling program
activities (three articles), tracking progress and feedback (two
articles), and technical assistance (three articles).

School factors were coded into two categories on level
two: school-organizational (13 articles) and school demographic
(five articles), which again were further split into smaller
subcategories of thematically grouped variables on level three.
In the school demographic factors subcategory, there were
two types of variables—school size (number of students, three
articles), and school area characteristics, such as rural/suburban
or the number of schools engaged in the SEL program
implementation in the area (two articles). School organizational
factors were coded into two different aspects: school climate
indicators (13 articles), and the capacity to organize, which
included factors related to providing facilities, materials, or
cooperation structures for SEL program implementation in
the school (five articles). Within the school climate category,
four subcategories were distinguished on level four: (a) general
school organizational climate (measured by the overall score
of different organizational climate subscales, four articles); or
more specific subscales of organizational culture, such as (b)
administrative support and/or leadership (nine articles), (c) staff
relationship quality (two articles), or (d) the level of particular
organizational values such as openness to innovation, support,
and respect, perceived collective responsibility, participatory
decision-making, or school-wide support for SEL (five studies).

Students were the least frequently studied category and three
level 2 subcategories here were student demographic, student
behavioral, and student attitudes (the latter was only addressed
in one article, Study 18). The demographics subcategory was
coded into (a) grade level (five articles), (b) socio-economic
status (five articles), (c) class size or presence in class (three
articles), (d) percentage of students with disability (one article),
and (e) percentage of students proficient in state achievement
tests (one article). The student behavioral subcategory was
coded into self-regulation (three articles), peer relations (two
articles), and engagement in class (two articles).

In response to the first research question, we found that
articles most frequently looked at school climate indicators
(13 articles), including measures of perceived administrator
support (nine articles); teacher attitudes toward the program
implemented (nine articles); and teacher self-efficacy (six
articles). Overall, a dispersed picture of diverse types of
contextual factors emerges from Figure 2, as many kinds of
contextual factors only surfaced in one article (such as the
duration and frequency of coaching, engagement in training, or
openness to new EBP).

4.2. Contextual factors demonstrating
the highest frequency of statistical
significance

The second research question was interested in which
contextual factors would demonstrate the highest frequency
of statistically significant relationships with SEL program
implementation quality indicators. The relative frequency
of statistically significant relationships across all four main
categories was somewhat similar, ranging from 23.8% in
the student category to 26.8% in the program support
category (refer to Table 2). The proportion of statistically
significant relationships found, however, varied greatly within
the subcategories. Throughout most categories a statistically
significant result was present between 0 and 29% of the
time (Figure 2), indicating that these types of contextual
factors showed more arbitrary statistical significance across
several studies.

In 10 categories, the frequency of statistically significant
relationships from those tested, ranged between 30 and 49%
(marked with gray in Figure 2), indicating a somewhat more
consistent tendency for statistical significance across studies.
Only three subcategories stood out across studies by displaying
a ratio of 50% or higher in the tested vs. statistically significant
relationships, all of which emerged from the program support
category (marked with light blue in Figure 2). Column D
in Table 2 lists studies where a significant relationship was
found between that category of contextual factor and an
implementation quality indicator; articles that tested, yet failed
to find a statistically significant relationship in that category
were excluded from Table 2.

Within the program support category, both, training
and coaching appear to be significant contextual factors for
implementation quality. Training-related contextual variables
were not copiously operationalized in the studies. Of special
interest was the observer-rated teacher engagement in training,
which was the only contextual variable of seven in Wanless
et al. (2015, study 11), that yielded any statistical significance
toward their single implementation quality indicator of interest
(adherence). Coaching-related factors were assessed more
frequently. In the specific type of coaching activity category, four
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different subcategories were distinguished, where only one type
of activity was frequently statistically significant toward quality
implementation indicators. In all three studies that looked
at specific coaching activities’ influence on implementation
quality indicators (studies 6, 14, and 17) modeling program-
specific activities (i.e., demonstrating how to implement the
program practices) was the specific activity that yielded a
consistent relationship with implementation quality indicators
(statistically significant in 80% of the tested relationships, refer
to Table 2). Furthermore, in the mixed methods study, the
low-quality implementers’ group was distinctive from the high-
quality implementers by suggesting that an external person
would deliver the lessons altogether. The teacher-coach working
relationship was measured with a single item in study 4 and
with a variant of a teacher-coach alliance scale in three studies
(5, 9, and 14), all collected as teacher self-report of the working
relationship and its benefits with the coach. Throughout articles,
this was tested through 10 quantitative relationships in four
studies and found statistically significant in six relationships
in three articles (p < 0.01), this makes the teacher-coach
working relationship the second more consistent variable in the
coaching subcategory, as connected to implementation quality
indicators. Additionally, in Dowling and Barry (2020, study
18), high quality implementers expressed more openness to
implementation support.

Factors in the school category mostly indicated a modest
number of statistically significant relationships. School
climate was the most common contextual variable category
(explored in 13 articles). Despite its popularity, especially by
exploring the influence of perceived administrator support on
implementation quality (nine studies) the school organizational
climate variables, just as demographic variables did not indicate
any consistent statistical significance toward implementation
quality indicators.

In the teacher category, no types of variables yielded
statistically significant relationships across 50% of the tested
relationships. Teacher resources were a rather frequent target of
inquiry, altogether 34 quantitative relationships were assessed,
of which only five were found statistically significant. Teacher
self-efficacy indicators, which are often suggested as relevant
contextual factors for implementation quality, were statistically
significant in only 7.7% of the relationships tested. Teacher
burnout (as measured by the Maslach Burnout Inventory,
Maslach et al., 1996) however, was found to be negatively related
to dosage (and not to other implementation quality indicators)
in four studies (4, 9, 13, and 16), which sets the relative
frequency of statistical significance to 66.7% for relationships
tested only between teacher burnout and dosage. This was
the only regularity in the current sample where some type of
contextual variable would be systematically connected to only
one kind of implementation quality indicator.

In the student category, similarly, no types of variables
were statistically significant more than 50% of the tested

relationships. Student-related factors were primarily assessed as
demographic factors (nine articles). Student self-regulation was
assessed as a contextual factor for implementation quality in
three quantitative articles (studies 3, 16, and 20) and showed
the most promise (statistically significant in 46.2% of the
tested relationships). More specifically, in Mihalic et al. (2008,
study 3) observer-rated quality of student behavior in class
predicted adherence and quality of delivery; and in Musci et al.
(2019, study 16) observer-rated aggressive behavior in class
was negatively related to program dosage. In Combs et al.
(2022, study 20) observer-rated student misbehavior negatively
predicted all three of their implementation quality indicators
(p < 0.001). Additionally, Dowling and Barry (2020, study 18)
was the only article in the sample where both teachers and
students were included as informants (via interviews) and where
student attitudes about the program had a chance to surface, as
well as were revealed as distinctive of the quality of program
implementation. For example, students in the high implementer
group listed more personal benefits of the program, claimed
more frequently to have enjoyed the learning experience and
could offer more specific examples of SEL benefits to them.
Students in the low quality group reported negative program
experiences more frequently and could bring less concrete
examples of SEL benefits to themselves.

Five articles (studies 2, 4, 5, 11, and 14) viewed the
interaction effects of contextual factors on implementation
quality indicators. In four of them, interaction effects between
variables in different contextual categories were revealed.
The type of interaction effect, which was similarly revealed
throughout two studies, appeared in the context of perceived
burnout and coach-teacher working relationship. Both in
Wehby et al. (2012, study 5) and Ransford et al. (2009, study
4), a strong coach—teacher working relationship was seen
to reduce the impact of teacher burnout on implementation
quality indicators.

5. Discussion

A systematic literature process with a final sample of 20
articles, was carried out to map, what kind of teacher- and
school-related contextual factors have been studied in relation
to SEL implementation quality indicators; as well as, to see
whether any of those contextual factors showed more consistent
statistical significance across the articles in the sample.

The current study offers confirmation that different levels
of contextual variables are relevant to ensuring implementation
quality and further supports an ecological understanding of
implementation quality context. Based on the articles in the
current sample, four different categories of contextual variables
were exposed: student, teacher, school, and program support
categories, which, in turn, were divided into quite heterogeneous
subcategories into three sublevels (demographic, attitudinal,
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behavioral, etc., refer to Figure 2 and Table 2), revealing the
diversity in contextual factors studied across SEL program
implementation quality. It is important to note that all four
broader contextual categories also emerged in the mixed
methods study (Dowling and Barry, 2020, study 18) where
they surfaced through qualitative interviews, not variables
operationalized beforehand.

The category of program support factors was the only
one in the current study where more consistent statistically
significant contextual factors were revealed; and which, based
on the current analysis, may thus prove more essential for
ensuring the program outcomes for students. The contextual
factor with the highest frequency of statistical significance
(80%) across articles, was a single kind of coaching activity:
modeling program activities to teachers, revealed in studies
looking at coaching activities for implementing GBG (Becker
et al., 2013, study 6), PAX GBG (Johnson et al., 2018, study
14) and SWPBIS (Bastable et al., 2020, study 17). Modeling
has previously been shown as something that supports teacher
self-efficacy, especially during the beginning phases of the
profession (Bandura, 1977; Johnson, 2010), and can thus be
seen as supportive for teachers in adopting new practices.
Second, teacher self-report of the working relationship and its
benefits with the coach proved more consistently significant
(in 60% of the tested relationships in the sample) for ensuring
implementation quality for PATHS (Ransford et al., 2009,
study 4), GBG (Wehby et al., 2012, study 5), and PAX GBG
(Johnson et al., 2018, study 14). It is noteworthy that none of
the “procedural” qualities (procedural accuracy of the process,
progress feedback, check-in, or time spent coaching) managed
this. Study 5 describes the role of the coach as the link between
teachers and project staff, offering feedback and assistance and
providing program materials; study 15 describes coaching in
more collaborative and tailored terms in supporting teachers’
program implementation skill development. Study 4 does
not offer a description of the coaching principles applied in
implementation. Studies 5 and 14 used a teacher-coach alliance
scale (10 and 23 items, respectively), whereas study 4 managed
to obtain statistically significant results through the use of a
single item. “Overall, how useful was the consultation time with
your PATHS coordinator.” Issues of measuring the transactional
nature of the coach-teacher working relationship have been
discussed in Johnson et al. (2016); study 4, however, indicates,
that this contextual factor may also be captured by a single item.
The positive impact of coaching on program implementation
quality is not a large surprise, as coaching has been shown
as an efficient measure for teacher professional development
and desired classroom impact (Kraft et al., 2018); the current
study, suggests an emphasis on the cooperative or relational
aspect of this working alliance, as opposed to its technical
aspects. However, as coaching is also costly and the benefits
may be short-lived after the program implementation coaching

phase had ended (Pas et al., 2022)—the question about longer-
term student benefits through quality of teacher implementation
practice remains.

A frequently significant relationship between teacher
burnout and dosage (and no other implementation quality
indicators) was revealed in the current article, suggesting a more
systematic pattern between the exhaustion of psychological
resources and the amount of program delivered. Additionally,
it was shown in studies 4 and 5 that a quality coach-teacher
working relationship had the potential to reduce the effects
of teacher burnout on program implementation. Research by
Ghasemi (2021, 2022) has shown that individual motivational
and empowering interventions (similar to coaching) can
effectively reduce teachers’ burnout levels. Even though among
high-coping teachers, the effects of burnout on everyday practice
may not be detrimental, burnout combined with the effects
of teacher stress has an evident impact on student outcomes
(Herman et al., 2018)—thus coaching in the form of teacher
support may also alleviate the risks teacher burnout presents to
classroom practice.

The student self-regulation subcategory did not pass the
50% frequency mark in statistical significance (it stayed at
46.2%), but showed potential, as it was statistically significant
in all three studies that addressed it. It must be added that
In Combs et al. (2021, study 19), a “capacity to organize”
indicator4 was measured with a checklist of observer-rated
technical and organizational difficulties (e.g., lack of materials,
poor facilities), which also included a student disruptive
behavior item. This composite factor was predictive of three
implementation quality indicators on the teacher level, but the
contribution of the observed misbehavior to that effect can
only be hypothesized. In their second similar study, Combs
et al. (2022, study 20) assessed all observer-rated technical and
behavioral difficulty factors as separate contextual variables,
and both, capacity to organize and student self-regulation
factors were statistically significant contextual predictors in
the study (especially, again, on the teacher-, as opposed to
the school district level). This might also suggest a hidden
effect of observed student self-regulation in study 19. We, thus,
suggest that student baseline self-regulation deserves additional
attention as a contextual factor in implementation quality
research. Musci et al. (2019) pointed out that too few studies
had considered the students’ behavioral influences on program
implementation by teachers and suggested that there could
be a “tipping point” where negative student behavior could
present a challenge to implementation. Farmer et al. (2016) have
pointed to “correlated constraints” as the network of synergistic
associations between individual and social factors in group
functioning; which makes specific student contingencies in the

4 The only mixed contextual indicator in the sample. This was coded
as “capacity to organize” due to the nature of the large majority of items
in the observer list.
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classroom and their interaction also an important contextual
factor for program implementation, and these should be looked
at in further research.

In the current study, some levels of school ecology that
have been previously regarded as relevant for ensuring program
implementation quality did not prove as consistently significant
as might have been anticipated (such as a teacher or school level
contextual factors). As an example, the school organizational
climate was the most common level 2 background factor
category in the current sample (13 articles), assessed with
general organization culture measures, as well as more specific
assessments of organizational values or administrator support
(both generally and to program implementation), that did
not yield any consistently significant results. It can be seen
that the school (Domitrovich et al., 2008) and organizational
capacity (Durlak and DuPre, 2008) levels in previous models
also contain a dispersed array of organization-related factors
(from organizational norms to ways of decision making) to
influence implementation quality. The tradition of including
organizational variables can be traced to the ISF which sees
different organizational characteristics play an active role in the
program implementation process (Wandersman et al., 2008).
Despite the undisputed importance of such hygiene factors
for school daily life, the current article could not confirm
the consistent relevance of those factors for SEL program
implementation quality across studies.

On the contrary, the program support category was
revealed as a more consistently convincing contextual layer
for supporting the quality implementation of SEL programs,
in the current study. Even though teachers are frequently
referred to as central players in program implementation (e.g.,
Brackett et al., 2012; Schonert-Reichl, 2017), based on the
current study, the quality of program implementation may rely
less heavily on teachers’ demographic characteristics, attitudes,
or personal resources, and more on something that happens
in the “zone” of their professional development. Coaching
has a long history of being viewed as an essential part of
teacher professional development, that enables the transfer of
acquired skills and knowledge into practice (Joyce and Showers,
1981). In Domitrovich et al. (2008) support system is seen
as more inherent to the intervention and its implementation
process. It may be worth considering treating program support
through training and coaching as a separate contextual layer
of teacher professional development, designed to induce the
desired change in teacher everyday practice.

Furthermore, there is an additional contextual category
that has not been suggested explicitly in previous theoretical
models and has also been included more infrequently in
previous research—the student level. The relative scarcity of
studies examining student-level contextual factors could be
explained by the tradition of evidence-based programming,
where students’ behavior has rather been seen as a result, not the
context of program implementation. Students, however, bring
baseline behavioral qualities to the interaction that may impact

the implementation process. Students’ behavioral factors that are
nested in classrooms could also be regarded on the individual
level in the school ecology, to interact with the teacher level, who
in turn is influenced by the professional development (program
support). Tolan et al. (2020) provide support for this idea, as
in their integration trial of GBG and My Teaching PartnerTM

interventions, an effect on student outcomes was observed in the
interaction of student behavior, teacher personal resources, and
professional development variables.

5.1. Study limitations

There were also several limitations to the study. The
first limitation was the relatively small number of articles in
the study that remained in the sample after screening. The
second limitation is that the current article is affected by both:
publication and journal bias. First, only journal articles were
considered for the sample, and only Prevention Science and
Journal of School Psychology were sampled separately. This could
indicate that some relevant information may still have remained
unexposed for the sample, also it is possible, that research
that concentrates implicitly on the contextual factors’ influence
on SEL program implementation is still relatively limited to
this day. Third, we see that there is unclarity in SEL program
terminology: programs may be called universal prevention
programs or classroom management programs in different
contexts, which may or may not include teaching and practice of
SEL skills. This terminological unclarity may have contributed
to the failure to include all relevant articles for the sample. In
comparison to an overview of 20 articles, the current study only
offers an initial map of the contextual factors and their relevance
to implementation quality, several contextual factors were only
assessed in just one article and more confirmation would be
needed for the relevance of such factors across studies. One
such factor was teacher engagement in training that predicted
implementation quality. Even though this was a convincing
contextual factor in Wanless et al. (2015, study 11), more studies
would be needed to confirm the relevance of this factor across
studies. The fourth limitation is that it was decided not to
carry out any additional quality appraisal of the articles in
the sample and that publication in peer-reviewed journals was
considered a sufficient benchmark for research quality. It was,
however, noticed that many indicators in the frame of the same
study may have been assessed with varying degrees of quality
(e.g., self-reported single item with low variance, as opposed to
observer ratings with high interrater agreement), which could
account for the nature of some statistical relationships reported
in the sample and should be considered in more detail in
further studies. The jingle-jangle fallacy could be seen as one
limitation for interpreting the results of this articles, Dane
and Schneider (1998) have pointed out that “inconsistencies
in the conceptualization of fidelity reduce interpretability of
studies.” However, implementation quality indicators have been
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proposed to be considerably interconnected (Beets et al., 2008;
Berkel et al., 2011) and inferences were generally not made,
based on the type of implementation variable measured, in the
current article.

5.2. Implications of the study

The current article offers an overview, a more organized
road map of studies looking into the contextual factors of
program implementation which support students’ SE skill
development in school, and as such, it presents an original
contribution in the context of SEL program implementation
research and discussion. The analytical frame of the study
has suggested four broad contextual categories to support or
hinder quality SEL implementation, as such, contributing to
the theoretical development of the field. The results of the
current study bolster the relevance of program support factors
for implementation quality and reveal a link between teacher
burnout and program dosage. Based on the current analysis,
student factors emerge as a separate contextual level in school,
with special attention to student baseline self-regulation that
may influence SEL program implementation quality. Scientists
interested in practical research assuring quality contexts or
SEL implementation can utilize this knowledge as a navigation
tool toward more or less promising avenues for program
implementation support.

The current study suggests an emphasis on teacher
professional development and support in SEL program
implementation, concurring with Cook et al. (2019) emphasis
on educator support in the guidelines for effective school-
based implementation. Despite many SEL programs providing
coaching during initial implementation (e.g., Hershfeldt et al.,
2012; Becker et al., 2013), these effects may not be sustained
over time (Pas et al., 2022). Longer term coaching initiatives may
be considered internally for schools, such as peer coaching or
professional learning communities (Timperley et al., 2007; Cook
et al., 2019; Elias, 2019). Effective coaching partnerships require
teachers to have skills like the reflection of professional practice,
which may receive little attention in initial teacher training (Pas
et al., 2014) or be learned and practiced in a dubious manner
(Marcos et al., 2011). Initial teacher education should, thus,
find efficient ways of promoting teacher reflective practice and
inquiry mindset (Muijs et al., 2014) so that teachers would
already be more equipped with those skills when incorporating
new evidence-based practices into their work.

Studying SEL implementation is a tortuous area of study,
therefore, such issues as the intricateness of implementation
research (Durlak, 2015), the need for theoretical integrity
(Jones et al., 2019), or measurement challenges (McKown,
2019) have been previously discussed. Further research is
needed that examines both individual and organizational
factors on different ecological levels (e.g., teacher, school,
and school district), that impact implementation as an

outcome (e.g., Domitrovich et al., 2019; Combs et al., 2022).
However, research should also address, what accounts for the
discrepancies of such findings across different studies and
SEL implementation contexts: could they be accounted to the
different programs implemented, differing conceptualization
and operationalization of implementation quality indicators,
or, instead, varying ways of operationalizing or assessing
contextual factors. Based on the current study, we would
also like to support the further application of mixed methods
research on the field, as it may allow for additional contextual
factors (such as student attitudes in Dowling and Barry,
2020) to surface, which could have been underrepresented
in some previous multi-level models that often guide
quantitative research.
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